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FOREWORD TO JEWS IN THE SOVIET UNION: A HISTORY


DAVID ENGEL AND GENNADY ESTRAIKH

This volume is part of a six-volume comprehensive history of Jews and Jewish life in the Soviet Union, from the establishment of the Russian Soviet Republic in late 1917 through to the Union’s formal dissolution on December 8, 1991. The project was launched in 2015 under the auspices of New York University’s Global Network for Advanced Research in Jewish Studies, thanks to a major gift from Eugene Shvidler. It has been carried out by an international team of scholars—authors, consultants, archivists, and librarians—based in North America, Israel, and Europe, including several former Soviet states.

The scholars have worked to fill a major need in the study of both Soviet and Jewish history. The prominence of Jews among Soviet elites during certain intervals in the Soviet Union’s seven decades, along with pressures to remove them from elite ranks during others, has long been noted as a significant factor in Soviet politics, but the extent of such prominence, pressure, and significance has yet to be explored in detail. Similarly, the Jews of the Soviet Union, though numbering about 20 percent of the world’s Jewish population for most of the twentieth century and ranking second or third among Jewish communities defined by geopolitical boundaries, have yet to be incorporated significantly into a broader Jewish historical narrative. Reasons for both phenomena can be found in the very histories from which Soviet Jews have been largely absent. For Soviet ideologues and policymakers, the Jews of their country resisted easy categorization. From a Marxist point of view, their status was confusing. Were they a fully fledged nation? If so, how were Soviet Jews connected to Jews elsewhere in the world, including Palestine, later Israel? Without a clear ideological lens through which to regard them, certain aspects of their situation in the Soviet Union could not be readily explained. How, for example, to account simultaneously for their prominent role in many domains of Soviet life, most notably during the 1920s and 1930s, on the one hand, and for the unofficial but universally evident restrictions imposed, increasingly from the late 1940s, on their educational choices and career paths, on the other? How did it happen that Jews, many of whom had once been enthusiastic supporters of the Soviet way, sought to leave the country in growing numbers during its final three decades? Why were Jews allowed, at various times and with varying degrees of willingness or reluctance, to emigrate, whereas the vast majority of Soviet citizens were not afforded a similar possibility? The state’s guardians preferred to leave such questions in repose. As a result, historians living in the Soviet Union (and, after 1945, in the Soviet-dominated countries of eastern Europe as well) were strongly discouraged from taking up such an ideologically treacherous subject.

For historians of the Jews, Soviet Jewry presented a different set of anomalies. The Soviet state purported to act in accordance with a unique set of principles that, its leaders and advocates promised, would offer Jews greater physical safety, material security, and psychological peace of mind than would any alternative set of principles guiding other contemporary states or political movements, including those associated with liberal democracy and with Zionism. The principles’ uniqueness made the Soviet Union seem an outlier in the political history of modern Jewry. Moreover, in the highly charged atmosphere of the Cold War, those principles became associated with forces hostile to the countries in which most historians of the Jews resided. Consequently, the handful of Western scholars who displayed sustained interest in Soviet Jewish history tended to investigate the negative, tragic aspects of that history that eventually impelled many Jews to want to depart the country, leaving more quotidian, less dramatic, less controversial, and more successful parts of the story largely in the dark. Lack of sources for studying those parts of the story compounded the problem. As long as the Soviet Union existed, it severely restricted Western scholars’ access to relevant documents in Soviet libraries and archives. Only after its demise did scholars begin to grasp the breadth and depth of the materials they had once been unable to consult. During the three decades that have passed since then, many of those materials have been brought to light. Moreover, the passage of time has been both long enough to offer researchers sufficient distance for evaluating this massive documentary record and short enough to allow them still to benefit from the living memories of the large number of Jews who directly experienced the Soviet regime. Those memories have been and continue to be tapped by several large-scale oral history projects. Thus a critical mass of new source material appears to have made possible a synthesis of the Soviet Jewish past with a degree of accuracy, inclusion, understanding, and refinement unachievable even a generation ago. That is the outcome the current project has sought.

The project’s findings suggest that the results of the Soviet Union’s approach to matters of Jewish concern and the attitudes of different parts of the heterogeneous Soviet Jewish population toward the Soviet Union were mixed. At first many Jews were great supporters of the new regime that replaced the oppressive tsars. Yet it was not long before Soviet Jews faced the dismantling of their religious life. Some aspects of Jewish culture were suppressed, while others were promoted. For some Jews, these features of life under the Soviets were profoundly distressing; for others, they were less so. Some found ways to maintain certain religious and cultural practices despite official disapproval. At the same time, the regime pursued policies that helped some Jews achieve Soviet-style prosperity and reach the highest levels of Soviet society, though often simultaneously heightening tensions between Jews and some of their non-Jewish neighbors. After 1941 the Soviet Union fought the Nazis and sheltered Jews who had escaped to the East, with Soviet Jews playing a significant role in the war effort. Shortly thereafter, however, the regime intensified its own repression of the sharpened Jewish consciousness that World War II had aroused. Even under those conditions, Soviet Jews developed multiple mechanisms for excelling in this difficult environment and for preserving a Jewish identity. Some Jews became dissidents, campaigning for the right to emigrate and contributing to the Soviet regime’s eventual downfall. Other Jews strove to prosper within the Soviet system, despite difficult circumstances. Some of them were more successful than others.

Accordingly, the authors of the six volumes have tried to present the multiple, changing situations in which Soviet Jews found themselves over seven decades and more as much as possible through the eyes of all the various actors in those situations, Jewish and non-Jewish alike. In doing so, their aim has been to help readers understand how the various ways in which different groups of Jews adjusted to the policies and practices of the Soviet regime at different times could make sense to their members and how the changing policies that the regime adopted at different times could make sense to the regime itself in changing contexts. They have not sought to take sides in the debates of the times they explore, to evaluate the actions or attitudes of the participants, or to identify heroes and villains. Instead they have endeavored to fathom and to represent an intricate, multifaceted history as fully and fairly as available documents and available space allow.






EDITORS’ NOTE


DAVID ENGEL AND GENNADY ESTRAIKH

The fourth volume of Jews in the Soviet Union: A History analyzes the eight years from the end of the Second World War in 1945 to the death of Soviet leader Josef Stalin in 1953. During this interval, Soviet Jews, who had lost half or more of their number during the years of German occupation (the greatest proportional losses of any Soviet nationality), tried to reconstruct both their individual lives and their existence as a community in a country devastated by a four-year effort to defeat the invaders. That country soon faced a new “Cold War” with erstwhile allies, in which Jews found themselves under increasing governmental and popular suspicion as “rootless cosmopolitans” with family and communal ties to Jews in hostile states. For many Jews who had served their homeland in the face of German aggression and put their lives on the line in its defense, this atmosphere, with its attendant discrimination and attacks on Jewish institutions beginning in 1948, was both bewildering and frightening. The fright was mitigated only by Stalin’s death. Nevertheless, the various segments of Jewish society in the Soviet Union tried many different ways to build meaningful and lives in the shadow of the recent catastrophe. This volume relates how they did so and with what results.

Places are called by the Russian or (for Ukrainian cities) Ukrainian official name in force at the time referred to in the text (e.g., Leningrad, not St. Petersburg, but Kyiv, not Kiev). Individuals’ names are usually transliterated according to the language in which the person wrote most frequently. Languages using Cyrillic alphabets are generally transliterated according to Library of Congress standards, except for omission of diacritics that the Library uses and of some hard and soft signs (mostly in the notes). Yiddish is transliterated according to the system adopted by the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research. Deviations may occur at times; readers who spot them have read carefully, and we are grateful for their attention to detail.






PROLOGUE


When I first received an invitation to write this book in 2015, I believed the greatest challenge would be making the experiences of Soviet Jews in the aftermath of the Holocaust relatable to North American students and colleagues. I worried that readers might struggle to connect with issues that seemed distant from contemporary life—surviving the aftermath of violence, enduring discrimination and harassment, finding pathways to success in a hostile society, taking pride in children’s achievements, grieving lost loved ones in secrecy, and making sense of events like the Doctors’ Plot. Above all, I wondered how to convey the book’s central idea: that after World War II, Soviet Jews returned to a radically different society, one where Jewish identity suddenly required careful negotiation and carried consequences distinct from those of other Soviet citizens. In 2015, Jewish communities in North America had lived very different lives compared to Soviet Jews in the 1940s.

Unfortunately, I no longer see this as a challenge. I am writing these words in August 2025, almost two years after Hamas’s attack on Israel’s border on October 7, 2023, and the war that followed. In this time, nearly all Jews in North America—and across the world—have had to confront their Jewishness in ways they may never have before. Public spaces—universities, cultural institutions, schools, corporations, subway cars, and city streets—are filled with debates over Western complicity in Palestinian suffering. Discussions of a supposed “Jewish lobby” have entered mainstream discourse. Fierce debates rage over whether anti-Zionism constitutes antisemitism, whether Jews, especially American Jews, should be collectively blamed for Israel’s actions, and whether boycotts of Israeli goods and institutions should be implemented on a national scale. Jewish communities are deeply divided on politics, on their relationship with Israel, and on strategies for survival. But no matter their individual views, Jewish people everywhere are now thinking about their place in their societies, their safety, and potential escape routes should violence against them escalate.

This volume ends with Stalin’s death on March 5, 1953—an event that ushered in a new era of Soviet life. Though his passing led to certain freedoms for Soviet Jews, the legacy of his rule remained: Barriers to career advancement, suppression of public Jewish culture, and lingering societal hostility toward Jews persisted into the 1990s. We do not yet know how today’s story will unfold. But this book offers readers moments of recognition: The experience of living with discrimination, of being gaslit, of sensing suspicion from colleagues and friends—these are no longer just historical accounts but present-day realities. It is my greatest hope that the book’s relevance remains an intellectual curiosity rather than a warning of what is to come.






1THE END OF THE WAR


On May 9, 1945, the Soviet Radio announcer Yuri Levitan, the same one who had proclaimed the onset of World War II in 1941, uttered words that were memorized by countless people who heard him that morning: “Moscow is speaking. All radio stations of the Soviet Union are working. The war is over. Fascist Germany is fully defeated!”1 The next day, on May 10, an article appeared in Pravda by the journalist Ilya Ehrenburg titled “The Morning of Peace” (Utro mira). It celebrated the arrival of “quietness” and the moment when “husbands will hug their wives, and sons will embrace their mothers.” The piece concluded, “It is hard to find words to express such happiness.”2

People in large cities reported spontaneous celebrations. Some knocked on neighbors’ doors with the exciting news. The writer Mikhail Prishvin defined the occasion as the “ultimate people’s triumph.”3 In addition to celebrating the end of violence, people rejoiced in the very fact that they were still alive. Twenty-one-year-old Boris Khomski (a Jewish Red Army soldier stationed by the Elbe River) sent a postcard dated May 9 to a family member in Chimkent, Kazakhstan, saying, “Just imagine—we have lived to see this day!” He added, “No time to write it now. Alcohol will lose its strength [if we do not drink it now].”4

The euphoria, however, could not eradicate the pain of loss and destruction. In the months that followed, people began to realize the full extent of the devastation: the number of Soviet civilians dead because of the war, 13,684,692; the number of Soviet personnel killed in combat, 14,507,296. Population losses were the worst in western parts of the Soviet Union, especially Belarus and Ukraine.5 Officially, these numbers were not known for many years, but empirically people knew many members of their inner circles had been killed. Altogether 1,710 cities and towns, 70,000 villages, six million buildings, 32,000 industrial enterprises, and 98,000 collective farms had been shelled, bombed, burned, or otherwise destroyed. Millions of people resorted to living in dugouts. Belarus lost a quarter of its population. Ukraine lost 16 percent. The Baltic republics, where the German occupation was less severe, lost between 8 percent (Estonia) and 14 percent (Latvia). Outside the fighting zones, too, housing stock had lapsed into terrible condition due to wartime neglect, overcrowding, lack of sanitation, and the improvised nature of the shelter accommodating people displaced by the war.6

People who returned from the front lines were often unable to move back into their apartments and houses because they had been destroyed. In Leningrad alone, 3,174 buildings with a combined living space of 3.3 million square meters were destroyed. A further 2.2 million square meters, spread across 7,143 buildings, were so severely damaged as to be uninhabitable.7 Approximately 9,000 buildings were dismantled for firewood. Similarly, thousands of cities, villages, railroads, buildings, schools, and libraries were destroyed. Millions were made homeless. Many industries barely functioned. According to Mark Harrison’s calculations, the war cost the Soviet Union some 25 percent of its physical assets and about 14 percent of its prewar population.8

Two million people returned home injured, 450,000 of whom had lost an arm or a leg.9 And although the victory was public and communal, the losses were personal and private. While many people shared Khomski’s excitement that he got to see the end of the war, the devastating losses could not be ignored. It was impossible to go outside in cities and towns that had a significant Jewish population prior to the German invasion, such as Kyiv and Berdychiv in Ukraine and Minsk and Vitebsk in Belarus, and not see the all-encompassing consequences of battles on the ground—collapsed buildings, garbage, and ruins everywhere.

It is often said that every Soviet family mourned someone who was killed either in targeted attacks or in combat or died of starvation or disease. For Soviet Jews, the losses were even greater. According to the latest estimates, between 2.5 million and 2.6 million Jews were murdered within the territory defined by the Soviet borders of 1941, or about half of the Jews who lived in these regions at the onset of the war.10 In “human” terms, it meant not only that every Ashkenazi and Krymchak Jewish family lost someone but also that entire families and, indeed, almost entire communities were wiped out. Compared to non-Jews, more Jewish women and children were missing compared to their neighbors, as it was safer for Jewish men to serve in the Red Army than for their wives to end up under occupation.11

Jewish veterans or returning evacuees often created informal handwritten lists of whom they lost during the war. Sometimes, the lists contained hundreds of names. It was not rare for a Soviet Jewish survivor to have lost eighteen or twenty-seven or ninety-five relatives during the war.12 Many people who visited their place of birth (often also the place of death of their parents and children) could not describe it other than as “empty.” Mendel Mann, a Polish Yiddish poet who enlisted in the Red Army in 1942, wrote, when he passed small towns in the Zakarpattia region of western Ukraine in 1944, “I remember my merry shtetl / who has not seen it? / Now it is empty of people / Their houses too are all burnt.”13 He did not mean that these towns in Ukraine and Belarus seemed empty of people in general. He meant that they seemed empty of Jews. In Vilnius, Jewish soldiers and officers in Red Army uniforms had already told the partisans of the destruction of the towns around Vilnius and throughout eastern Europe on their way to the city. They fell into each other’s arms, and the soldiers, half crying and stammering in Yiddish, told them they had come hundreds and hundreds of miles and passed through towns and villages and had not found a single living Jew.14 A year earlier, devastated by the destruction of the Ukrainian Jewish community, the Soviet writer Vassily Grossman had expressed a similar sentiment in his essay “Ukraine without Jews.”15

The country in general, however, was not at all empty of Jews. Despite the staggering death and destruction, 2.5 million Jews survived the war in the Soviet Union—either as enlisted soldiers, as evacuees, or as people living under occupation. The figure represents the highest number of Jews in wholly or partly Nazi-occupied country who lived to see 1945. Overwhelmingly, Soviet Jewish survivors were educated. Artisans, craftsmen, agricultural workers, people without higher education, and the elderly had died in larger numbers than had engineers, scientists, doctors, and other skilled professionals, who had had a better chance to be evacuated as part of the major Soviet relocation project.16 After the war, the majority of Soviet Jews settled in the largest cities and shared similar socioeconomic and cultural outlooks, heavily represented in all areas of industry, science, medicine, literature, journalism, and culture. They formed an integral part of urban Soviet society. The Jewish population of the Ukrainian cities of Kharkiv, Kyiv, Dnipropetrovsk, Zaporizhzhia, and Mykolaiv decreased by only 30 percent, because people from smaller towns in Ukraine, Russia, and Belarus moved there.17 The largest Soviet cities such as Moscow and Leningrad regained most of their prewar Jewish population levels, primarily because evacuees returned and others moved in. After Victory Day, with the war behind them, Soviet Jews appeared to have every reason to look forward with optimism. Euphoria did not last too long, however, as Soviet policies that impacted the well-being of Jews were about to shift beyond recognition.


Postwar Soviet Policies

Soviet society changed dramatically after the war in its treatment of Jews. The transformation showed both in official policy and in the attitudes of non-Jewish fellow citizens. The process of divergence between Jewish and non-Jewish experiences escalated between 1945 and 1953. It involved several international policy shifts and internal political campaigns, all of which had a significant impact on the everyday lives of all Soviet people, with Jews disproportionally, not just during those eight years but also for the decades that followed.

In postwar Soviet life, punishments for political crimes became increasingly visible. The initial arrests involved hundreds of thousands of people accused of collaborating with the German Army and its allies, including Romanian and Hungarian troops. Upon conviction, sentences ranged from deportation to remote areas of the country to execution. During the period when death verdicts were suspended (1947–1950), sentences ran to up to twenty-five years in a forced labor camp, along with confiscation of all personal property.18 The persecution of traitors, both real and perceived, paved the way for a larger campaign against intellectuals and prominent politicians accused of engaging in anti-Stalin conspiracies.19 Some were executed as part of the Leningrad Affair, a series of criminal cases that Stalin fabricated in 1949 and 1950 to target Leningrad politicians who he worried could become his rivals because of how popular they had become after the Siege of Leningrad. Incarcerations swelled the Gulag’s population to an unprecedented 2.5 million by the time Stalin died in 1953. Of them, about 465,000 were political prisoners.20

The Soviet leadership maintained its reliance on the security apparatus to hunt down perceived internal enemies and uncover alleged conspiracies. There were now three organizations that dealt with internal and external threats. In 1946, the Politburo reconfirmed the separation of the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs, abbreviated as NKVD, and the People’s Commissariat for State Security (NKGB), initiated in 1943, and renamed all commissariats as ministries.21 The Ministry of State Security (MGB) was created in 1946 and operated as secret police. The Ministry of the Interior was also formed in 1946. It oversaw the Sovietizing of new territories, international spying, and traditional domestic purging.

These organizations played a crucial role in executing policies and running surveillance over Soviet society in ways that were not always consistent or predictable. Most people had to negotiate between official norms and unspoken practices of dealing with them. Sometimes people had to play an official role, and sometimes they became victims of official practices. The tension between shifting roles—sometimes the representatives of the state and sometimes subjects of policies—informed the early postwar Soviet society.22

In some areas of the country, such as Belorussia (today Belarus) and especially Moldavia (today Moldova), Jews were propelled into positions of authority in significant numbers immediately after the war. In some professional areas, such as Communist Party leadership, nomenklatura, and some industries such as food, they were even significantly overrepresented relative to their share of the population.23 In 1945, 33 percent of the membership of Moldavia’s Union of Writers were of Jewish origin, and by 1949, this proportion increased to 43 percent, although it decreased back to 33 percent by 1953.24 Similarly, in 1946, the majority of Moldovan doctors (69 percent) and lawyers (59 percent) were Jewish; many were not Soviet trained.25

Men and women, urban and rural residents, intelligentsia and blue-collar workers all experienced Soviet life differently, but negotiating shifting state policies presented significant additional challenges. For example, some ethnic groups, such as Chechens, Ingush, and Crimean Tatars, were deported in their entirety as a collective punishment for the perceived high level of collaboration with the German invaders. Similarly, a number of Poles, Lithuanians, Estonians, Caucasus Greeks, and other ethnic groups were deported from their homes between 1944 and 1949.26

Although Jews were not collectively deported, they too faced significant challenges. As anti-cosmopolitan and many other postwar ideological campaigns targeted them, they could not ignore or easily negotiate them, as campaigns made it easy to attack, deport, or harass Jews. Their options for manipulating the system were limited compared to nontargeted groups. The convergence and divergence of Jewish experiences during the late Stalinist era defined the period, as did attacks on scientists, the intelligentsia, and the ephemeral “West.” For example, in the 1930s, newspapers did not publish many antisemitic articles and exposes, whereas in the 1940s, the press was full of them.27 For most Soviet residents, the scale of arrests was lower than in the 1930s, but some population groups were targeted more than others. Jews were one of those groups. Astonishingly, a significant number of Jews were accused of collaborating with the Nazi Germans in 1945–1946.28 In the late 1940s, Yiddish writers, including those who never lived under the occupation, and other cultural figures were targeted. In the early 1950s, Jewish doctors were. Overall, Jews in the Soviet Union felt much less secure after the war than before.

In absolute terms, the number of Jews who were arrested in the 1940s and early 1950s was lower than in the 1930s, but the perception of danger and being targeted was much higher in the 1940s. During 1937–1938, NKVD organs arrested 1,575,259 people, 87.1 percent for political crimes.29 The proportion of Jews among those arrested then was the same or less than the proportion of them in the population.30 Meanwhile, in 1948–1953, about 300,000 people were arrested in the Soviet Union for political crimes.31 High-profile cases included the arrests—and ultimately the (secret) execution—of members of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee in 1952, the 1953 “Doctors’ Plot,” in which mostly Jewish physicians were accused of poisoning senior Soviet leaders, and the public humiliation and dismissal of Jewish intellectuals. When many historians speak of the most difficult period of Soviet Jewish history, they include both the Holocaust and the postwar era of 1945–1953, referring to it as the “black years of Soviet Jewry.”32

The goal of this volume is to tell the story of how Soviet Jews lived through, and made sense of, the eventful eight years between 1945 and 1953. The story of this complex time includes episodes that in some cases played a significant role in formation of Soviet and post-Soviet Jewish experience.



International Context: Onset of the Cold War and the Creation of Israel

By the end of 1945, the Soviet Union expanded its influence in eastern Europe and East Asia and continued, along with the United States and Great Britain, to negotiate spheres of influence in Europe. Tension between the Soviet Union and its former allies escalated when Winston Churchill delivered a lecture at Westminster College, in Fulton, Missouri, later dubbed the “Fulton speech.” In it, he coined the term “Iron Curtain,” referring to the political boundary and irreconcilable differences dividing the eastern and western blocs of postwar Europe. Historians date the onset of the Cold War to the date of that speech, March 5, 1946.33

As tensions rose, Stalin forged a tighter and more defensible Soviet order. He consolidated the 1941 empire, securing it in the west with a cordon of satellite states and in the east with friendly communist regimes (China from 1949 and North Korea). To shorten overextended frontiers, the Red Army withdrew from Norway (1945), Bornholm, Manchuria, and Iran (1946), and from Korea (1948). Rather than attempt to reassemble all former tsarist lands, Moscow accepted selective gains: southern Sakhalin and the Kuril Islands; a reengineered, satellite Poland with borders pushed west and population exchanges with Ukraine, Belarus, and (in the Vilnius region) Lithuania that produced more ethnically consolidated republics; and the annexation of Königsberg (Kaliningrad) and its oblast to the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR)—measures that expanded territory while tightening and securing the Soviet frontier.34

The Soviet Union held such a strong position internationally that when the United Nations was established on October 24, 1945, the country acquired three seats—the Soviet Union, Ukraine, and Belarus—as well as veto power on the Security Council. Soon fears arose over the “Palestine problem.” In mid-February 1947, after failed private negotiations, the British government officially admitted that it had been unable to find a solution and would ask the United Nations to recommend one.35 The US State Department expected the Soviets to oppose the idea of a Jewish state in Palestine and view it as a Zionist tool of the West hostile to the Soviet Union. Instead, to general surprise, Soviet Permanent UN Representative Andrey Gromyko spoke in favor of partition as meeting the legitimate demands of the Jewish people.36 In a speech to the United Nations General Assembly on May 14, 1947, he publicly expressed sentiments usually not articulated in the Soviet public sphere:


Hundreds of thousands of Jews are wandering all over Europe in search of livelihood and shelter. Many of them are in displaced persons camps where they are still suffering hardships.

The fact that not a single West European State has succeeded in protecting the elementary rights of the Jewish people and shielding them from the violence of the fascist butchers makes the Jews striving to create a state of their own understandable. It would be unfair to ignore this and deny the Jewish people the right to realize such aspirations.37



From that point on, the Soviet government persisted in its support for the Jewish cause in Palestine, both in the international political arena and behind the scenes. The Soviet Union voted in November 1947 for the United Nations Partition Plan for Palestine and on May 17, 1948, three days after Israel declared independence, officially recognized the new state.

Many Soviet Jews were delighted. Moscow, Kyiv, Leningrad, Minsk, Riga, and other cities with significant Jewish populations saw several spontaneous demonstrations marking the establishment of the State of Israel. These included special services in Moscow’s main synagogue in June and July 1948. Similarly, celebrations took place in Minsk’s synagogue.38 On September 7, 1948, Golda Meyerson (Meir), Israel’s first envoy to the Soviet Union, was received by Foreign Affairs Minister Vyacheslav Molotov. After Meir presented her credentials, one of her first actions was to officially thank the Soviet Union for its help at the United Nations.39

Diplomatic negotiations took place discreetly, but Meir’s visit was widely reported in Soviet newspapers. It marked an important public event for the Soviet Jewish community. On September 11, 1948, Meir visited Moscow’s choral synagogue for the first time and donated a Torah scroll.40 She also attended a performance of the Moscow State Yiddish Theater, to an enthusiastic reception, and on October 4, she attended choral synagogue for the High Holiday services. In a famous photograph, taken from an elevated position, possibly from the synagogue’s roof, Meir was pictured in the middle of a large crowd of young and middle-aged men, all wearing hats. Some estimates suggest that twenty thousand people showed up for services that day.41 Almost certainly, they were motivated by Soviet press reports about the regime’s support for Israel and wanted to express their solidarity and excitement. Arguably, the occasion marked the first Jewish communal expression of joy after the war and the last before December 1989, when seven hundred Soviet Jews from 175 nongovernmental organizations met in Moscow at the national conference of Soviet Jews.42

In Moscow, Meir’s visit was discussed in detail. Some people went to see her at the airport; others hurried to the synagogue. Maria D. (born in 1928), a young student actor at the Moscow Yiddish Theater, remembered the palpable excitement among her friends: “On the day of Golda Meir’s visit, many students announced they were going to skip classes, as they would go and try to meet Golda Meir. But my father was sick, so my mother asked me to stay home to help her to take care of him. I stayed at home. God saved me because, later, many who went were eventually arrested, especially those who screamed ‘Hurray’ when they saw her.”43

Ministry for Internal Affairs (MVD) informants attended the event, and many wrote reports about what they witnessed. “On the day of Yom Kippur,” said one, “the ambassador of the State of Israel, Meyerson, attended the main Moscow synagogue. The reception that she received, especially the triumphant march that followed her as she was leaving the synagogue, went much beyond the usual politeness.”44

The enthusiasm for Meir and Jewish support generally for the Soviet policy toward Israel backfired. The story of the Soviet government’s support of Israel’s establishment and the onset of the persecution of Jews internally is one of the best known and, ironically, least understood paradoxes of Soviet Jewish history. While the Soviet vote at the UN and the supply of weapons to Israeli military groups enabled the creation of Israel, the Soviet reaction to Jewish excitement over that same government policy was one of brutal discrimination and suppression.45 It was as if the Soviet government had set a trap that most Soviet Jews, broken by war, excited to be alive, did not see coming. Soon afterward, Jewish intellectuals were arrested in Kyiv. For example, David Hofshteyn, a Soviet Kyiv-based poet and member of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee, was arrested on September 16, 1948.46

Earlier that month, Lazar Kaganovich and Georgii Malenkov convinced Ilya Ehrenburg to write a text that would warn Soviet Jews not to presume that Israel is their homeland, or else they would suffer consequences.47 The article appeared in Pravda on September 21, 1948.48 In it, Ehrenburg stated that Soviet Jews should continue to consider Soviet Union to be their home. He insisted that there was no connection between Soviet support of Israel and any identification by Soviet Jews with the new state. According to Ehrenburg, Israel was for Jewish stateless survivors, not for Soviet Jews: “I know that the solution to the ‘Jewish problem’ does not depend on military successes in Palestine, but on the triumph of Socialism over capitalism, the triumph of the lofty internationalist principles of the working class over nationalism, fascism, and racism.… The October Revolution brought freedom and equality to all citizens of the Soviet land, including Jews. Some of them regard Russian as their mother tongue, others Ukrainian, still others Yiddish, but they all regard the Soviet Union as their homeland where there is no longer the exploitation of one man by another.”49

The Soviet Yiddish periodical Eynikayt (Unity) received several letters critical of Ehrenburg’s article, many stating that the writer did not speak on behalf of the Jewish people and condemning his lack of support for the new Jewish state.50 Other letters from self-identified shoemakers, tailors, and construction workers asked for the address of the Israeli ambassador to the Soviet Union, so that they could apply for permanent residence in Israel.51 Groups formed of people contemplating immigration to Israel, among them students and former Red Army soldiers and officers.52

Ehrenburg may have used the letter to warn Soviet Jews about being overly enthusiastic about the Zionist project. According to some analyses, the letter was “pro-Israel, but anti-Zionist.”53 He was sending them a signal that Soviet support of the establishment of Israel in Palestine did not signal the support for Soviet Jewish immigration to Palestine or support for Jewish cultural revival in the Soviet Union.54 Other members of Soviet Jewish intelligentsia probably shared his view, or maybe he influenced their views on how to talk about the subject. In remarks collected by the MGB in Ukraine, some people plainly rejected, although in a somewhat scripted way, the possibility of immigrating to the new state. “Soviet Jews won’t go to Palestine,” one professor at a medical research school in Kyiv said in conversation. “This does not make sense for them. Their home is the Soviet Union.”55 A trade industry worker from Mykolaiv said, “Although the Jewish state is created, I would not go there. I am used to a free life here in the Soviet Union and there is nothing for me there.”56

Surveillance by the MGB turned up a range of other opinions—from positive attitudes toward the Soviet Union to solidarity with the Palestinian Jews. “I was at war and I defended my Motherland—which is The Soviet Union,” wrote one journalist. One student said, “Here, in our Soviet Union, everyone is astonished at how brave Jewish heroes had been. I can be ready, at any minute, to refuse any comforts of life in the name of the great national liberation project. Had I known, that my life is needed in order to kill a few British men, I would have done it!”57

The MGB intercepted a letter written by yet another student, at an aviation school, who wrote to his mother, “If at all possible, I would be ready to give everything up in the name of victory for Jews. I would like to fight in the Red Army, against its enemies in order to end century-long sufferings of my people. Maybe I would have fulfilled my desire, but I am not sure that I might be able to, because it is not clear whether the just, liberating war of my people would end with victory and they would get their own free homeland.”58

Another person from Kyiv expressed similar sentiments when he wrote to his family members in New York: “Our new state of Israel is in big danger. It is our duty to worry about it. Above all, our American brothers can help it. Raise money! Volunteer to serve in the Jewish army!” Yet another letter said, “We have a big friend, but we cannot help it, and it can lead to world catastrophe.”59

On June 1, 1948, a synagogue in Chernivtsi organized services that were attended by thousands of people, during which attendees were heard saying, “enough talking, we must act, we have to be allowed to go to Palestine.” Another resident of Chernivtsi was reported saying, “There are rumors that a battalion will be formed consisting of Jewish youth, and it will be sent to defend Israel. I would have gone to Palestine, with pleasure.”60

In Belarus, some Jewish residents were able to listen to Western radio stations and followed the news of the establishment of Israel closely. Most Jews native to Belarus did not survive German occupation, and those who arrived in 1945 were either from the “new” Soviet territories—former deportees returning from the Urals—or Soviet evacuees and veterans. Others stated that they would leave for Palestine without hesitation.61 Reports of excitement about the creation of Israel came from Retchitsa, Zhlobin, Slutsk, Lelchitz, Vitebsk, and Homiel. Some people allegedly said that had a call for volunteers been issued, young people would have run to defend the new Jewish state.62 Ruvim Haikison, a worker at a tractor factory in Minsk, said he wanted to use his military experience to help Israel fight for its independence.63

Surveillance collected in Belarus noted that some people were worried that “the creation of Israel could lead to outbursts of antisemitism.”64 Of course, the MGB was mostly interested in voices of dissent, so it is not clear what percentage of Soviet Jews thought seriously about the establishment of the State of Israel. The Soviet support of the establishment of Israel and the coincident persecution of Soviet Jews are closely connected events. Some historians argue that when Israel failed to become a Soviet satellite state in 1948, Stalin took revenge internally on Soviet Jews. Jeffrey Veidlinger, for example, suggests that the creation of the State of Israel turned Soviet Jews into a diaspora nationality, thus making them a target.65 Gennady Kostyrchenko links that event to the order to shut down the Soviet Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee.66 Victoria Khiterer suggests that it was “good timing,” as Israel’s choice of its alliance with the United States was a good excuse to blame Soviet Jews for domestic problems, such as the famine of 1946–1947, and by persecuting them raise the popularity of the Soviet government.67 As will be demonstrated later in the volume, all four of these explanations were valid; however, it seems most likely that the notion of possible double loyalties among Jews served as a justification for implementing populist anti-Jewish policies and played a significant role in fostering an atmosphere of hostility and distrust toward them.




Moving Populations and Rumors of the Deportation of Jews

Fear of mass deportation—fueled by rumors that specified dates and destinations—was a defining feature of Soviet Jewish life after the war. It did not arise in a vacuum. Residents of Baltic states, the western parts of Belarus, and Ukraine—territories incorporated into the Soviet Union in 1939–1940—had lived under the Soviet rule for only a short period of time before the outbreak of war.68 When hostilities ended, authorities turned their attention to both rebuilding the destroyed regions and fighting the people they considered to be partially or fully hostile to the regime. Authorities started with groups that fought against the Soviet Union during the war itself. In western Ukraine, for example, it is estimated that anticommunist partisans had killed thirty-five thousand Soviet soldiers and communists between 1945 and 1951, while in Lithuania, up to one hundred thousand people had taken part in the struggle to prevent the restoration of communist power. In other parts of the country, ethnic groups of suspect loyalty continued to be targeted for persecution and deportation.

During the war, the NKVD and NKGB deported two million Volga Germans, Crimean Tatars, Cossacks, Chechens, and other Turkic peoples (including Crimea’s Armenians and Greeks, and Mongol-related Kalmyks) to the eastern interior of the Soviet Union. The rationale was that these ethnic groups had collectively collaborated with the enemy. The deportations, however, did not stop with victory. Among the hundreds of thousands of postwar victims of deportation were Balts, Finns, Greeks, Moldovans, Ukrainians, and Belarusians. Another stream of the population exchange arose from the border change between Poland and the Soviet Union. Two million Poles left western Belarus and western Ukraine, while half a million Ukrainians, Russians, Belarusians, and Lithuanians moved in the other direction.69

It is not surprising that in the context of the deportations, even if theywere not widely publicized, many Soviet Jews believed that they would be next. Rumors of Stalin’s plan of deporting Jews to Siberia, or in some versions, to Birobidzhan, started as whispers during the late 1940s. Lidiya Shatunovskaya (1905–1981), a member Svetlana Alliluyeva’s circle (Joseph’s Stalin’s daughter) who was arrested in 1948, with an accusation of Zionism and for her connections to the actor and theater director Solomon Mikhoels (1890–1948), reported in her book of memoirs that after she had come back to Moscow after her release from jail in 1953, “everyone in Moscow spoke” that Stalin planned his own “final solution,” complete with the mass deportation of Soviet Jews to Birobidzhan. Barracks were being built, she insisted, and hundreds of cargo trains were waiting near a Moscow railway station.70 A variation of this rumor is found in an MGB surveillance report in Ukraine. For example, one man, a supervisor in a mirror-making workshop, was reported saying, “There are rumors that Jews from Chernivtsi and Lviv will be sent to Birobidzhan.”71

Latter-day oral histories preserve similar sentiments. “Rumors circulated of preparations for Jews to be deported from Odessa, that cargo trains were being prepared. Later, when this story with the doctors began, and doctors began to be accused of things, I was sure this was going to happen. I was very worried at the time. I was hoping for the best, but I did not know.”72

Rumors were perpetuated both by fears of the Soviet regime and by the Israeli push for the Soviet Union to allow immigration to Israel. They made sense in the context of the Doctors’ Plot of 1953, the arrests of Jewish celebrities, the postwar campaigns against cosmopolitanism, and the everyday hostility toward Jews. Deportations would not have surprised anyone, but historians have had trouble verifying that the plans for deportations existed.73



Jewish Institutional Life

Soviet Jewish communal life transformed significantly during the war. By 1939, before the annexation of Poland, the Baltic states, and parts of Bessarabia and Bukovina, the number of surviving institutions of Soviet Jewish life, aside from those located in Birobidzhan, was significant and included theaters, museums, Yiddish sections of writers’ unions, a small department of the Ukrainian Academy of Science (Cabinet for Studies of Jewish Culture), a few Yiddish periodicals published in the newly occupied Poland, and book publishing; these institutions included very few individuals and also had a small impact. Similarly, synagogues and informal prayer gatherings functioned on quite a small scale. During the war, the Soviet government initiated the creation of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee, established in 1942, with the goal of raising awareness of the Soviet war efforts abroad.74 Two of its members, Solomon Mikhoels and the poet Itsik Fefer (1900–1952), traveled abroad in 1943 to advocate for the opening of the second front and to raise funds for the Soviet war effort.75 The JFAC published a Yiddish-language periodical named Eynikayt (Unity), directed at both domestic and international audiences. It also coordinated a number communal and academic initiatives both during and after the war.76

The committee was not the only instance of organized Jewish life. Jewish academic research, vibrant public life, and renewed interest in forming and maintaining religious communities were all elements of Soviet Jewish life in the mid-1940s. Much of this activity began in the annexed territories between 1939 and 1941, and some continued throughout the war, predominantly in the unoccupied parts of the country.77 Toward the end of the war and during its immediate aftermath, between 1944 and the end of 1949, seven different types of organized activities associated with the revival of Jewish institutional culture and public took place all over the Soviet Union.


	1. Several academic projects were coordinated by the Kyiv-based Department (Cabinet) for Studies of Jewish Culture, affiliated with the Ukrainian Academy of Science, such as ethnographic, historical, and folkloric research, documenting the destruction of Jewish communities during the war. A significant aspect of scientific work was to develop outreach through series of public lectures and other events geared toward Yiddish-speaking public. Leaders of the Cabinet called it “developing kultaktiv.”78

	2. One of the Moscow-based JFAC’s most ambitious and famous projects was the compilation of The Black Book, a collection of essays documenting German atrocities against Jews in the Soviet Union.79 Although the Russian edition of the book was not published until decades later, the project itself was completed by 1946. The Black Book has remained an important primary source for the history of the Holocaust in the Soviet Union until today. The JAFC also commissioned The Red Book, documenting the heroism of Jews in the Red Army. Although it has never been published as a stand-alone edition, the materials collected for it appeared in different venues throughout Soviet history. As part of both Red Book and Black Book projects, the JAFC commissioned trips of Yiddish writers and journalists to the smaller towns in the newly liberated Ukraine, Belarus, and Baltic states. These trips had a dual goal: collecting information on surviving Jewish communities and conducting educational and cultural activities both in these communities and in Moscow, Kyiv, and Minsk, where the majority of Jews ended up after the war. The committee also ran a historical commission in 1946–1947.

	3. Five state-funded Jewish theaters (GOSETs), in Moscow, Chernivtsi (which housed a formerly Kyiv-based theater), Minsk, Odessa (based in Balta), and Birobidzhan, as well as short-lived drama workshops in Lviv, Riga, Vilnius, and several other places, functioned, developed new repertoire, and attracted many viewers. In Moscow, a school that trained actors for Jewish theaters continued to train students. That school’s faculty included both practicing Yiddish actors such as Solomon Mikhoels and Veniamin Zuskin and academics working on Jewish studies, such as the philosopher Moisei Belenky and the literary critic Yehezkel Dobrushin.

	4. Yiddish schools were opened in Chernivtsi, Vilnius, and Kaunas and continued to operate in Birobidzhan.

	5. Yiddish publishing continued to develop and even grew compared to 1939. Four state-funded publications circulated. Eynikayt, a Jewish weekly, appeared until the end of 1948; the literary periodical Shtern appeared in Kyiv; Heymland was published in Moscow; and the almanac Birobidzhan appeared in Birobidzhan. The publishing house Der Emes continued to produce Yiddish-language fiction and nonfiction, as well as some works in Russian. In addition, Yiddish sections of libraries were opened all over Ukraine, including Kyiv, Mykolaiv, Chernivtsi, and Sharhorod. Jewish sections of writers’ unions were revived in Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus.

	6. Two Jewish museums were operating before 1949: one in Vilnius and another in Tbilisi, Georgia.

	7. Religious life associated with remaining synagogues continued. Synagogues went through a period of revival, and a number of informal congregations (minyans) were established throughout the country, many of them unregistered.



Almost everywhere Jews lived prior to the war, their activists fought hard to establish memorials to honor murdered Jewish civilians during the war. Arguably, the movement was the first massive grassroots activity of Soviet Jews that gained popularity since the shutdown of Jewish political parties in the 1920s.

The suppression of Jewish culture, statewide discrimination of Jews, and a general hostile climate came to the community relatively unexpectedly at the end of 1948, but right after the war, Soviet Jewish intellectual elites entertained hopes of the restoration of Jewish intellectual and public life. They lived, as they did in the 1920s, looking into the future, rather than, as in the 1930s, worried about the consequences of their actions. An in-depth look into that period, the four years between 1944 and 1948, demonstrates that Soviet Jews were not broken because of Hitler’s army, which murdered almost half of its population, but instead turned into a community, committed to research and preserve its history, create literary and artistic work, and maintain a strong ethnic identity.



Ideological Campaigns

During the war, many Soviet citizens ended up, though temporarily, outside the Soviet Union for the first time. Red Army soldiers and officers saw Czechoslovakia, Germany, Poland, Bulgaria, Romania, Austria, Hungary, and parts of Yugoslavia. Almost three million prisoners of war (POWs) survived the captivity in prisons or in forced work camps. Polish and Romanian refugees who spent the war in the Soviet rear were also sources of information about Western societies. To prevent Western ideas from spreading within Soviet society after the war, authorities undertook anti-Western propaganda campaigns and continued to promote Russian nationalist images and themes.80

On August 14, 1946, a new statement from the Organizational Bureau of the Central Committee of the Communist Party condemned the works of the renowned poet Anna Akhmatova and the writer Mikhail Zoshchenko for their alleged spirit of “blind adoration of everything foreign.”81 The statement marked the beginning of a patriotic and antibourgeois campaign in the cultural sphere. On May 14, 1947, Stalin and two of his closest aides, Minister of Foreign Affairs Vyacheslav Molotov and the head of the Propaganda and Agitation Department of the Central Committee for the Communist Party, Andrei Zhdanov, met at the Kremlin with the leaders of the Soviet Writers’ Union (Alexander Fadeev, Boris Gorbatov, and Konstantin Simonov). The discussion focused primarily on “Soviet patriotism.” Stalin presented the writers with a written document “advising” them to fight against the “spirit of self-abasement [found] among many of our intellectuals.”82 On November 6, 1947, at the session marking the thirtieth anniversary of the Bolshevik rise to power, Molotov declared that “the Soviet people were resolute in their determination to bring an end to remnants of the past as soon as possible and were ready to launch unrelenting attacks on all manifestations of groveling before, and slavish imitation of, the West and its capitalist culture.” Over the next few years, almost every area of science and culture was embroiled in grandiose campaigns to do away with “groveling before the West,” “antipatriotism” (later “anti-cosmopolitanism”), and generally anything “non-Russian.”83

The campaigns started with attacking science. On March 28, 1947, “honor courts” were established to fight admiration of the West and the underestimation of the contribution of Russian scientists to the development of world civilization, specifically the Russian creators of electricity, the radio, airplanes, and the parachute. One of the most significant and high-profile campaigns was known as “Lysenkovschina”—named after the president of the Agricultural Academy, Trofim Lysenko. He denounced genetics as a field of science (a field that was making promising advances in the Soviet Union in the 1920s and 1930s). He called on scientists to publicly denounce “Mendelism-Veismanism-Morganism,” referring to the geneticists Gregor Mendel and August Weisman and the discoverer of chromosomes, Thomas Morgan. Ostensibly, the campaign was about genetics, but it was also about accusing many Jewish scientists of promoting an antipatriotic agenda, suggesting that they developed their research to benefit the West, rather than the Soviet Union. Scientists who refused to publicly apologize for their previously supported research were demoted or fired.

Anti-cosmopolitan campaigns began to target writers, actors, and journalists. The initial signal for the attack came in a speech by Andrei Zhdanov in August 1946 and subsequently in resolutions of the Central Committee of Soviet Communist Party (CPSU; until October 1952, VKP(b)) Central Committee. Until 1947, campaigns had not been directed against specific nationalities. Now ethnic Russians, Belarusians, Poles, and Germans were accused and exposed. Jewish cosmopolitans were condemned in a Yiddish article titled “A Battle Program for the Ideological Front,” on September 24, 1946, in Eynikayt, the organ of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee. It emphasized that the Central Committee resolutions were of immediate concern to those who were in Jewish theatrical and literary circles. Several important writers, poets, and playwrights, including Shmuel Halkin, Ezra Fininberg, Avrom Sutskever, and Moyshe Pinchevsky, were accused of producing apolitical works devoid of ideas and nationalistic content. On October 10, 1946, Eynikayt published a severe critique of Shmuel Verite’s book When the Earth Burned (a novel about tobacco farmers in Moldova). The author was accused of being preoccupied with Jewish history and of slandering Soviet people and the Soviet reality.

Such attacks could have been dismissed as unconnected matters until 1947–1948, when general ideological campaigns began specifically targeting Jewish individuals. By late 1948, however, the attacks on cosmopolitans (kosmopolity) had acquired a markedly antisemitic character. The very term “cosmopolitan,” which began to appear ever more frequently in newspaper headlines, was increasingly paired in the lexicon of the time with the word “rootless” (bezrodnye).84

In December 1948, Anatolii Fadeev delivered a speech at a plenary session of the board of the Soviet Writers’ Union. Titled “On Several Reasons for the Lag in Soviet Dramaturgy,” the speech explicitly equated Jews with cosmopolitans: “Internationalism is born where the national art develops. If one forgets this truth, it means losing one’s own face, becoming a rootless cosmopolitan.”85

A month later, an editorial in Pravda condemned antipatriotic theater critics, including Aleksandr Borshchagovskii, Abram Gurvich, Efim Kholodov, Yulii Yuzovskii, and a few others of Jewish origin. By the end of December, the word “cosmopolitan” began to mean two things: “antipatriot” and “Jew.” Popular memory even today preserves the label of the time as a “fight against cosmopolitanism” and a “fight against Jews.” In 1949, Polina Zhemchuzhina, the wife of Foreign Minister Viacheslav Molotov, was arrested for her ties to the international Zionist movement. Being friendly to Golda Meir during her Moscow visit probably did not help.86

The campaigns also involved newspaper editorials calling out ideological enemies among high-profile writers and artists. The journalist Anna Begicheva, in her letter to Stalin, singled out the Jewish literary critics Iosif Yuzovsky, Alexander Matskin, Abram Gurvich, Iogan Altman, Aleksander Borschagovsky, and others, complaining that they had infiltrated positions of power in universities and other institutions of higher education, writers’ unions, and newspaper editorial boards. She accused them of being united in their attempts to bully everyone who stood in their way. Above all, she concluded that they did not love Soviet art, which they allegedly considered lowbrow, and instead adored everything Euro-American.87

On January 24, 1949, the real crackdown against “rootless cosmopolitanism and antipatriotism” began. People named in Anna Begicheva’s letter, many of them theater critics, were targeted first. Similarly, philologists, literary scholars, and professors in Leningrad were attacked, and some were arrested. The language of editorials, open letters, and opinion pieces strikingly resembled, and even repeated, those published in the right-wing publications of Weimar Germany and especially Nazi-era Germany. Op-ed pieces that accused Jewish authors of infiltrating culture, controlling major artistic developments, and suppressing authentically local artistic expressions could have been published verbatim in Germany some ten years earlier.

One must wonder what it felt like for the people directly attacked to see these accusations in print in the most important Soviet newspapers and what it felt like for both Jews and non-Jews who might have remembered similar rhetoric from German fliers and newspapers printed in Russian under the German occupation. The Ukrainian situation was even more complex, as the attacks on Jews took place in the same places where Germans shot thousands a few short years earlier. In Kyiv, the attacks targeted Yiddish writers and scholars—specifically the linguist Elye Spivak and the writers David Hofshteyn and Itsik Kipnis. Yiddish culture as a whole became the subject of targeted attacks that ended with its almost total demise.

The actor Solomon Mikhoels was killed on January 13, 1948. Born Shloyme Vovsi in 1890, Mikhoels served as the director of the Moscow State Yiddish Theater and as head of the Soviet Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee. Along with the journalist Ilya Ehrenburg, the singer Leonid Utesov, General Jacob Kreitzer, and Lazar Kaganovich, a highly positioned politician (secretary of the Communist Party in Ukraine in 1947 and chair of the Gossnab, State Committee for Material Technical Supply, from 1948 to 1953), he was probably the most recognizable Jewish celebrity in the country. Historians have since found official documents that suggest he was murdered on direct orders from Stalin, who preferred not to arrest him just five years after the actor finished a high-profile fundraising campaign in United States. Instead, Mikhoels was invited to an ostensible meeting in Minsk, where late at night, a truck hit him and killed him.88 Although talk of murder circulated among attendees at Mikhoels’s high-profile funeral, official publications maintained that the death was an accident. In any case, the Soviet Jewish population lost one of its most beloved celebrities. Pravda published a long obituary. Letters of condolences arrived from the United States, Australia, France, Argentina, Palestine, and Yugoslavia. Albert Einstein and Marc Chagall both sent telegrams.89

On November 20, 1948, the Central Committee of the Communist Party confirmed a decision by the Bureau of Ministers to immediately dissolve the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee. The Central Committee also condemned the group’s members for using the institution as a center of anti-Soviet propaganda and as a source of information for foreign informants.

As soon as the committee was disbanded, many writers, poets, journalists, actors, and state officials were accused of anti-Soviet activities or espionage and were arrested. Among them were the Yiddish authors David Bergelson, Lev Kvitko, Peretz Markish, and Itsik Fefer, the actor Veniamin Zuskin (who briefly replaced Mikhoels as the head of the Moscow State Yiddish Theater), the physiologist Lina Shtern, the deputy minister Solomon Bregman, the historian Joseph Yuzefovitch, and other affiliated JFAC members in Leningrad, Kyiv, Kharkiv, Odessa, Minsk, and Chernivtsi.

On November 25, 1948, the publishing house Der Emes was also shut down, and on the same day, the newspaper Eynikayt was closed. Soon thereafter, the literary almanacs Heymland, Birobidzhan, and Shtern followed the suit. Soon the Jewish section of the Soviet Writers’ Union was closed, as were the Cabinet for Studies of Jewish Culture at the Ukrainian Academy of Science in Kyiv, the Historic-Ethnographic Museum in Georgia, the Vilnius Jewish museum, and the Jewish-themed areas of Birobidzhan Museum. Typesetting machines were destroyed. Works by Bergelson, Hofshteyn, Kvitko, Markish, Nusinov, Shtern, Yudin, and other authors were removed from libraries and bookstores. By the middle of 1950, state-subsidized Yiddish public culture, with the exception of Birobidzhaner Shtern, ended.

Campaigns also targeted Jews in other professions. In early 1949, the focus was on the theatrical world, ravaged in earlier years by state purges—above all Mikhoels, a prominent theater director and artist, not just an antifascist activist. Stalin was personally invested in theater life and encouraged writers to produce plays instead of novels that workers were unable to read.90 The entire campaign against Jewish artists, writers, scientists, and later doctors was like a play staged as a theater of the absurd, in which both actors and spectators were kept in suspense, unable to predict the plot. The anti-cosmopolitan campaign began with attacks on a number of Jewish theater critics. While never endorsed as an antisemitic campaign, the populist version was a witch hunt of Jews, especially those in privileged positions.91

The Soviet press highlighted the new “threat” posed by cosmopolitans and “antipatriots.” Strident articles featuring long lists of the “guilty” appeared in the journal Oktyabr, including Vasilii Ivanov’s “The Sabotage of the Cosmopolitan Holtzman,” Aleksandr Belik’s “The Anti-Patriot Brovman,” and Pavel Izmest’ev’s “We Will Destroy the Rootless Cosmopolitans Once and for All!”92 In the areas of scientific research and the humanities, scholars who were suspected of being “cosmopolitan” or somehow “pro-Western” were openly harassed, demoted, and condemned. For example, in physics, scientists who worked on quantum theory and the theory of relativity came under attack. Among them were world-famous stars such as Piotr Kapitsa (who was not Jewish) and Abram Ioffe, both accused of bringing Western corruption to the Soviet science. The theoretical physicist Lev Landau was accused of antipatriotic sentiments. Fourteen years later, in 1962, he won the Nobel Prize in Physics.

Simultaneously, many Jews in Moscow were dismissed from their jobs. An article by Georgii Margvelashvili, “Cosmopolitans and Aesthetes in the Role of Teacher,” in the main literary newspaper, Literaturnaya Gazeta, reported on the purge of Jews in academia: “Now that the exposed [Abram] Brovman, [Fedor] Levin, and [Lev] Subotskii have been expelled from the Institute of Literature, the atmosphere has become healthier. The steadfast collective of students and instructors is purifying the Institute’s atmosphere and getting rid of unhealthy influences.”93

Terms such as “rootless cosmopolitans,” “bourgeois cosmopolitans,” and “individuals devoid of nation or tribe” continually appeared in newspaper articles. All of these served as code words for Jews and were understood as such by the public. Of the many crimes attributed to Jews/cosmopolitans in the Soviet press, the most malevolent were said to be “groveling before the West,” aiding “American imperialism,” “slavish imitation of bourgeois culture,” and the catch-all misdeed of “bourgeois aestheticism.” Even today, the word “cosmopolitan” in the Russian language is understood as “Jewish,” although the negative connotation has somewhat dissipated since the 1950s.



The Doctors’ Plot

If there is one period that remained seared in popular memory of Soviet Jewry in the postwar period, it is that of the Doctors’ Plot, a short-lived campaign built on the state-sponsored conspiracy theory that doctors, especially Jewish ones, plotted to kill Stalin and his closest associates. Popularly understood as an attack on all Jews, not just doctors, the campaign is remembered as brief but still the most blatantly antisemitic state-sponsored act in Soviet history.

The “trial run” of the Doctors’ Plot took place outside the Soviet Union, in Prague. From November 20 to 27, 1952, fourteen leaders of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia went on trial accused of economic and political crimes. Eleven of the defendants were Jews, including Rudolf Slansky, deputy chair of the Czech Communist Party. The trial resulted in the convictions of all eleven Jews. All were hanged.94 The public nature of the trial, the severity of the punishment of such a high-powered politician as Slansky, the explicit negative references to such Jewish organizations as the Joint Distribution Committee and the State of Israel, and the Jewish origins of the accused marked a different approach to Jews compared to the prewar period. Significantly, the targeted Jews were fully integrated, high-powered Communists, as opposed to rabbis and cultural figures.

The Doctors’ Plot followed a similar course. On January 13, 1953, central newspapers published a Soviet State News Agency TASS report that a group of doctor-saboteurs were arrested and accused of trying to shorten the lives of key Soviet politicians. Among the eight accused, six were Jews, including Miron Vovsi, Solomon Mikhoels’s cousin, as well as Mikhail Kogan, B. B. Kogan, A. I. Feldman, Ya. G. Etinger, and A. M. Grinshtein—all popular physicians who treated the Kremlin’s elite.95 The TASS article reported that the doctors were responsible for the premature death of Andrei Zhdanov, who had died of a heart attack in 1948. The article also reported—and here we see clear similarities with Slansky’s trial—close connections between the accused doctors and the Jewish organization the Joint Distribution Committee. In fact, they were accused of taking directions from Joint to harm Soviet leaders.

Over a period of five months, beginning in October 1952 and ending in February 1953, hundreds of doctors were arrested. Conspiratorial rumors circulated that Jewish doctors were poisoning Russian children, injecting them with diphtheria, and killing newborn infants in maternity hospitals.96

An article in Pravda took the anti-cosmopolitan campaign to a new level, referring to Jews now as “Zionists,” “Bundists,” and “Jewish bourgeois nationalists,” as opposed to the more general “cosmopolitans.”97 Because the execution of the leaders of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee that took place on August 12, 1952, was not reported in the Soviet press, the Doctors’ Plot could be read as the first official signal to target Jews in all positions of power (including local ones) in the Soviet Union. Regional newspapers published articles about doctors’ mistakes and other instances of “sabotage” conducted by Jews. Rumors of all-encompassing collective punishment, as well as deportations, seemed to have come true, except the campaign was short-lived. Just weeks before Stalin’s death on March 3, 1953, the condemning articles stopped. After his death, the plot was officially denounced, and the arrested doctors were released. It took another few years for most of the arrested Jewish writers, scholars, journalists, and actors who survived Stalin to be released from jail. It took almost forty years for Soviet Jews to overcome the consequences of the plot. Although the official persecution stopped, unofficial glass ceilings and restrictions remained in place until the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991.




Why Did Discrimination Against Jews Become a State Policy?

Historians are still unsure why Stalin’s government adopted discriminatory policies toward Jews after the war. Four theories emerged: One is that Stalin had always disliked Jews and that the prejudice simply affirmed itself in older age. The second explanation is that, as a Marxist, Stalin commanded a fairly sophisticated analysis of antisemitism as a tool of the ruling class to distract the oppressed from their real source of exploitation. According to this theory, antisemitism was directing the resentments of the exploited against a minority instead of the real source of their suffering: the Soviet system and its beneficiaries. A third explanation focuses on the foundation of Israel in 1948, which transformed Jews from a minority without ties to a foreign country into a diaspora group potentially loyal to another state. The self-affirmation of a Jewish sense of identity in the context of the Holocaust only accentuated the matter. The final and most likely explanation sees Stalin essentially as a tactician, exploiting popular anti-Jewish sentiments prior to another purge of the elite. Whether or not Stalin actually planned such a purge in the period 1952–1953, he clearly liked to keep his underlings on their toes. Mobilizing antisemitism might well have been a means to do so.98

Engaging in further theorizing about the change of policies toward some of the Soviet Union’s most loyal citizens in the aftermath of World War II is tempting, especially now that new archival sources have emerged in both national and local collections. Explaining why remains difficult; the reasons for the turn are not fully clear, yet the consequences were unmistakable for how Soviet Jews lived and how they made sense of this difficult, complex period. The rest of the book provides insights into what daily life looked like for Soviet Jews in a small Ukrainian town, a large Russian urban center, and a Belarusian village. In these places, people might have heard about the anti-cosmopolitan campaign or the establishment of Israel, but many treated such developments as distant and of uncertain relevance to the demands of everyday life. Instead, most worked to rebuild after the war. Young people sought to marry, start families, and find work. Some survivors tried to learn what had happened to their parents and grandparents under German occupation. Others searched for missing children, and still others looked for a place to live where not everything would summon the memory of death. Above all, Soviet Jews—like most other Soviet citizens—strove to live ordinary lives.

In the subsequent chapters, we will look at various groups of Soviet Jews: returning war veterans, evacuees, Holocaust survivors, prominent writers and rabbis, engineers and accountants, tractor drivers and tailors, and doctors and scientists—Soviet Jews living in Ukraine, Belarus, Russia, Moldova, Georgia, Uzbekistan, and other parts of the country—and discuss what it was like for them to live in the most turbulent period of Soviet Jewish history.







2THE UNWELCOME RETURN


In 1945, the Soviet composer Mikhail Isakovsky wrote a piece called “His Home Was Burned Down by Foe”:


His home was burned down by foe,

They murdered all his kin and wife.

Where now can the soldier go?

And what is left in his hard life?

He drank without toasts and cheers,

Just once he raised the mug to say,

“I went to you for four long years,

Conquered four countries on my way,

But all my hopes ’re dead.” And bitter

Tears came out. And on his chest,

Like one of them, did slightly glitter

The medal for taking Budapest.1



The lyrics did not specifically refer to Jewish experiences at the end of the war, but it might as well have. Jewish soldiers, Jewish evacuees and deportees to the Soviet rear, former prisoners of Jewish ghettos and concentration camps, and other Jews returned home to learn that they were the only surviving members of their family or that their houses were destroyed.2 Jewish veterans and evacuees from the Baltic states, western Ukraine, and Belarus, Bessarabia, Bukovina, and Transcarpathia returned both to towns they barely recognized and to a new regime (before the outbreak of war, they had lived under Soviet rule for a year or less). The prewar population of Wilno (Vilna in Yiddish, Vilnius in Lithuanian) consisted of almost fifty-five thousand local Jews and another ten to twelve thousand Jewish refugees.3 After the war, only fifteen hundred remained.4 Similarly, those who were not returning to the new Soviet regime (such as in the Baltic states), who grew up in the old Soviet territories, returned to communities almost entirely emptied of Jews. Vassily Grossman, in his 1943 essay “Ukraine Without Jews,” described the emptiness:


There are also villages in Ukraine where one doesn’t hear any crying or see tear-filled eyes, villages that are ruled by silence and peace. I visited a village like this on two occasions—the first time on 26 September, and again on 17 October in 1943. This village, Kozary, lies on the ancient Kyivan highway between Nezhiny and Kozelets. I visited Kozary once during the day, and another time on a heavy autumn night. On both occasions silence and peace ruled over Kozary—the peace and silence of death. The Germans burnt seven hundred and fifty homes here before Easter, and seven hundred and fifty families were burnt alive in these homes. No one, not a single child or old woman, emerged from the flames. In this manner the Germans punished a village for having sheltered partisans. Tall, dusty weeds had sprouted from the ashes. Wells were filled with sand and gardens were covered in wild grass. A withered flower could be glimpsed among the weeds. There is no one in Kozary with whom one can mourn, no one to talk to, no one to cry to. Silence and peace hang over dead bodies buried in homes that have been reduced to rubble and covered with weeds. This silence is more horrifying than tears and curses; it is a silence more terrifying than moans and piercing lamentation.5



Jews also disappeared from Belarus. Of the one million Jews who had lived within its 1941 borders, nearly 800,000 lost their lives in the Holocaust (including between 556,000 and 582,000 within the borders of 1939). Jews, who had constituted 10 percent of the population of the Belarusian Soviet Socialist Republic (BSSR) in the summer of 1941, three years later had been almost annihilated.6

The Soviet cities with the largest prewar Jewish population—Minsk (29 percent) and Kyiv (25 percent)—lost almost all their Jewish residents who remained during the occupation.7 There were over two hundred thousand Jews in Lviv in September 1939; nearly one hundred thousand were Jewish refugees from German-occupied Poland.8 Only one thousand survived under the occupation.9 Smaller towns, including Berdychiv, Zhytomyr, and Bila Tserkva in Ukraine, Vitebsk, Homiel, and Mogilev in Belarus, and many others with large Jewish communities were similarly devastated.

People who survived the war as evacuees or soldiers returned to burned buildings, ruined infrastructure, and empty homes. They lost parents, grandparents, spouses, and children to murder, war-induced starvation, and disease. Feelings of guilt and loss overwhelmed day-to-day lives, outweighing for many the joy of survival. In addition, most people had to deal with chaos, disorganization, lack of preparation, and a general scarcity endemic to the Soviet Union of the 1940s, from food and shelter to clothes and transportation.10

Upon returning from the army or the Soviet rear, Jews were often not welcome back. Many former neighbors, colleagues, students, teachers, and acquaintances were less than thrilled to see them again. Some people worried that Jewish returnees would kick them out of their apartments to make space. Whatever the reason, many Jews experienced hostility and sometimes acts of violence upon their return. Local councils, party activists, the editorial board of Eynikayt, as well as visibly Jewish public figures such as Solomon Mikhoels and Ilya Ehrenburg, received letters depicting various forms of hostility, including sabotage, theft, harassment, restrictions in finding employment, and, above all, a lack of help finding an apartment. Shaken letter writers could not help but refer to these attitudes as fascist. Here is an example of an anonymous letter sent to Eynikayt in 1944:


I want to report a difficult situation regarding Jewish collective farmers who returned from evacuation. We were met with hostility and were not allowed to go into our houses.

Kruchkov Grigorii Yakovlevich is leading this fascist attitude to the tortured and broke kolkhozniks. I have been working on this land for 25 years as a member of the village council. I helped to organize kolkhoz “OZET.” All kolkhozniks were exclusively Jewish. We invested a lot of work until we saw excellent harvests. When we were gone, 135 kolkhozniks were murdered by German fascists, with the help of local polizeis [collaborators] and traitors. All equipment and inventory have been stolen by kind neighbors. Especially noteworthy is some Zimchenko, who used to hang Jews and partisans (now is executed) but it does not stop his brother Nikolai Zimchenko from being a chairman at a neighboring kolkhoz. It is clear of course what kind of politics towards Jews he shares. It was difficult to get into kitchen spaces or into barns. Kolkhoz is not ready for sowing. The leadership only thinks about how to keep what they stole, but not about the harvest.

I ask you to investigate the facts that I reported without revealing my last name, because it can cost me my life. Brothers and friends of fascist executioners will not stop at anything.11



This letter captures the key elements of the fraught—and often unwelcome—return of Jews. It names anti-Jewish sentiments for what they were (“fascist”), points to the untroubled postwar lives of former collaborators, and records the unbearable scale of losses—motifs that would continue to surface in Jewish accounts of return for decades. It also makes clear that, for many non-Jews who had remained in place during the war, returning Jews became walking symbols of the Soviet regime’s reappearance: Because of them, people were expected to vacate houses they had taken, to answer for acts they had committed during the occupation (often out of desperation rather than conviction), and to accept that communist ideology was back to stay.

In Moldova, where after the war Jews became highly visible among Party leadership and other areas of urban life, some people sent complaints about their “unfair domination.” An anonymous letter sent in 1948 to Stalin complained resentfully about the nationality policy implemented in the Moldavian Soviet Socialist Republic (MSSR). According to this remonstration, the policy chased Moldovans away from cities and replaced them with Jews and Russians, resulting in “a Moldavian republic with a Jewish dictatorship.” As the anonymous correspondent formulated it, “these emigrants from Tashkent conquered everything: power, economy, commerce, and the market.… The Jews stroll in Chișinău, Belʹtsy, Bender in select silks, wools, and fashionable shoes, ‘they won,’ while Moldovans [were] in rags, barefoot, hungry.”12

Nikita Khruschev, then first secretary of the Communist Party of Ukraine, feared that the return of Soviet power to territories recently liberated from the Germans and annexed by the Soviet Union could intersect with the widespread myth of Jewish communism. More than once, he went on record to say, “we are not interested in the Ukrainian people interpreting the return of the Soviet authorities as the return of the Jews.”13

To many who had remained in place, the reappearance of former neighbors signaled the return of Soviet power. For Jewish returnees, however, it was not the Soviet Union they had known. The postwar authorities neither repudiated the anti-Jewish restrictions of the occupation nor consistently intervened against harassment and discrimination; at times, they even looked away from outright violence. In effect, the homecoming opened a new era marked by hostility.


Eruptions of Violence

In March 1945, the bulletin of the Joint Rescue Committee of the Jewish Agency for Palestine published a note by a person who had left Kharkiv in 1944 and arrived in Palestine in 1945: “Ukrainians are openly hostile to returning Jews. None of the Jews can decide to go outside alone at night during the first weeks of liberation of Kharkiv. The situation got better after authorities got involved and introduced militia patrols in town. There are cases when Jews were beaten up in marketplaces. Once a Jew was killed in a market, after which a group of peasants who witnessed the incident began to fight with the militia. The peasants and the murderer were arrested.”14

Numerous sources, including testimonials, NKVD surveillance reports, and memos sent to authorities, confirm a climate of tension that sometimes erupted in violence. Here is one report: “On June 22 in Kyiv in the Galitzky market (known as the “Jewish market” or “evbaz”) a seller, Kobylitskaya Darya Pavlovna (born in 1892), born and raised in Kyiv, a Ukrainian, … hit Ivan Kartavov after he, thinking she was a Jew, yelled at her antisemitic slurs. Kartavov lost consciousness, was sent to a medical unit, and after treatment, was sent home. This case attracted a crowd, and people began yelling calls for pogroms. Rumors spread all over the city that a Jewish woman killed a hero of the Soviet Union.”15 A week later, when a Jewish woman kneeled in the street to help someone wounded in a drunken fight, she was accused of initiating the violence herself.16

On August 25, 1944, in Dnipropetrovsk (Dnipro), Yusef Petelevich, a Jewish dentist, tried to enter the apartment assigned to him by city authorities. A Ukrainian woman who lived there with her two children and disabled sister tried to keep him out. Her screams attracted attention. About two hundred people gathered and screamed, among other threats, “Beat Yids, save Russia!” and “37,000 Yids were slaughtered, we will finish off the rest.”17 The number of thirty-seven thousand probably referred to the number of Jews killed in Kyiv in Babyn Yar on September 29–30, 1941, although the actual figure is around thirty-four thousand.18

Another show of violence against Jews took place in Kyiv. By the end of 1945, fifty thousand Jews had returned to the city from their evacuation points or the army. The city was half destroyed. Many buildings had been bombed, and the structures that remained standing were often occupied well beyond capacity. Tensions were running high, especially when it came to Jews returning home and claiming their property. On September 4, 1945, two drunken Red Army soldiers on leave, Ivan Grabar and Nikolai Mielnik, insulted an NKVD officer, Josif Rozenshtein. They called him a “Tashkent partisan,” an epithet commonly used to refer to Jews evacuated to Central Asia allegedly evading military service on the front lines.19 Rozenshtein tried to arrest the offenders, and when they resisted, he shot and killed them with his service pistol. The shots alerted a Ukrainian militiaman patrolling Kitaevskaya Street. He overpowered Rozenshtein, who was later tried and executed by firing squad.20 In the meantime, the funerals for Grabar and Melnik on September 7 drew a demonstration, which subsequently escalated into a pogrom at the Galitsky Market. Five people were killed, and thirty-six of the one hundred people injured were hospitalized. The victims included non-Jewish civilians “who looked like Jews.” Apparently, local police did not intervene until days later.21

The reason Grabar and Mielnik insulted Rozenshtein in the first place was that their families lived in apartments previously occupied by Jews who had returned from Uzbekistan to reclaim their homes. Anger over the return of the original occupants, coupled with anger over the shootings, led to calls for the punishment of Jews generally.22

The pogrom in Kyiv was not the only act of violence against Jews in the immediate postwar period of the Soviet Union.23 Between May and July 1945, unrest spread to Rubtsovsk in Altai Krai (western Siberia), a city that the war had never reached. A dispute over a chicken at a local bazaar escalated into an anti-Jewish pogrom at the city’s stadium.24 On June 14, 1945, a pogrom also broke out on Krakovsky Square in Lviv, Ukraine. It was triggered by rumors about Jews abducting Polish and Ukrainian children and hiding their corpses in the cellar of a synagogue. The synagogue was searched, and no evidence of murdered children was found; but Ivan Fedak, a metalsmith, incited a crowd to burn down the synagogue. He turned out to be a serial collaborator: a confidant of the wartime German police force, a guard in the camp for Jews in Lviv, and, after the war, an informer for the NKVD.25

Compared to other eastern European countries, the level of anti-Jewish violence was significantly lower in the Soviet Union. In Poland, for example, the Kielce pogrom of 1946 took the lives of forty-two Jews and injured over forty others. There were many, many others in Poland. Pogroms continued in Slovakia, Hungary, and other areas of eastern Europe until 1950.26 Most attacks in the Soviet Union were in Ukraine.27 There were no known pogroms in the Baltic states, Moldova, and Belarus. Many Jews who returned to those regions enjoyed a relatively high socioeconomic status and had the means to protect themselves. Precisely in a state of crisis or in a society affected by shortages such as the Soviet society, perceptions of this type fostered the emergence of existential fear, as well as envy and antipathy toward Jewish neighbors.28 In numerous cases, popular culture portrayed Jews as “immoral upstarts” and “careerists,” as profiteers from the political situation who were only concerned with the advantages to themselves.

Some root causes of violence both in the Soviet Union and outside it were the same: a severe lack of resources, fears of Jewish revenge, growing rumors about Jews using Christian blood for rituals, and a general hostility against Jews inspired by Nazi ideology. One of the reasons that resonated both in the Soviet Union and outside it was that Jews were associated either with the Soviet regime itself or with support for it.29 Perhaps the reasons why anti-Jewish violence was more widespread in Ukraine compared to other places in the Soviet Union is that Ukraine’s public opinion was more hostile to the return of the Soviet regime compared to Belarus, Russia, or unoccupied parts of the Soviet Union, and Jews seemed to represent a bigger danger and provoke more violent outbursts than in the rest of the country.30 Still, in Ukraine and other Soviet republics, the Soviet punitive organs tended to protect Jews from outright violence. Killing a person led to a jail sentence, and the sentences were enforced. In comparative perspective, however, the postwar Soviet republics—despite persistent hostility and discrimination—generally afforded Jewish survivors greater physical security than did many other parts of Europe, where communal violence flared more frequently and with deadlier consequences.



Where to Live: Dealing with a Housing Crisis and Work Permits and Obtaining Life’s Necessities

Many incidents of violence surrounding people’s return were tied to apartments and other living arrangements. With almost half of all housing destroyed during the war in Ukraine, Belarus, and the western regions of Russia, countless families had no place of their own for years afterward. Because most evacuees had come from cities, they tended to return to larger urban centers, where the housing crisis was especially acute. Even before the war, many residents lived in communal apartments—one family to a room, several families sharing kitchens and bathrooms—and the postwar shortage pushed living conditions further to the brink. Cellars, semicellars, barns, and shacks all became makeshift sleeping quarters. Not infrequently, returnees chose not to go back to their native towns or villages, partly because jobs were scarce there and partly because they did not want to live amid constant reminders of murdered relatives.31

From a procedural standpoint, property claims were not as straightforward as some returnees might have assumed, and legislation was not always on their side. According to a law passed on February 16, 1942, an evacuee’s property automatically came under the jurisdiction of local Soviet authorities if electricity and water bills had not been paid. Personal belongings could be given to family members of former occupants or could be sold. The law did not cover private property, only state-owned apartments (mostly in Moscow, Leningrad, and a few other large cities). Most evacuees knew nothing of the law, and even those who did had no way of keeping up their bill payments, being so far away. Theft was rampant. Especially in Leningrad, neighbors entered abandoned apartments and helped themselves to books and furniture to burn in their furnace for heat.32

As early as 1943, people took vacant apartments with the permission of authorities, so when evacuees began to return, conflicts were inevitable. Officially, previous occupants had the right to reclaim their apartment, but even with written permission in hand, they did not always succeed. Some people gave up and tried their luck in other cities. Others returned to Central Asia.33

Even if local officials who oversaw resettlement did not receive direct instructions to create obstacles for Jews (although some did), they were probably not punished for such actions. Perhaps conflicting recommendations were given.34 Sometimes, local friends helped those who returned from evacuation. Ada Vorontsova was twelve years old when, in 1946, her family returned to Kyiv from Tashkent:


When we returned to Kyiv in 1946, our building was destroyed, damaged by shelling. We had no place to live. Although soon the building was restored, we still did not get an apartment there. That is why we went from one friend’s couch to another, until we finally rented a room on Vinograd Pereulok in Pechersk, in a private house. It was an old house but a big one. They rented rooms there. We lived there until we received a room in an apartment in Chokolovka. It was our first apartment, a room in an apartment. We had apartment-mates but, still, this was ours.35



One of the conditions for obtaining registration for a place to live was having employment in the city. In a collective letter addressed to Stalin, Lavrentiy Beria, and the Pravda editor in chief Piotr Pospelov on October 16, 1945, Jewish residents of Kyiv reported that obtaining jobs was extremely difficult for Jews:


Jews who used to work in the TsK [Central Committee], the KP(b)U [Communist Party of Ukraine], and the SNK of Ukraine [Council of People’s Commissars] were all fired, including those who worked there for decades. It was done despite their qualifications, the length of their Party membership, and their usefulness as loyal Party and Soviet workers.

District cells and City cells of the Party, district councils and city councils, expelled all Jews except for some specialists. This is probably until the replacement is found.

The acceptance of Jews into positions in ministries is severely restricted. If they are truly rare specialists, a special permission from the Central Committee is needed. If such permission is not obtained, people who hire Jews are held responsible.

For institutes of higher education and graduate school, as well as scientific research institutes, there are quotas for Jews, the same as existed under the Czarist regime.36



Indeed, in discussing the challenges in getting a room in an apartment, many people pointed to obstacles to registration, a step that was necessary to obtain a job and permanent status. Rakhil Persitz (born in 1915) remembers the difficulty:


We returned to Kyiv in 1944. I used to work in an office of the Soyuzpechat [Printed Media Distribution Agency], and when the academic year began I found a job in a very good school on Sverdlov Street. It was a wonderful school and work climate. They did not have antisemitism there.

But we lived in a dorm, and we were not able to get a housing permit. It was outrageous that we had to live in the dorm. But they would not accept any documents showing that we lived in Kyiv before the war. Only those specifically hired by organizations, including those who had not lived in Kyiv prior to the war could get housing permits, but native Kyivans could not get registered.

In the end, my cousin managed to get an apartment, and she managed to register me with her, with quite significant difficulty. Genya was able to get registered in the dorm, and later she received an apartment, when they finally received a notification that her husband was killed at the front. She received a room in a communal apartment. We lived with a lot of hardship. We had nothing to sell.… Later Genya received her own apartment on Pobeda Street, and I was registered with her, too. My husband and I lived there as well.37



Rumors about the difficulties in getting back to one’s house spread beyond Kyiv and indeed beyond Ukraine. In order not to lose their housing or even the right to return to Ukraine, some people hurried back without waiting for permission. Mikhail P. (born in 1928 in the village of Yanovo of the Vinnytsia region of Ukraine) spent the war in the Samarkand region of Uzbekistan. In 1944, he and his family rushed back to Ukraine:


We came back in 1944. As soon as Yanovo was liberated, we were set on going. My uncle passed through Yanovo when he was in the army, and he saw our house. He locked it with boards all around the perimeter and wrote a letter to my father saying, “Come as soon as you can, otherwise someone will take your house.” Yes, it was an old house, and it was not our main house before the war. We lived in Dnipropetrovsk, but our building there was shelled. So this little house was the only place we could return to. We did not have money, and in order to return we sold my dad’s coat.38



Both institutional networks and family ties played a crucial role in being able to survive in postwar Ukraine, especially in Kyiv. Without those, one risked homelessness (two hundred thousand people did not have a place to live in Kyiv in 1945).39 It is hard to say whether Jewish returnees experienced more difficulties than non-Jews did in obtaining places of residence, but clearly many Jews returning to Ukraine faced extra challenges associated with hostility from neighbors, government officials, and even former acquaintances.40 Almost all Jews returning to Ukraine in the 1940s told stories full of such challenges. People going to Moscow, Leningrad, Minsk, and other non-Ukrainian cities mentioned these challenges, but they did not always connect it with anti-Jewish discrimination as often as those returning to Ukraine did. For example, in Moldova, where the housing shortage was also severe and where in 1946–1948, 150,000–200,000 people died from famine, the poor living conditions were common for Jews and non-Jews. Even N. Gekhtman, the vice minister of the Health and Sanitary Inspectorate, lived with his seventy-year-year old mother and two children in one small room with no bathroom.41

Dealing with housing was a rite of passage for all Jews, whether they returned from evacuation, from the front, from ghettos, or from hiding. They also had to deal with the strong influence of Nazi anti-Jewish propaganda, with the brutalization and degradation of Jews, and with the fact that many people had got used to seeing their communities free of the Jewish population. Many non-Jews might have concluded that the postulates of Nazi argument were correct when they witnessed Jewish cultural leaders, actors, musicians, engineers, and simply their neighbors returning and taking back positions of power from their Gentile counterparts. It is possible that what Jews perceived as gratuitous discrimination in the form of hostile remarks, obstacles to employment, and obtaining residence permits was actually a resistance against a “Jewish takeover,” perceived as the return of the Soviet regime, with its injustices and corruption.42

Housing proved a challenge for all returning Jews. In other ways, differences surfaced among various groups of them. War veterans enjoyed some privileges that others did not, and ghetto survivors often had to hide their past.



The Return of the Veterans

Most enlisted soldiers were discharged from the army between mid-1945 and 1948, with the oldest age cohort released first, followed by those with disabilities or priority professions and finally the remaining draftees.43 Altogether, about 250,000 Jews had served in the Red Army and survived the war.44 Combat experience had transformed many of them. Many had been injured at least once. All had experienced the death of a fellow soldier. Some had witnessed and participated in extreme violence. On the more positive side, many left the army with an expanded knowledge of the world. Many had been abroad for the first time and had witnessed life outside their hometown or village.45 They returned with stories of loss, violence, and sadness but also of triumph and empowerment.

Veterans might have imagined that their wartime achievements, heroism, and sacrifice would translate afterward into privileged treatment in society. Official discourse during the discharge from the army also implied that special status had been earned, a status that would encourage veterans to conduct themselves as model citizens, to get back to work, and to rebuild villages, cities, and the economy.46 Reality, however, hit them differently. Some veterans did indeed enjoy privileges and opportunities, but others had to fight to regain their apartments, places of work, and prewar social standing.

Jewish veterans experienced some of the same struggles as non-Jewish ones, especially when dealing with the housing shortage. Jewish veterans were especially taken aback, however, and often paralyzed by the level of the destruction they returned to. Although some had seen their destroyed towns and villages as early as 1943, the overwhelming losses in material and human terms hit many only after being released from service. Many could not bring themselves to resettle in their hometowns, where everything and everyone reminded them of how their loved ones were killed.47 The approximately three thousand Bukharan Jews who returned to Uzbekistan and Tajikistan (out of four thousand who served) proved an exception. They returned to communities not physically destroyed by war. Their experience of loss was quite different from that of Jews in Ukraine and Belarus, although of course it was similar to the experience of those who returned to Birobidzhan, Omsk, Irkutsk, Tbilisi, Baku, and other Soviet localities that were not under the German occupation.48

For Ukrainian Jews, the return was nothing short of devastating. Meir Derbaremdiker, for example, reported that his brother, when he returned to his native Berdychev in 1945, was so upset to see his house nearly destroyed and Ukrainians living in nearby houses that he could not even spend a day there. He looked into neighbors’ windows and saw his own furniture—his bed and everything. They saw him, too. He said nothing, but he never went back.49 Derbaremdiker’s brother, Ian (born 1923), later explained that the moment he understood he was returning to a home fundamentally changed came in 1943. His division was then stationed in Rudnya, a small town near Smolensk. Before the war, Rudnya had a Jewish population of 1,640; by 1943, about 1,200 had been murdered. He remembered seeing mass graves, only thinly covered. During his few days there, he met a woman in visible distress. He approached her and asked why she was crying:


She said that this used to be her house, but people who lived there would not let her in. I asked her where she had been. She said she had been near Moscow. When she came home, the Gentiles would not let her in. I do not know what happened in the end. She did not know what to do. Her husband was at the front. She was there alone with her children.… It touched me a lot, what had happened to her. It really hurt me, so I started to think through the fate of my own people. The locals were very antisemitic there, despite the fact that it used to be a Jewish house. They lived fine there. But Germans left there such hostility towards the Jews, see, it was very serious there. This hostility was also acquired by the Communist Party. So, I began to think about the Jews. Everything was destroyed, so where were the Jews supposed to go? … It was useless. I felt useless.50



Feelings of guilt and unbearable loss associated with the war, and especially the indifference of neighbors to the deaths of loved ones, remained with Ian for the rest of his life. Many veterans like him wanted to know exactly what had happened to their family members and who was responsible. Some started obsessive, but usually unsuccessful, searches for surviving family members. Others tasked themselves with documenting the losses of their entire community.

One example of the latter is Yurii B. (born in 1920 in Romaniv, called Dzerzhynsk from 1931 to 2003, in the Zhytomyr region). He returned home from the army in 1946 and decided to create a list of all people murdered in Romaniv/Dzerzhynsk.51 During the day, he worked as a mechanic at a local factory, but he spent his evenings visiting neighbors and friends of neighbors and neighbors of friends of neighbors to record stories and testimonies of how and when the Jews were murdered. He also recorded the names of local policemen who took part in shootings and of neighbors who helped identify Jews who were hiding. Over a ten-year period, Yurii B. amassed a remarkable record of handwritten testimonies, containing stories of almost all Jewish families in Dzerzhynsk and exactly how they were killed and where they once lived. He also made a handwritten map, which he kept in his apartment and brought with him in 1987 when he immigrated to the United States.

In some ways, it was not hard for Yurii B. to collect the information. In the late 1940s, soon after residents found out what he was doing, they came to him and volunteered what they knew, including such sensitive matters as who collaborated with the German authorities. The majority of those identified as collaborators, and sometimes directly involved in killings of Jews, no longer lived in the area. Some had been arrested after the war by Soviet government organs. Others had fled with the retreating German Army. Yurii B. explained that he wrote down all the names because he wanted to spare others the anxiety of not knowing what he experienced when he first returned to Dzerzhynsk.52

Some veterans were involved in identifying murder sites and burying the bodies properly. One such veteran was a tractor driver named Mikhail P. (born in 1923), who returned to Yanovo, in the Vinnytsia region, at the end of 1945. He mobilized his friends, all Jewish fellow veterans, to help reinter bodies buried in a shallow grave in a town square. The sympathetic chairman of their collective farm loaned them the equipment at no charge. One person suggested that they open the grave and move bodies to a cemetery. Two other men refused, and one fainted when he recognized his mother among the corpses. In the end, the group kept the grave where it was, and in 1945, they put a metal fence around it, about sixty meters in circumference. Mikhail P. tells what happened: “We kept the grave where it was. We fenced the square. In 1948, we decided to meet there on May 9 to remember everyone in that grave. It was good to have a date so that people can come with their own children and give honors as one is supposed to. Veterans, who now lived everywhere, especially appreciated it, as they came every year, first as young men, alone, then with their wives and children. In 1972, we were able to build a proper monument there.”53 Mikhail P. and Yurii B.’s efforts were not unique. Many Jewish veterans led small-scale initiatives to build monuments to victims and fought to identify those victims as Jews, either by writing in Yiddish or by mentioning their nationality.54 Of the 272 Jewish Red Army veterans whom I personally interviewed between 1999 and 2008, about half reported taking a lead or participating in initiatives that led to uncovering collaborators, identifying victims (though not usually on such a large scale as Yurii B. described), and other contributions to history.

These veterans’ activities were not just the acts of recording historical memory and attempts to receive justice. Sometimes, they involved significant risks. There is at least one known case of a person who went to jail for doing this work. On the evening of March 5, 1953, authorities in the Ukrainian city of Korostyshiv (Zhytomyr oblast) arrested Aron Moiseevich Korol. During World War II, Korol had been among the Jews of Korostyshiv who fled the German invasion for the Soviet hinterland. In 1953, Korol was charged with the crime of transmitting Soviet secrets—a list of Korostyshiv’s surviving Jewish inhabitants—to a Jewish American aid association in 1944. In May 1953, judges at a closed trial sentenced the sixty-year-old to a ten-year Gulag sentence. Soviet officials released him for ill health a year later but would not exonerate him until the fall of the Soviet Union.55

Korol’s story puts activities of veterans who documented the losses in their towns into a different context. They could not but be aware of danger associated with this work. Yet so many of them continued to write down names, stories, and circumstances of death of their family members and neighbors. It was as if the process of their return was not complete without setting the record straight.



Return from the Evacuation

Starting in 1943 and culminating in 1945, millions of people returned home from “the evacuation.” Most evacuees could not wait to get back. They worried about what was going on at home. They wanted to stop feeling like strangers. They wanted to see their families again and generally return to a peaceful life. Some imagined, somewhat irrationally, that going home would mean returning to prewar life.56

Returning home, however, was not an automatic right. Authorities tried to slow the process. For example, workers at large industrial plants were not allowed to leave until the end of military hostilities, to enable plants to remain operational. The destruction of houses and buildings in Kyiv and Kharkiv delayed resettlement in those cities, and Moscow and Leningrad were open only to people who had lived there prior to the war and only to those who had a special invitation verified by Moscow authorities.57

For Jewish evacuees, both obtaining permission to return and the return itself posed distinct challenges. For the majority of evacuated Jews, home communities had been annihilated. Few of their family members had survived. Moreover, word spread that Jews were not welcome to return. As a result, most Jewish returnees chose to resettle other than where they had lived prior to 1941. Most Belarusian Jewish evacuees, for example, ended up going to Minsk, not to smaller towns in Belarus, where more than half had lived prior to the war. The smaller Belarusian towns with significant prewar Jewish populations never rebuilt their communities.58

Just as in Belarus, few Jews from Ukraine survived the German occupation—between thirteen and seventeen thousand in eastern Ukraine and between seven and ten thousand in western Ukraine.59 Even for evacuees who managed to obtain permission to return to Ukraine from the Soviet rear, the move proved arduous, especially if they set their sights on a desirable place to live, such as Kyiv or Odessa. Evacuees from larger cities tended at least to try to return home first. Often, people who had evacuated from places such as Vinnytsia and Zhytomyr also preferred to resettle in Kyiv, if they could, using their family networks or securing employment in these places. Kyiv saw some of the largest numbers of Jewish evacuees returning, posing numerous challenges. In a letter to Vyacheslav Molotov, written on May 18, 1944, Solomon Mikhoels outlined the challenges that Jewish returnees faced:


Working Jews, temporarily evacuated by the Soviet regime into the deep rear, are faced with obstacles when they return to their homes. Even though there are valuable specialists among them, who could help in rebuilding destroyed cities and villages, they are not given an opportunity to return.

If some people manage to get to their native places, where their grandfathers and great grandfathers lived, they find that their houses became occupied by others during the German occupation. As a result, they remain homeless. The situation does not get better when it comes to jobs and getting material aid.

Returning Jews face significant bureaucratic obstacles. Representatives of the Ukrainian authorities issue special permits allowing the return to the liberated territories. We have specific proof that representatives tried to restrict, as much as possible, the number of permits issued to Jews. For many, as a result, the official return is impossible, so some people had to turn to their own resources to get back to their hometowns.

Some residents of Ukraine perceive the Jewish return from evacuation as something unnatural, something that broke the existing balance in the liberated territory, which put the property that they grabbed under threat.60



One thing Mikhoels did not mention was that many, if not most, returning evacuees were women, often widowed and even more often with small children. Living in cellars, semibasements, or attics with children or in communal apartments with hostile neighbors who were going through traumas and anxieties of their own made for noisy, chaotic living. If someone’s kettle or cup of flour or stack of wood went missing, neighbors blamed Jews for stealing, and in return, Jews called their accusers fascists. In the absence of open discussion of what happened in the war, rumors about the returning Jews spread. Communal apartments and courtyards where people hung their laundry became centers of gossip. Jews had left their apartments vacant, it was said, because they left with the Germans.61

In Leningrad, residents who had barely survived the city’s siege met the returnees with hostility, accusing them of “sitting it out in the rear.” Especially fierce were the fights that broke out when siege survivors had to vacate the rooms and apartments of evacuees that they had taken during the war.62 Anatoly Brisker (born in 1930 in Leningrad) described his attempt to reclaim his family’s room in Leningrad upon the group’s return: “When we came back from the evacuation, we thought that we would go to court to return to our room on Nevsky Prospect, but it did not happen. We did not win in court, and we were not even awarded any compensation for things that were stolen from our apartment. The reason was both the corruption of local officials, but also the negative perception of returning evacuees by Leningrad residents.”63

Jewish stories of the return were almost always ones of disappointment and struggle. People struggled to obtain permission to return, to find a place to live, to come to terms with enormous loss, and to deal with new restrictions on Jews. Many carried the additional burden of supporting traumatized Red Army veterans and other family members who had lived through the direct violence of the Holocaust. At least they were not forced to hide their past. Survivors of the ghettos and camps, on the other hand, had to learn quickly to modify their stories to avoid further harassment.64



The Return of the Survivors of the Occupation

Of the 2.7 million Jews who fell under the German and Romanian occupations during the war, an estimated 103,000 to 119,000 survived, mostly in Bessarabia, North Bukovina, and other parts of modern Moldova (53,000) but also in Ukraine (between 23,000 and 32,000), Belarus (14,000 to 18,000), and Russia (5,000).65 In the spring of 1944, tens of thousands of Jews who were held captive by the Romanian Army in camps and ghettos in Transnistria, an area between the rivers Bug and Dniester, were liberated by the Red Army. Some stayed home, but others had to travel back to their places of origin. Their journey home was not as far as that of those who were returning from Central Asia or from the front, but the destruction of infrastructure meant that distances as short as a few dozen kilometers took months to travel. Survivors dealt with the ongoing military operations in the region, lack of civilian transportation, and their own weak physical condition. Like returning evacuees, they were often not welcomed back and had to look for new options on where to settle.66

When survivors from the Transnistria region came back to Moldova in the early postwar years, they had to deal with reclaiming property, pursuing justice (including against civilians responsible for collaboration with Nazi Germany), and establishing commemorative practices.67 These issues were relevant to Jews returning to Ukraine, Belarus, Russia, and the Baltic states as well. An addition, in many parts of the Soviet Union, survivors had to hide some or all facts about how they lived through the war, out of fear both of Soviet accusations of collaboration with the German Army and of retaliation by local non-Jews. Rebuilding lives and learning to coexist with neighbors, often suspected in earlier collaborations with the Germans and other Nazi occupiers, were among the most pressing challenges of Holocaust survivors all over Europe, from Poland to Czechoslovakia and from France to Hungary. In the Soviet Union, however, the issues were complicated by the state’s conflicting attitudes toward both the collaborators and the survivors themselves, as well as by government-supported discrimination against Jews.

The headquarters of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee received a number of letters from survivors about their difficult conditions after the liberation. Solomon Mikhoels and the editor of Eynikayt, Shakhno Epshteyn, wrote a memo to Molotov on May 18, 1945, in which they summarized the problems survivors faced:


Every day, we receive troubling information about the extremely difficult moral and material situations of Jews who survived fascist extermination. In some places (Berdychiv, Balta, Zhmerinka, Vinnytsia, Khmelnik, station Rafalovka Roveskoy region and others) many survivors remain in the territories of former ghettos. They are not getting their living accommodations back. They also are not able to get their property back. After they survived the catastrophe, local authorities do not pay enough attention to them, often crudely break Soviet laws, and do not help to create Soviet living conditions for them. Hitler’s collaborators who participated in killings and robbing of Soviet people, are afraid of living witnesses and do everything to ensure that survivors are not allowed to return.68



As the memo suggests, contrary to expectations, the liberation by the Red Army often did not provide full relief to Jewish survivors but instead brought new anxieties. Although the army liberated them, Soviet authorities refused to help them.69 Moreover, many people had to explain, sometimes under interrogation, how they survived. Authorities suspected all survivors of the occupation, especially Jews, of collaborating with the Germans, and people who against all odds remained alive were forced to explain themselves. Here is the story of Samuil Raiter, born in 1911 in Skola, in the Drohobych region of Lviv, eastern Poland. In 1941, he was evacuated to Stalingrad, and in 1942, he ended up living under German occupation. Thanks to falsified documents, he survived the first two weeks of the German occupation of Morozovskaya, then he walked more than one hundred miles to the Romanian-occupied part of Pervomaysk-Golta, where he discovered Jews to be living in ghettos. He was liberated in March 1944 and returned to his hometown in 1946. Two years later, in September 1948, he wrote to Ilya Ehrenburg,


It is especially shameful that today, when life just began to sort itself out, I am being accused in having survived under the occupation! During the occupation, I kept asking myself what my fault was that I had been born a Jew. I could not find an answer. Now I am asking, what is my fault that after being evacuated 2,000 kilometers away from a home I ended up in mortal danger and under the occupation again, near Stalingrad, due to the incompetence of some leaders? Who among Jews, who knew what would wait for them under the occupation, would agree to go straight into the arms of Hitlerite bandits? Besides, I need to emphasize that nowhere and never, even during the moments of most mortal danger, I did not do anything that could compromise my identity as a Soviet citizen and a conscientious person. Could it be that my crime is that I am uninjured? That I survived? Would it be more valuable for me to die together with millions of other Jews?70



Some survivors initially received NKVD-issued spravki (certificates) that stated that they had lived through the war under occupation. They soon discovered, however, that the certificates did more harm than good. Employers were afraid to hire holders of such certificates, institutes of higher education refused their applications, registration officers did not grant them a propiska (residence registration), and even relatives were afraid to offer them spare corners to sleep in. Survivors nicknamed these certificates “yellow tickets,” referring both to the yellow line dawn on the form and the de facto restrictions that the certificates signified.71 Many recipients of a yellow-line certificate, such as Raisa Ryzhik, who escaped the ghetto of Ostrovno in the Vitebsk region in 1941 and was hidden by a friend until 1944, had to find a way to get rid of their certificates. Ryzhik says in her memoirs that she was advised by a clerk from the passport registration office to write a statement that she spent the war “in evacuation” and lost all her documents. She then received a new passport and was able to find a job and a place to live. She did not tell anyone about her wartime experience for forty years.72

Ryzhik was a lucky one. She got a new passport, but not all survivors were able to do the same. As a result, many were in effect stuck on the margins of the Soviet economy and society, while still suffering from fear and discrimination. Ryzhik and thousands of others kept their survival stories secret from their families, friends, and communities.

Like other Holocaust survivors, Soviet Jews had to learn, above all, how to coexist with their neighbors. Jews who witnessed atrocities with their own eyes or heard about them soon after the liberation felt that natural justice required the most severe punishment of active collaborators. Survivors viewed longtime former neighbors with hostility, especially those who had passively looked on while their relatives were murdered in communities where Jews and non-Jews had lived alongside each other for generations.

In addition to worries over scarce employment, bad living conditions, and ethnic discrimination, survivors had to come to terms with what had happened to them personally. They had to grieve the losses of their friends and family members. They had to cope with chronic sadness or, more likely, undiagnosed and untreated depression. In private, many shed tears. Here is how Grigori Shmulevich (born in 1931) described the early postliberation years in Zhabokrich, where both he and his mother, Golda, had survived being shot and then imprisoned in the Zhabokrich Ghetto:


Mama often cried. She usually stood at the kitchen window, her gaze turned to the street, resting on the wall of the neighboring house and, hiding from us children, shed bitter tears, remembering her older sons and daughter, whose fates are unknown. Perhaps these tears were both for relatives shot by the fascists—Aunt Ethel and Uncle Yosif Gersh—and for our current situation. When I appeared, she tried to discreetly wipe her eyes, hiding her tears from me. I pretended that I didn’t see anything. I feel sorry for Mama. An involuntary tear also appears in my eye. I feel my heart ache.73



The challenges faced by survivors did not, of course, end a few years after the war. Many survivors were not able to build their careers to the best of their abilities or live in places of their first choice. Their need to keep their survival stories secret, and their reliance on false documents limited their integration into Soviet society. When leaving the Soviet Union became possible, they were among the first to do so.



The Exodus/Return of Polish and Romanian Jews

Two months after the end of the war, on July 6, 1945, the Soviet Union and the new pro-Soviet Provisional Government of the Republic of Poland signed a treaty on population exchange. Anybody who could produce documents that identified them as Polish citizens before September 17, 1939, were eligible to apply for repatriation. A secret instruction of December 1945 further specified that Poles and Polish Jews could leave the Soviet Union.74 By the time the instruction was signed, many prewar Polish citizens had already left Lithuania, western Ukraine, and western Belarus in accordance with 1944 treaties. In the summer of 1944, the Polski Komitet Wyzwolenia Narodowego (PKWN; Polish Committee of National Liberation), a Stalin-sanctioned governing body, signed a treaty with the Soviet Union establishing the Soviet–Polish frontier along the so-called Curzon Line (originally proposed in the wake of World War I as a Soviet–Polish border). It stipulated the transfer of Białystok oblast to Poland and confirmed the incorporation of western Ukraine and western Belarus into the Soviet Union. In September, the PKWN, now headquartered in Lublin (and henceforth known as the “Lublin Committee”), signed treaties on population exchange with the Belarusian, Ukrainian, and Lithuanian Soviet Socialist Republics (SSRs): Belarusians, Ukrainians, Russians, Rusyns (Ruthenians), and Lithuanians were to be sent to the Soviet Union, Poles (including Jews) to Poland.

The treaties concerned only those former Polish citizens who had lived in the Polish territories attached to those republics following the Soviet occupation of eastern Poland in September 1939.75 By August 1946, 231,601 former Polish citizens had left the Soviet Union, of whom 147,000 were Jews. Another 55,000 Jews had left the Soviet Union earlier, bringing the total to 202,000 Jewish former citizens of Poland officially leaving the Soviet Union between 1944 and 1946. The figures do not include children from orphanages, who were registered separately.76 Permission to leave was issued not just to Polish Jews but also to their spouses, including Soviet citizens. As a result, another approximately 10,000 people left during the same period, as well as some people who falsified their documents.77 In accordance with these postwar treaties, 734,729 Poles and Jews left for Poland by November 1945; according to a secret Soviet count, as of May 1, 1946, the number had reached 1,016,354 predominantly ethnic Poles who had remained under the German occupation.78

With the German defeat at Stalingrad and the heavy losses suffered by the Romanian Army at the front, the specter of a German defeat in the war galvanized the Romanian government to establish contacts with the Allies and negotiate with them. The shift had major ramifications on Romanian policies toward the Jews. Many of the bureaucratic impediments that had prevented Romanian Jewry from sending help to Jews in Transnistria were removed, and connections were reestablished with various ghettos in Transnistria. On November 12, 1943, the Romanian government agreed to the repatriation of Jewish orphans under the age of twelve, later raised to fifteen. On February 15, 1944, 1,884 Jewish orphans who had been gathered in Mogilev-Podolski and Tiraspol were allowed to return to Romania. In March 1944, the Jewish leadership in Bucharest obtained permission to repatriate a further 1,400 orphans from Transnistria. The children were brought to Iasi and from there sent to various communities in Romania.

On March 29, 1944, Chernivtsi, a city that was Romanian before the war and became Soviet in 1940, was liberated by the Red Army. On August 23, the Red Army took Bucharest. Of 750,000 Romanian Jews, about 400,000 survived the war. Of those who did so in Transnistria, many moved to Chernivtsi because word spread that they could emigrate from there to Romania.79

On August 8, 1945, the Council of People’s Commissars (SNK), the highest Soviet executive authority of the Soviet Union, and on August 31, the SNK of Ukraine stated that Jews who had held Romanian citizenship before June 28, 1940, could renounce Soviet citizenship and leave the Czernowitz region for Romania. By January 8, 1946, 11,085 people were registered by the NKVD as subject to “ejection” (vydvorenie). By April 22, 1946, all Romanian Jews who were allowed to leave did so.

Unlike the situation in Poland, where both Jews and non-Jews were allowed to leave, only Jews from Bukovina were given permission. For example, according to a report issued by the local branch of the Communist Party Committee on July 7, 1945, approximately twelve thousand non-Jews and Jews left for Romania from Chernivtsi oblast since liberation.80 Among other differences, there was no treaty, and the language in the regulations was different. Polish citizens had “the right” to leave, whereas Romanian Jews were “subject to ejection.” Also, the premise was different. Bukovinian Jews were accused of being anti-Soviet and “class hostile,” thus subject to deportation. Many were terrified of being deported to the Donbas region of Ukraine, to work in coal mines.81 What led to such differences is difficult to deduce. Perhaps because the majority of Romanian Jews survived the war under the Romanian occupation, as opposed to Soviet rule in the Soviet rear, keeping them in Ukraine did not make sense when the local population was suffering a housing shortage and displaying hostility toward Jews. As Mikhail Mitselʹ observes, “No matter how contradictory the process was, the interests of the Soviet and Ukrainian leadership, local authorities, and Jews of the region aligned.”82

There were many limitations on whether people could leave or stay, many of them arbitrary. For example, Romanian citizens were not allowed to move from Moldova to Romania. Still, by 1946, a total of 22,307 people, including 7,133 men, 10,072 women, and 5,102 children, left the Soviet Union for Romania.

Between 1945 and 1947, most Jews living in the Soviet Union assumed new identities. They were now members of four sometimes-overlapping groups: veterans, former evacuees, workers of the rear, and survivors of the German or Romanian occupations. The majority of Polish and Romanian Jews left the Soviet Union, groups representing the most culturally and religiously aware Jews among those living there during the war. The end of the war meant the end of military violence and annihilation, but the troubles for Jews were far from over. Returning home did not mean returning to the country that Soviet Jews knew from the 1920s and 1930s. Instead, they were going back to spiritually damaged, severely traumatized, and utterly devastated communities that usually did not want them back. They would have to fight for everything that they had taken for granted: equal rights (with the allowance for the Soviet context), equal access to education, and in urban communities, an almost privileged position. From now on, their story would be one of adapting to the new features of the Soviet regime, finding loopholes in the system, and privately mourning their dead. In less than a decade, they would learn to call these practices the “Jewish way of life,” and they would become the least religiously Jewish citizens on the planet, because being Jewish would mean for them not religion, not even culture or language, but survival despite hostile circumstances.83








3LUCKY PEOPLE


Postwar Jewish Families

The Russian filmmaker Alexander Gelman (born in 1933 in Dundushany, Romania) was liberated from the Bershad Ghetto in 1944, but only he and his father survived out of their eleven-member family. He lost his mother, his brother, his grandmother, his aunt, his aunt’s husband and their son, his uncle, and his uncle’s wife and their son.1 While nearly every Soviet family suffered losses during World War II, Jewish families, like Gelman’s, were decimated, leaving survivors to mourn their spouses, parents, and children.

By the end of the war, over fourteen million Soviet children had perished. The population of children aged fourteen and under fell dramatically, from 67.3 million to 53 million, dropping from 34.2 percent to 31.1 percent of the total Soviet population. This decline was driven primarily by the devastating loss of children under the age of five, whose numbers were cut in half—from 26.5 million to just 13.3 million—due to plummeting birth rates and soaring child mortality.2 Jewish children were especially affected. In 1949, only 25.8 percent of Soviet Jews were under the age of nineteen, compared to 40.6 percent of the non-Jewish population.3 Despite the scale of this tragedy, no comprehensive historical study exists on Jewish child survivors of the Holocaust in the postwar Soviet Union. The precise number of Jewish children who survived, or those left orphaned, remains unknown.4

Soviet children of the mid-1940s dealt with several challenges, some common to others of their generation and some specific to Jews. All children suffered from increased lack of housing; many lost one or both parents during the war. Many wartime orphans did not remember their names, their families, or their prewar place of residence.5 After the war, many became homeless, living in makeshift lean-tos or in underground holes.6 Children living under the Nazis witnessed and endured atrocities, as the “inferior races” in occupied territories were tortured, beaten, shot, hung, buried alive, drowned, and burned.7 Psychologists observed that many children suffered from altered psychological state: They did not know how to play with other children or how to ask for help, and some even forgot how to speak.8 Because of the death of parents, few grew up in classic nuclear families.9

In addition to sharing these challenges, Jewish children who survived the war under the German occupation were often instructed not to speak about what happened to them during the war to avoid further investigations on how they had survived.10 They were alive, but their history was made to disappear. They were “present and absent” at the same time.11 Unable to locate living relatives after the war and fearful of telling their stories so as not to betray details of their lives under Nazi occupation, the children sometimes ended up in orphanages.12 For example, Svetlana Gershoyg (born in 1938), whose neighbors hid her throughout the war in Kyiv, ended up in orphanages soon after Kyiv was liberated in 1944. She never reported to her teachers what had happened to her during the war.13 Sometimes, children went through several adoptive families. Maya Gorenshteyn (Zaslavskaya; born in 1937), for example, survived when her parents threw her into the crowd of non-Jewish spectators who watched Jews of Kherson (Ukraine) being murdered. A woman named Mariya Eremenko took Gorenshteyn in, gave her the same last name, and took care of her until 1945, when the war was over. She then explained to Gorenshteyn that because of poverty, she had to pass her on to another family, this time a Jewish one. That family gave Gorenshteyn their last name and adopted her too. She lived with them until she got married. The stories of both adoptions were not secret to Gorenshteyn, but they were definitely not discussed in public.14

Sometimes, parents who lost children adopted the orphans, although numbers and details are hard to come by. Usually these were family members. For example, Moshe Bramnik (born in 1930), born in a small village in the Vinnytsia region of Ukraine, ended up being adopted by his aunt, who lost her own infant in Pechera concentration camp.15 She could not adopt Bramnik’s younger brother, however, whom she sent to an orphanage.16 Some adoptions were kept secret for decades, sometimes to hide them from friends and neighbors and sometimes to hide them from the children themselves.17 In Lithuania, Jewish children were smuggled out of the ghettos (Kovno, Shavli, and others) and taken to a non-Jewish family for safety. After the war, some surviving parents or relatives struggled to recover children who had been taken in by non-Jewish families. Even when reunification was achieved, both adults and children often faced significant psychological difficulties in its aftermath.

The second most vulnerable Jewish demographic was the elderly. Older Jews were the first to be identified and shot, were the least likely to successfully escape before the invasion, and were the least likely to successfully hide.18 After the war, many returning evacuees and veterans discovered that their parents and grandparents either had been shot to death under German occupation or had died from disease or starvation.

Those of the middle generation of Jews who survived the war, people born between 1900 and 1930, by the end of 1945 had lost their parents and grandparents and often also their children. In addition, men who served in the army often learned that their wives had been murdered while they had been away, unless they were evacuated. The population loss during the war affected the ratio between Jewish men and women. In the Soviet Union in 1939, for every 100 Jewish men aged twenty to thirty-nine, there were 111 Jewish women. By 1949, for every 100 Jewish men in the same age group, there were 123 women. (For non-Jews, the numbers for women were 106 and 141, respectively.)19 For people aged twenty to thirty-nine, for every 100 Jewish men, there were 131 women in 1949.20 But the gender imbalance among Jews was not as skewed as in the general population because Jewish women and children were killed at a higher rate than were non-Jewish women and children during the war. Additionally, Jewish army draftees had a higher chance of survival than did Jewish women who remained at home.

Gender distribution alone cannot, of course, be analyzed as the sole factor in how people built their families during this time. Another circumstance was where they lived. The postwar Jewish community became even more urban compared to pre-1939. An absolute majority of Soviet Jews now lived in large cities and shared the socioeconomic circumstances and cultural outlook of non-Jewish urban dwellers.

Partially because of the urbanization and partially because of the Holocaust losses, Jewish families of the 1940s became less connected to traditional Jewish culture and the Jewish way of life compared to the prewar demographic.21 They also married later and had fewer children compared to their rural and more traditional counterparts.22

For reasons that have not yet been comprehensively studied, the size of the Jewish population of Odessa, Minsk, Vinnytsia, Zhytomyr, and Bobruisk decreased by half compared to 1939, whereas the Jewish population of Kharkiv, Kyiv, Dnipropetrovsk, Zaporizhzhia, and Mykolaiv decreased by only 30 percent, because people from smaller towns in Ukraine, Russia, and Belarus moved to those latter cities.23 The most desirable places to live included Moscow and Leningrad, which maintained the size of their Jewish populations, primarily because evacuees returned and others wanted to move to these national centers of culture and science.

Jews lived, therefore, predominantly in large and medium-size cities, with very few Jewish community institutions. Thus, meeting other Jews usually occurred at workplaces, institutions of education, stores, medical facilities, and of course residential buildings, when people got to know their neighbors. With anti-cosmopolitan campaigns gaining momentum in the late 1940s, growing hostility to Jews could not but affect all aspects of their everyday life, including such private aspects of it as the family sphere. Of course, it is difficult to establish the direct sequence of events influenced by the change in the general political climate and the deeply personal decisions of choosing a spouse, but one can investigate stories of how people formed their families during the 1940s in search of clues. Did Jews choose spouses or raise their children differently than non-Jews in the 1940s and early 1950s, and did they do it differently compared to the 1930s? How did the wartime experience affect family creation and gender dynamics? In the following sections, we look at the way returning war veterans, former evacuees and other workers of the home front, and Holocaust survivors formed their families in the postwar years.



Female War Veterans

While military glory dominated public aspects of the experience of war veterans, many relegated stories of personal relations to the realm of secrecy and silence, especially women. Of the eight hundred thousand women who served in the Red Army, an unknown number were Jews. Many of these women were praised for their heroism, bravery, patriotism, and self-sacrifice. What is less known is that when they returned home after the war, often injured, traumatized, and exhausted, they had to overcome the stigma of serving. Soviet society might admire a woman decorated with medals in a front-page newspaper photo but not in one’s own family—not a wife, a future mother of one’s children, or a daughter-in-law. Why? Because the public narrative of female heroism was the opposite of the more important, private narrative. Many women veterans suffered from the reputation of being an “easy” (loose). Some people saw their medals not as signs of bravery and sacrifice but as indicators of moral decay.24 As a result, women often lied about serving in the army, hid their medals, and proceeded to build their future while trying to hide their past. Many women burned their wartime photographs, or their mothers or sisters did, to avoid the embarrassment or stigma of being associated with service in the army.25

The Nobel Prize–winner journalist Svetlana Aleksievich, in her book The Unwomanly Face of War, documents the significant challenges that women veterans faced when they returned to peacetime. One woman, for example, recalled that when she got engaged in 1946, she overheard her mother-in-law crying in the kitchen. She was telling her son that he was ruining not only his own life by marrying a “front woman” but also the lives of his younger sisters because nobody would want to marry them now.26

In addition to facing stigmatization and all the other difficulties of adjusting to postwar life, female Jewish veterans faced challenges specifically associated with their ethnicity. Almost all had lost all or some of their close family members, almost all had returned home traumatized, and almost all faced restrictions on where they could work, study, and live. Here is what happened to Anna M., born 1912 in Vitebsk, a graduate of Moscow State University in 1937 with a degree in the history of philosophy, specializing in communism. During the war, she served in SMERSH (the counterintelligence unit) as a translator from German to Russian. Her job was to help interrogate captured German soldiers and officers. In an interview she gave in 2001, she provided a brief account of a romantic wartime relationship:


I had a relationship. It was beautiful, but it was not a marriage. Men felt freer to start affairs with women because many considered themselves widowers. Many had families left in Kyiv, and they heard about Babi Yar [the mass shooting of the Jews of Kyiv in 1941] [sighs]. But life is life. That is why they wanted to consider themselves free. I was also young, and many things happened [sighs; silence]. After the war, I gave birth to our son [silence]. I am already a great-grandmother. Life continues. But that was the real page of my life. I know what love is.27



Discharged because of the unplanned pregnancy, Anna faced being a Jewish single mother in postwar Moscow. At first, things were going well. Her mother, who had survived the war in the rear, arrived in Moscow to help Anna with child care, while Anna found a job in the French department of the Soviet Radio Committee.28 An ambitious, urban, educated single mother and war veteran, Anna M. recalled her situation in remarkable detail. However, she did not mention trying to find the father of her child or expecting any financial or moral support from him in raising their son. Although she did not refer to these details as personal, it is plausible to suggest that the father of her child was Jewish, which made finding him even more complicated, as, according to Anna (and a lot of other oral histories), Jewish men were known to be more likely to start frontline relationships because of how the German occupation had affected their families. Anna could count only on her mother to provide child care and enable her to pursue a career. Women relying on themselves or on their extended families became the norm in Soviet postwar society, but Anna also speaks of being Jewish as an additional obstacle to a happy life.



Women Holocaust Survivors

Svetlana K. was fifteen in 1944, when she saw Red Army soldiers approach the fence of the Pechera concentration camp in the Vinnytsia region of Ukraine. A few hours later, she received a paper certifying that she was liberated. She was free to go—“free” to go nowhere. Svetlana had lost both of her parents in Pechera to typhus sometime in 1942. Prior to that, her grandparents had been shot in Haisin. She had been left with no close family. First, she slept on the floor in an apartment of a distant relative of a friend, who had also been liberated from Pechera. A few weeks later, she was able to find a distant relative who had survived the war “in evacuation.” She stayed with that relative and her children, again sleeping on the floor. To escape that situation, she started dating a man, Grigorii, twelve years her senior. He encouraged her to start school, and she eventually got a degree as a dental technician. In 1946, they got married. She was seventeen, he was twenty-nine. Interviewed at the age of eighty, twenty years after her husband’s death, Svetlana had nothing but praise for him. They had had two children, they had lived a good life, and she was grateful for everything. The most important thing her husband had asked of her, however, was not to tell anyone where she had survived the war. He had not wanted even their children to know, and he had not wanted to experience difficulties at work because of their past. They had thrown away the liberation certificate and had tried to live as if Svetlana’s nearly three years in Pechera had not happened.29 It is easy to understand the caution. Jewish survivors, both women and men, were afraid or reluctant to share their wartime experiences not only because Soviet authorities treated all people who survived the occupation with suspicion but also because, ironically, Jews who survived were under extra scrutiny. Survivors had a very hard time explaining their survival to authorities but also to themselves (thus often suffering survivors’ guilt in secret).

Women who lived through the Nazi occupation with their children often had stories that were not easy to share. Sometimes, even the children would never hear the details. Raisa Zelenkova and her daughter survived the war in Piatigory, in the Kyiv region of Ukraine, but more than once she had to leave her daughter with strangers while trying to escape.30 The account appeared in The Black Book, a collection of survivors’ stories prepared for publication in 1946. When interviewed by the Shoah Foundation in 1997 in Israel, together with her daughter, Zelenkova did not once mention that she tried to escape by leaving her daughter behind with strangers. Her daughter too spoke fondly of her mother, who had saved her.31 Similarly, Emilia Kotlova, a teacher from Kyiv, whose testimony was also featured in The Black Book, could not escape the occupation because her daughters had measles. She ended up leaving the girls in an orphanage to try to escape and later came back to pick them up.32

Women Holocaust survivors who returned home with a child similarly had to deal with the stigma and had to hide the circumstances of their survival. Even a man who stayed with the woman was often too traumatized to be of much use to the family. Consider, for example, what happened to Klara G. (born in 1923), who survived the war under false documents in Uman, Ukraine, in a camp for POWs named Umanskaya Yama.33 In 1942, she met a man whom she called her “unlawful husband” and who became the father of her child:


I met Vorezaev, who was a prisoner of war. He worked in the camp. He was a driver. I met him, and he was my husband, but I did not register with him. I got pregnant and seven months later gave birth to my baby boy. I tried to hide the pregnancy under my clothes, so that I would not be killed. The clothes were all rags, so it was not very difficult.…

Some women who were in the camp with me were doctors and nurses, so they helped to deliver the baby. But I do not even know how it all happened. I think it [the baby] jumped out by itself.

I was tired and sick, and Vorezaev began to search for younger, more beautiful women. I got sick and was admitted to the hospital. It turned out to be sepsis, and then it was bone tuberculosis. I spent twenty months in a hospital. But he was a man. He did not marry again but brought [lovers] home.… I could not forgive him and told him that the war was over and I did not need a husband. He did not insist. But then they wanted to draft him again. He came back to me, took our son, and went with him to the draft office, so that they did not draft him.

I was deathly ill at the time and could not stop him, and there were no orphanages then.… So he said he was the primary caregiver, but he did not do anything. My son saved him, because otherwise he would have to serve in the shtrafnaya [a penal company] detachment, because he had been a prisoner of war and that was considered as if he voluntarily surrendered [sdalsya].34



Klara survived sexual violence, gave birth in the camp, dealt with a mentally unstable partner whose role during the war is unclear from the testimony, and then raised her child. And she related her story without stressing all of the vulnerabilities that came with her personal situation. She blamed her wartime partner for taking advantage of her and their child. One can only imagine the daily life Klara endured: taking care of a small child and a disturbed partner, all while (silently) recovering from the trauma of survival of Umanskaya Yama, one of the most brutal Nazi POW camps in Ukraine.

Many women survivors dealt with the trauma of losing their children during the war. No statistics exist on the number of Soviet Jewish children killed during the Holocaust or the number of parents who survived these children. The loss of children could not be acknowledged publicly, both because such commemorations did not fit Soviet postwar culture and because such losses were often hidden from family members, including from the men whom the women met and married after the war.

Sometimes, when women with similar losses were aware of each other’s proximity, they were able to gather occasionally, simply to cry together. Especially during holidays, women who gathered to cook together would also cry together. Here is a note dated November 19, 1945, handwritten by the folklorist Ida Shaykes as she heard it from a woman named Savitskaya, who describes a scene she witnessed in Kyiv two days earlier. The note does not mention that September 17, 1945, was the end of Yom Kippur, which is probably why the women had gathered and used the occasion to cry together:


I walked on Basseynaya Street on November 17, 1945, during the sunset. I heard a scream from house number 19. I thought someone was being beaten up, and ran there. On the first floor, in an apartment located in an addition, I saw a woman crying lament, and with her were three more women, all aged between thirty and fifty, that listened to her and cried, too. I sat next to her and began crying, too. Then I took out a pencil and wrote down what she was singing and crying:

Oy veyz iz mir, vu zaynen mayne kinder,

mayne zin, mayne zeks zin, mayne zeks parshoyn,

mayne oygn in shtern, oy fir zaynen geharget gevorn

af der milkhome, mayne likhtike, mayne sheyne yatelekh

ikh vel aykh eybik shoyn nit zen.

Ayngezunken zol hitler vern

Un ale sonim fun mayn yidishn folk.

Mayne brider un shvester, mayn man iz nito

Undzere sonim hobn im geharget

Mayn familie iz tzezeyt gevorn.35

Oy, woe is me—where are my children,

my sons, my six sons, my six fellows,

eyes in the stars, oy, four were murdered

at the war, my handsome lads full of light

I will not see either of you ever again.

May Hitler sink into the earth,

And with him all enemies of my Jewish people too.

My brothers and sisters, my husband is no more,

Enemies killed him.

My family is scattered.



Most often, however, people suffered in silence. Stories of silence are hard to document, but they often slip into other narratives when people describe their postwar lives. For example, Roza Plotkina, a Yiddish singer and the first wife of the Yiddish poet Moisei Teif, survived the war along with her husband. She was in Saratov while he was at the front. Teif returned to Minsk in 1945, only to find that their seven-year-old son, Tolya, had been murdered in either Minsk or Homiel, Belarus, together with Plotkina’s mother, Tolya’s grandmother, sometime in 1941. According to family stories, unable to process the death, Plotkina fell into depression, developed cancer, and died in 1946.36

Like all single mothers, Holocaust survivor women qualified for state benefits, but many lived in constant fear of what might happen to their children should anything happen to themselves.37 Women survivors were unlikely to have their own parents around, multiplying their fears, and after 1948, they faced additional difficulties associated with the Soviet harassment of Jews. For example, law enforcement officers sometimes took advantage of the precarious position of these women and extorted bribes from them. This is what happened with one survivor of Pechera, who lost both her husband and her parents during the war. The woman had to provide for her three small children. After liberation from Pechera, she settled in nearby Mogilev Podolsk. She got a job at a small store in a milk-processing plant. According to her daughter, Mira, after some receipts went missing, the mother was accused of stealing. A detective came to the house and demanded a bribe of ten thousand rubles. She complained to his superior but ended up being arrested anyway. At trial, the judge said that she should be happy that he was not bringing up her wartime past or asking how exactly she managed to survive the war with three children under the occupation. (Mira’s youngest sibling was born as a result of a rape that her mother survived in the ghetto.) Mira’s mother was found guilty and imprisoned for ten years. In 1949, after one year of appeals from neighbors and from her children, the eldest of whom was eighteen, she was released from jail but no longer allowed to work at the plant. She ended up supporting herself and her children by selling butter in a market. Mira, sixteen at the time, remembers feeling constantly hungry and cold, as the family did not have enough money for sufficient food or firewood.38

Many studies have been conducted into the economic circumstances and psychological states of Holocaust survivors.39 Almost nothing is known, however, about how survivors in the Soviet Union, especially women, coped after the war, how the past affected their families, and what challenges they faced raising their children, forming relationships, and living from day to day. From the outside, their lives might have looked “normal,” because they worked to deal with the traumas of their past and present and to hide their struggles from society and often from their own family. Essentially, however, their pain remained unresolved and hidden from history.



Male Veterans and Holocaust Survivors

Male war veterans, like their female counterparts, dealt with trauma associated with their combat experience and the loss of family members. In some cases, they also had to juggle two sets of families, their prewar one and the one started during the war.40 As we have seen from Anna M.’s testimony earlier, some Jewish men had assumed that their original family had perished. Others had adopted wartime social norms that allowed men a certain latitude.41

The Soviet press used the words “victory” and “family reunification” almost interchangeably in 1945. Articles and photographs testified to women and children showering the troops with bouquets of flowers and to poignant cases of soldiers reuniting with families after years of separation.42 The reality of family reunification was much more complex, if not the opposite of what was reported in the press. Many soldiers returned to find no family waiting for them and no home to return to. When it came to Jewish soldiers, unless their family survived the war in evacuation, they probably had no one waiting for them at all.43 Even before the war ended, many Jewish men had assumed that they had lost their wives to the hostilities and had formed new relationships. Many single veterans were not in a hurry to settle down at all or to start a family.44 They wanted to enjoy their freedom or just numb their pain.

For example, after serving in the army for two years, Vladimir Y. (born in 1925) learned that his two brothers, a sister, his father, all four of his grandparents, and his aunts had all been murdered in his native village of Borovichi (in Belarus), on the Belarus–Ukrainian border. He decided to start anew in Leningrad, where his much-older brother lived. That brother, his wife, their children, and his wife’s mother lived in one room in a communal apartment. Vladimir joined them. He could not obtain official registration, however, and without registration, he could not get a job. Then a wartime friend helped him find a job as a repairman at the Mariinsky Theater. The job came with a dorm room. He related what it was like to be a single man in Leningrad in 1946:


Women approached me, always with one goal only. [They would say], “I live alone. I have a room or an apartment. Come to me. Why are you suffering?” At least five women approached me that way. But I was not interested. Then, another woman—she was much older, thirty-eight—came to me and said, “I can sell you half of my room.” That piqued my interest. I called her Kukosya. I moved in with her as soon as we signed the papers. We first lived together.… She wanted to register [marriage], but I resisted. She was old. She could not have children. Something happened to her during the siege [of Leningrad]. I then got a long book shelving unit and divided the room into two. My mother and my sister moved in with me. Later, I was able to exchange the large room for two rooms in different parts of the city, and this is how I finally had my own space. When the time came to get married, I was introduced to a nice Jewish girl, a little younger than me.45



Vladimir’s description of his postwar dating is consistent with many stories of veterans of marriageable age who returned with little motivation to create a family. The fact that he was dating a non-Jewish woman without an intention to marry seems to be a typical behavior pattern.46 Another veteran, Semyon Davidovich reported living with a much older woman right after the war, then leaving her for the woman he eventually married. The older woman retaliated: “As soon as I left, she ran to authorities and reported to them that my father had been arrested in 1937 and I had been hiding it. I was mad at myself, as I was hiding this information ever since I left the detdom (orphanage), but I told her. They immediately took me to Lubyanka [prison] and kept me there for three days. What saved me was that it was summer, and I was wearing a short-sleeve shirt, and my war wound was visible. The interrogator was also a frontovik, and he let me go.”47

Vladimir and Davidovich were single when the war ended, but previously married men also seemed in no hurry to return home. It became common knowledge that men returning from the war were not necessarily returning to their prewar families, even when those families had actually survived. Stories of fathers refusing to take care of their first wives and children recur in survivor testimonies. For example, the father of Bella G. (born in 1935) took two years to return home to his wife and seven (!) young children, all of whom had survived under Romanian occupation:


After the liberation, we lived in a small town. My father would still not return from the war. The year of 1945 passed, then the year 1946. We heard nothing. Suddenly we got a letter from him. He was alive and living in Kyiv. He thought we were all dead, but he made an inquiry and found out we were alive and sent us a letter. The letter came, but he did not show up. My mother told my older sister, who was then seventeen, to go to Kyiv and find him and force him to go home. My mom did not want to go herself because she was illiterate and did not want to travel alone.

When my sister arrived in Kyiv, she found my father. He worked at a warehouse and lived with a Ukrainian woman from that city. I am not sure what happened to her husband. He tells my sister, “My boss does not want me to go home. I am technically still in the army.” My sister stayed with my father for a few days. Then a neighbor suggested she go directly to our father’s boss, explain that she is one of seven children, who all are waiting for their father to come home. After my sister spoke to his boss, he called my father in and yelled at him for hiding the fact that he had a family. He told him to go home straightaway. This is how he returned to Mohyliv-Podil’skyi and took us all to Chernivtsi. It was in 1947, and we lived there until 1978.48



It is well documented that in the years following the promulgation of the 1944 family edict, local party organs faced a growing number of complaints from abandoned women. Gradually, such organs became increasingly likely to discipline communists who refused to pay child support (or, less often, violated the law on divorce). In the postwar landscape, full of absentee fathers and shattered families, party organs grudgingly began to use censure and expulsion as tools to ensure that communists met their financial obligations to their offspring.49 It seems that Jewish families did not differ from others in how they functioned in the immediate postwar years, but they differed in how they explained their behavior.

Why did the holdout men return to their prewar wives and children? Was it really about guilty consciences and regrets? Not likely, because in returning to their first children, they often had to leave new ones—often younger ones, too, from their second, wartime marriages. They probably did so because their career paths would have suffered tremendously if they did not. Many did not even resist the orders. According to the historian Edward Cohn, fewer than 3 percent of expelled communists who appealed their expulsion to the KPK (Central Control Commission of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union), the supreme disciplinary body, were disciplined for family misconduct in 1945, compared to 7 percent in 1949, 9.12 percent in 1950, and 9.22 percent in 1951. The result was a system in which party organs were not eager to investigate their members’ private lives but frequently did so at the behest of abandoned women in order to ensure that communist men were obeying the new divorce law and meeting their child-support obligations.50

Because Soviet legislation saw families as a source of societal stability, party officials were probably under direct orders to reunite families. Such enforcement probably helped Bella G.’s sister to convince her father to return home, but she explained his behavior in the context of other Jewish families, thus implying a belief that this was a specific Jewish issue. The practices converged, but perceptions diverged.

An unknown number of men belonged to the category of both Holocaust survivor and war veteran. In fact, most men who survived ghettos and who were liberated in 1944 were drafted into the Red Army right away.51 Many of them were discharged after 1947, when they had completed their term. Some also did not return to live in the same places where they had been imprisoned. For example, Alexander Gelman’s father, who, as was mentioned, lost his wife in the Bershad Ghetto, was called to serve in the army right after the war. After discharge, he married for the second time but did not return to Bershad.52 Because adult male Holocaust survivors had to serve right after the liberation, they often had to hide their ghetto experience both in the army and when they came back and were ready to either go back to their families or create new ones. Their experiences are still poorly understood, with stories that essentially disappeared. Secrets became an integral feature of Soviet Jewish families. For such survivors, choosing a partner was in many ways choosing a person who would be able to understand the circumstance of how they survived and keep their secret.



Creating New Families

The story of when being Jewish mattered significantly emerges when people decided to create their own families in the 1940s, especially in bigger cities. (In smaller towns, most people still largely married within their own ethnic group.) In oral history interviews, when discussing the process of dating and the decision to marry, many men mentioned, usually unprompted, factors related to their ethnicity.53 The reason was Soviet society’s change of attitude toward Jews. In the 1930s, Jewish men were considered desirable partners for both Jews and non-Jews.54 In the late 1940s, stories of people getting married during this time include indications that due to growing hostility toward surviving Jews and emerging government-led discrimination, partnering with Jewish men or women could become a liability.55 This was especially true for men, as children would be getting their Jewish last names, although, of course, parents were allowed to give these children their mother’s last name. On the other hand, people were afraid of ending up with a partner who harbored antisemitic feelings. In an oral history interview, Samuil G. (born in Khmelnik, Ukraine, in 1924) explained, “I did not even think that I could marry a Russian [woman]. Theoretically, there could be some circumstances, for example, if [the man] is in the military and [the woman] is a nurse and saves his life, then love.… Love, you see, is stronger than anything. But when it cools a bit, she says one nasty thing or another, and he looks back and says, ‘What have I done?’”56

When people married non-Jews, many “tested” their future spouses for antisemitic prejudice. One man, Lazar F. (born in Orel, Russia, in 1924) related his postwar experience in seeking a wife:


I can’t say I was looking for a Jewish woman. The thing is that after the divorce, I didn’t want to get married at all. I thought I’d had enough. I already had a son, and this boy was growing up without a father … but I dated women, I dated girls. I was infatuated with my [non-Jewish] colleague Liudmila Alexandrovna Matveeva. We had a wonderful relationship. We even were together, spent nights together. Then we went to apply for a marriage license at the ZAGS [registry office]. Her father was an alcoholic. When my family found out, they said [thinking my future son would take after his grandfather]: “Do you need a son who is an alcoholic?” They protested, but I didn’t listen. I had a condition for marriage: if we had a son, his name would be Aaron, after my deceased father. But one day before we had to go register, Liudmila called me. She said: “What about my family?” Their last name was Matveev [a Russian name]. “Are you suggesting my parents have a grandson named Aaron? They wouldn’t survive that!” So we broke up. Then I dated a beautiful Armenian girl. When I proposed, she refused.

Then I proposed to another girl. She was Russian and agreed to name a future son Aaron, but she didn’t want to leave her three aunts. (My second condition was that we would live separately, without in-laws.) Then my neighbor, who was Jewish, introduced me to my future Jewish wife.… Eventually, I married her.57



Of course, Jewish men’s reasons for marrying a Jew were not always solely related to society’s hostility toward Jews. For example, Lev G. (born in Berdychiv, Ukraine, in 1918) stated, “I didn’t care whether she was Jewish, I just wanted her to like my family and understand them. But my mother spoke only Yiddish at home, so I had to find a non-Jewish woman who spoke Yiddish.”58

Even though the country lived through a severe gender imbalance, Jewish men, especially veterans, seemed to have experienced their share of stigma and hardship in finding partners. Even Jewish women who were interested in marrying within the group were worried about tying the knot with a Jewish veteran. Here is how one woman, Mila Ch. (born in 1930), explained the dilemma facing someone who was considering marrying a Jewish war veteran in 1950: “I wanted a man who would be loyal to me. And Jewish men who came back from the war, like Wolf, they weren’t reliable, as they had many relations before, and I did not want that.”59

Still, in the late 1940s, many Jews married within the group. On the basis of an in-depth analysis of numerous oral histories, however, their chief motivation was not to create Jewish families in order to pass on family values and traditions. Predominantly, the motivation was to avoid hostility within the family.60 In contrast, the motivation to marry within the group before the war usually had to do with established practices, following the wishes of parents, and just because “it was always done that way.”61

The renewed interest in marrying within the group catalyzed the triumphant return of traditional Jewish practices, including matchmaking, most surprisingly in large cities such as Moscow and Leningrad. Indeed, by 1948, the majority of Soviet Jews lived in bigger cities with dispersed Jewish communities. Traditional Jewish places of gathering, such as synagogues, were rare and unpopular among young people, although they attracted some members of the older generation.62 Secular institutions, such as Yiddish theaters, had been shut down by the end of the 1940s. Matchmaking, performed by older family members or even by “professional” matchmakers, was often the only way to meet a future Jewish spouse. Veterans who finally decided to settle after years of living with women without registering their relationships turned to “aunts” in order to find a marriage partner. Here, for example, is what happened to the Leningrad veteran Vladimir Y. discussed earlier in this chapter. After securing a room and getting a semipermanent job, he decided to get married, but not to the woman he lived with. Instead, he turned to “Aunt Roza.” His main criteria included the bride’s health and living conditions (in addition to being Jewish):


Auntie Roza—she was a matchmaker. Everyone knew her in Leningrad. If you wanted to find a Jewish wife, she was the one to talk to. I can tell you a couple of stories. First, she introduced me to a family. They had a beautiful, five-room apartment on Suvorovsky Prospect. Her father was the head of a large department store. She would not come out at first. When she came out, I noticed she was limping. I whispered to Roza, and she said, “You do not need to whisper. Her hearing is not that good, either!”

After that, I refused to go to matches. But finally she convinced me to try one more. The girl was good; her family was good. I invited her to the theater. Then we went out again. Then I noticed she had red cheeks. I mentioned it to my friend, and he said, “Check her lungs. Maybe she has TB. They always have red cheeks.” I asked Roza, and she said, “So what. She will get treated.” Well, this was the end of it, too.

Then she introduced me to Lida. She was from a Jewish family. Her father was a butcher; her mom did not work. I walked her home after a date. She invited me to come in. The size of the room was thirty-one square meters, but one window looked onto a wall. The apartment itself was scary, not even a toilet inside. One had to go to the hallway, and one bathroom was shared between two apartments. Each apartment had eight people living in it, so there was always a line. But still, I liked her, and I married her.63



A gifted storyteller, Vladimir expresses a sentiment that appears in many accounts of Soviet Jewish war veterans who wanted to marry other Jews after the war: Men had choices, but if they wanted to marry Jewish women, they had to turn to matchmakers. For example, the Muscovite Yakov B. (born in Moscow in 1920) explained why he married a non-Jewish woman: “It was impossible to meet a Jewish girl without a matchmaker, and I was shy about talking to them, so I married a Russian woman.”64 Matchmaking services were provided by both semiprofessionals, like the “Auntie Roza” described by Vladimir, and by older members of the family.

Ilya Sh. (born in Voznesensk, Ukraine, in 1908), who married his first wife in the 1920s through a simple registration, without involving or consulting his parents, explained that when he decided to get married for the second time, in 1951, it was his father who began to introduce him to potential brides. He recalled, “My father went to synagogue. He had a friend there and that friend had a daughter. They introduced us and we got married.”65

Not only did traditional introductions return, but weddings did as well, often with elements of traditional Jewish rituals, something practically unheard of in larger cities before the war. Perhaps the wedding was more than just a ceremony but also an affirmation of the sentiment that “life continues,” an affirmation that many people needed at that time. Authorities did not put a stop to these ceremonies. Perhaps wedding ceremonies helped to distract people from the devastation around them. Everywhere in the country, cities and villages alike, across ethnicities, they became more popular.66 In the context of extreme poverty and poor living conditions almost everywhere, people seemed to have gone to significant trouble to obtain dresses and suits, food for the celebratory dinner, and often musicians and other forms of entertainment.

Such occasions mattered, especially for Holocaust survivors, who for many years did not think they would live to see tomorrow. Semyon Y. (born in Mohyliv-Podil’skyi, Ukraine, in 1915) returned from the front in 1945 and married Faina, the daughter of his parents’ neighbor (born in Mohyliv-Podil’skyi, Ukraine, in 1919). Faina and her family had survived three years in a ghetto. They had no money for a wedding celebration, but Semyon made sure she had a “decent” dress: “We didn’t have a large wedding, we just liked each other and that was that. But she was from the camp, so she had absolutely no clothes. When I came back from Germany, I brought some military mattresses. They had upholstery with a square pattern on them. I gave her those mattresses, and she made herself a skirt. Then we got married, and she wore that skirt.”67 Women who served in the army during the war and married their fellow soldiers and officers especially insisted on having a wedding ceremony, because they felt it would help to rid them of the stigma of being a “field wife.”68 Ava T., a military doctor during the war, touched on many factors that accompanied her decision to have a wedding ceremony in 1945. She married a fellow officer in 1945:


At that time, we were serving in Germany. It was in October 1945. Once I was in some basement, or in a dugout. I was sitting in a chair there and working. He was working in the same room. Then suddenly he got on his knees, and said: “Please, I ask you, become my wife.” I looked at him. I didn’t expect that. I said, “How do you mean, your wife?” He said, “I mean it, please marry me!” I said, “There are no ZAGS here in Germany, and I won’t marry you without a ZAGS.” He thought a bit, then he said: “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of that.” He then went to the commanding officer, and asked for permission to go to Kaunas in Lithuania. That was the nearest city with a ZAGS. We were two officers, so we couldn’t travel alone. We had to be guarded. According to the instructions, each of us had to have two soldiers with guns to accompany us. But they only gave us two soldiers, because the war had just ended.

So we went to Kaunas. We got there, and he asked a lady in the street: “Where is the ZAGS?” She said, “My boy, I got married forty years ago, I don’t remember where it is.” He said, “I know where to ask.” He went to the railway station and saw a young woman there. She said, “Go that way, you’ll see a destroyed house, and a staircase outside. Go to the fourth floor, that’s where the ZAGS is.” We went there, and the soldiers waited downstairs. We went there without any witnesses or anything like that. The woman officer asked him his ethnicity, and he said “Azeri.” Then she asked me, and I said, “Jewish.” She looked at me surprised, as if it surprised her that Jews were still alive.…

Then she registered us, and we became husband and wife. Then we wanted to take some pictures. I said, the wedding picture shouldn’t be taken in a military uniform. Then we went to the flea market. We had enough money to buy me a dress, but not enough to buy shoes. So I changed, and wore that dress, a nice hat, but military boots. The photographer said, “I’ll make the picture so that no one can see your boots.”

And that’s why here in the picture you can’t see my legs and feet. After that, we wanted to buy some schnapps to celebrate with our division. Everyone knew me, so we had to provide it for the party. He was known, too, as he was a battalion commander. Then we needed to sleep together, but it was hard to find a hotel. There was a hotel for soldiers. Our soldiers were allowed to stay there, but they wouldn’t admit us officers, and the soldiers weren’t permitted to leave us alone. So we went to the officers’ hotel. They let us into one room, which had two beds. The soldiers slept on the floor, I slept on one bed, and my husband slept on the other. That was our wedding night. The next morning, we went back to Germany and celebrated the wedding in our division.69



This couple went to considerable effort and expense to make their marriage legal. Both Ava T. and her husband understood the necessity of the wedding celebration, and their first step after legally registering the marriage was to buy alcohol for the party. Ava T. also paid considerable attention to her attire. It was important for her, as for many other women married during that time, to look “wedding-like” in the picture and not like a military veteran.

The wedding ritual of the late 1940s was not usually elaborate. It consisted of registering at a ZAGS with two witnesses, followed by a celebratory lunch and dinner. Elizaveta Z. (born in Nemyriv, Ukraine, in 1923), who was married in 1948, emphasized that poverty did not allow her to have a “real celebration”: “We didn’t have a real wedding. We went to the ZAGS with some witnesses. I remember my brother went with us. Then we had a celebratory dinner for family and friends, and then a big lunch for other friends the next day. But when we came to Riga to live with his parents, they organized a bigger celebration there.”70

People who were married between 1945 and 1953 were more likely to include elements of Jewish traditions than were couples married before the war, regardless of whether they lived in small towns or big cities.71 Their descriptions of the rituals present a fascinating picture of the incorporation of Jewish tradition into secular Soviet celebrations. Liza K. (born in Poltava, Ukraine, in 1928) was married in Kyiv in 1952. She told the following story of her wedding:


We had a real wedding with a chuppah [wedding canopy]. Everything was closed: the doors, the windows.… Imagine if then, in 1952, when I was a student, someone had found out that we had a chuppah and all those other things. All the guests were warned not to say anything.… His parents insisted that we have a Jewish wedding. They took four poles and put some fabric on top, and they broke a plate for happiness. I went around him. We did everything that was necessary. This was all inside. And after it was over, we had a huge dinner for fifty people, but only the closest family members saw the chuppah. We didn’t have many relatives, because they had all died during the war, but we had a lot of friends. It was a merry wedding.72



Soviet weddings in general mattered because they asserted life, they gave people respite from grief, they instilled hope, and they were supported by government policies to help speed a return to normalcy. For Jews, too, all these reasons played a role. In addition, wedding celebrations seemed to provide respite from daily hostilities that people experienced at work and in public spaces. Wedding celebrations signified the future for the newly married couple, for their community, and for Jews generally in the Soviet Union. For most people, attending a wedding was the only time they experienced what the rest of the world would call a Jewish ritual, and that, too, began to be associated with something special, something not to be taken for granted.



(Hiding) Jewish Family Values

The return of Jews marrying other Jews in the 1940s led to the reestablishment of traditional Jewish institutions associated with the family: the institution of formal and informal matchmaking and some Jewish wedding rituals. Even assimilated urban Jews from Moscow and Leningrad spoke in interviews of such events and encounters, let alone those from smaller Ukrainian or Belarusian towns. Yet the return of Jewish wedding rituals did not signal the resurrection of the Jewish religious way of life. Instead, the meaning of the Jewish family changed to signify a unit that protects its members, especially children, from hostility toward them as Jews (by providing internal support, reinforcing a positive self-image, and other strategies). One could argue that foodways became the sole remnant of the “traditional” Jewish way of life, particularly in smaller towns in Ukraine, Belarus, and Moldova. In the absence of other avenues to transmit group identity, recipes—especially those associated with Jewish holidays—emerged as foundational elements of Jewish cultural knowledge.73 Nevertheless, for Jewish parents in the postwar Soviet Union, preserving Jewish traditions and languages was often a lower priority than equipping their children with the skills and moral resilience necessary to survive and thrive in a hostile society.74

Soviet Jewish families were celebrated with weddings but were created by reluctant parties. Women were worried about marrying promiscuous Jewish men. Men did not want to marry at all until the societal pressure to have children got to them. In addition to all other reasons, the purpose of such families was to create an environment where people would forget about hostilities and where they could share what happened to them during the war without the fear of being denounced. For example, Mariya S. (born in Zlatopil, Ukraine, in 1927) said that only her husband knew that she had survived three years in a ghetto, and they vowed not to tell their children so that the information would not be held against them.75 Some couples grew especially close because the spouses often shared knowledge about each other’s background, while keeping it secret from acquaintances, colleagues, friends, and even their own children. Closeness within Jewish families was often based on what spouses knew about each other, details that, if they became public, could slow a career or otherwise harm the family’s quality of life. While such a situation was perhaps true for many Soviet families (their secrets could include arrested relatives, for example), for Jews, the secrets often revolved around specifically Jewish issues, including how a person had survived the Holocaust.76

How did Jewish parents, husbands, and wives who had often lost their own parents, manage to raise children, and what was it like for children growing up in such families? One large-scale oral history project that interviewed over four hundred Soviet Jewish parents born in the 1920s revealed that children were consistently socialized to learn how to survive in a hostile society.77 All of them encouraged their children to stay ahead of the curve. All of them used all the connections that they had, paid all the bribes that they could, and generally made sure that they would succeed in classrooms and get in to the first, or at least second, institute of higher education of their choice.78 No matter where a Jewish family lived—in the smaller towns of Ukraine or in the larger cities of Russia, Bukhara, or Baku—children were taught the importance of transferrable skills, such as learning foreign languages, when possible, with a high focus on academic achievements, studying “exact science” versus humanities, and more.79 For some children, the goal might be to obtain a profession that was perceived as always providing income, such as medicine, dentistry, accounting, and engineering.

Above all, Jews seemed to prefer to marry other Jews, so that the family remained an oasis, one where children would learn about being Jewish as late as possible. In other words, Soviet Jews would postpone the time when their children would find out that they were born Jewish. Parents wanted to prolong the experience of a childhood free of bigotry and discrimination. Being Jewish in a Soviet family in the 1940s was not about observing Jewish traditions and holidays but about delaying as much as possible the realization that one was a Jew.80 It was not unusual for children born into these families to find out that they were Jewish in kindergarten, when a stranger would point it out to them.81 Countless memoirs, accounts, and oral histories reveal that in the 1950s and throughout the postwar Soviet period, children learned about being Jewish by being teased about it in kindergarten or elementary school.82 For example, the Muscovite musician Alexander Belozersky (born in 1942) recalled an episode from his childhood in his memoirs. This was the first time that he mentioned being Jewish (not when he described his parents, grandparents, aunts, and uncles): “In 1949, I went to school number 267.… I always heard the despised word ‘zhid’ addressed to me, which sounded as a humiliating curse. In school, children have openly screamed: ‘beat zhids, save Russia!’”83

It remains unclear why Jewish children were largely not aware of being Jewish, whereas it seems that many non-Jewish children knew exactly whom to tease and that saying that someone was a Jew was an insult, rather than merely a statement. But the phenomenon of being in a defensive position in public remained relevant for Soviet Jews for decades to come, until the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991. Ultimately, Soviet societal norms, when it came to Jews, had changed significantly since before the war. The questions of whom to marry and how to raise children were not just about gender balance or personal convictions but were significantly influenced by troubled ethnic relations between Jews and non-Jews.







4BEING JEWISH IN PUBLIC


Anna M., a war veteran and professional translator from German and English into Russian, had a newly minted PhD (kandidat of science) in political economy and was thrilled to land a job with the Soviet Radio Committee in 1947. It paid well and promised unlimited career growth. Two years later, in 1949, however, Anna’s dream career evaporated. When the committee was reorganized, she was fired. According to Anna, the only people who were let go had distinctly Jewish-sounding names.1

Anna was not the only one to be fired that year. Many other Jews working in the press and broadcast media, in universities, and in countless other organizations received sudden dismissals. The following year, the seemingly scattered employment disruptions fell into a formal pattern. On June 21, 1950, the Politburo issued an official memo “about measures for removing failures in finding and training cadres, because of major mistakes found during the work cadres at the Ministry of Automobile Production.” According to the memo, all ministries and civil organizations had to report the ethnicity of every worker, with a special (if informal) focus on Jews.2 If the proportion of Jews became “too high,” ministerial bodies were encouraged to “cleanse” the problem. Jews were to be removed from multiple aspects of the Soviet economy, including the armed forces, the food industry, and the ideological and educational sectors. Officially, the “fifth point” on personnel forms and on the Soviet passport denoting ethnicity (national’nost) was not to be used as a premise for firing, but—also officially—if too many Jews stayed in a given sector, human resources managers got alerted.3 Gradually, between 1945 and 1952, the percentage of Jews working in influential government and industry posts under the nomenklatura system fell 60 percent.4

Jews who worked in creative fields suffered most. Journalists, professors, and writers were demoted, fired, or limited in what they could do. The discrimination came as a shock to most of them. The press called the process of firing and demoting Jews “chistka,” often translated as “purges” but meaning “cleansing.” The term had circulated in the Soviet sphere since 1920s, referring to the series of firings and arrests of personnel from several Soviet organizations, including the NKVD and other punitive organs that had overseen enforced purges in other areas.5 Starting in early 1949, “cleansing,” now used in the phrase “cleansing of cadres,” began to refer to the firing of Jews.6

The process began within media organizations, with the identifying, exposing, condemning, and demoting of Jews.7 Given the prominence of Jews in the media throughout the Soviet period, with many leading journalists such as Vassily Grossman and Ilya Ehrenburg covering the war and leading ideological battles against Nazi Germany, the sackings came as especially shocking both to them and to their surroundings. In Pravda, the Jewish journalists Semyon Gershberg (1908–1984), Lazar Brontman (1905–1953), Boris Izakov (1903–1988), A. Kornblum, D. Kossov, and others were accused of having connections to the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee. Jewish journalists and editors at Red Star, Red Navy, Soviet Sport, Komsomol Pravda, Literary Newspaper, the satirical magazine Crocodile, and countless other publications were fired and censured.8

In many workplaces, “exposing” the “real” names and Jewish-sounding patronymics became a feature of everyday life. Zealots felt empowered to speak openly of their grudges against Jews or their dislike of them and were prone to engage overtly in ridicule and bullying. For many people, the “exposing” proved especially painful because, just a few years earlier, they had been advised by their commanders, local officials, and passport office clerks to change their names to “easier” ones. Mordechai became Mikhail, Israel renamed himself Semyon, Shmuel turned into Alexander, and Haya called herself Klara.9 During the anti-cosmopolitan campaigns, the renamings served as “evidence” of Jews trying to hide something.10

Some people, especially those who worked in media and among them especially many high-profile contributors, lost their jobs due to profiling. Glavlit, the body responsible for censorship and publication of literary work, fired many of its employees between 1949 and 1951. The Central Information Agency got rid of some of its most prominent workers. For example, the photographer Evgeni Haldei (1917–1997), who took the iconic photograph of the Soviet victory in Berlin, with Red Army soldiers placing the flag over the Reichstag, was fired in 1949. He was not arrested, but he could not find work at any newspaper or media outlet throughout the 1950s.11 When Haldei complained to Mikhail Suslov, the editor in chief of Pravda, the photographer outlined his achievements and difficulties of the early 1950s:


I am thirty-three years old. Since 1933, I have been constantly working on a photojournalist project for TASS, and gradually I have become one of the leading photojournalists for TASS. I was commissioned to take the most high-stakes photos: the building of DneproGES hydroelectric power station, the establishment of the first collective farms, the launch of the blast furnaces of Donbass, and more.…

During the four years of the war, I was in the Red Army. I participated in both the defense and attack on Sevastopol, the Caucuses, Novorossiysk, Kerch. I covered Bucharest, Sofia, Budapest, Belgrade, Vienna, and Berlin. I participated in landings at Harbin and Port Arthur. My photographs of the mounting of a Soviet flag in Sevastopol, at Port Arthur, and at the Reichstag in Berlin were published in all the Soviet newspapers, and continue to be published on anniversaries.…

I photographed Stalin at the Potsdam conference, the Paris Peace Conference, and the Nuremberg trials.…

During the fourteen years of my career at TASS, I did not receive a single complaint, from the Party or from the Administration, and many times I received gratitude, too.

Naturally, it came as a complete surprise to me that I was fired from TASS on October 6, 1948, because of restructuring [sokraschenie shtatov]. It is obvious to me that this was just a formal pretense for my dismissal from TASS. No higher-ups in TASS could tell me the real reasons for my dismissal.

Since October 1948, I have been unsuccessfully trying to find a job. I approached several editorial boards and organizations (including Sovinformbyuro, and the magazines SSSR Is Building and Little Fire [Ogonyok]. Although all these organizations were interested in me as a qualified worker, they would not hire me because they were not clear why I had been fired from TASS.

The editorial board of Ogonyok returned my photos to me and let me know that, although the photos had been suitable for publication, they could not be published with my authorship noted.…

During the past fifteen months I could not find work. I must now ask TsK VKP(b) [Central Committee of Soviet Communist Party] to help.

Please direct someone to sort out my situation, and please give me an opportunity to keep working in the media. I attach twenty-eight photos that I have made.12



Haldei’s search for justice and employment failed. He began working again only after Stalin’s death, and only in 1957 was he able to regain his position at Pravda. At least he was spared a public humiliation campaign or, worse, arrest. Other people working in the media endured other types of hardships. Many were caricatured in Crocodile.13 Others were criticized in Literaturnaya gazeta or Pravda.14 Still others were condemned as anti-Soviet. Crocodile was especially notorious. For example, when the campaign against genetics was launched, the authors of Crocodile referred to genetics as “Veismanism-Morganism,” whose practitioners, instead of solving scientific issues, just engaged in wasting time, like flies.15 Neither August Weisman nor Thomas Morgan, evolutionary biologists whose work became fundamental in genetics, were Jewish.

Two methods were used in smear campaigns: exposé and ridicule. The first approach included revealing and publicizing the “real” Jewish names of writers, journalists, and other accused “cosmopolitans.” The second included blaming such people of insincerity, concealment, and dishonesty. For example, the minutes of party meetings at Leningrad’s school no. 206 for 1952–1953 indicated that when several Jewish teachers at the school had changed their names and patronymics, they had “committed a violation,” although the nature of the violation was not recorded.16 Given that only Jewish names were exposed in such a manner and only during the period in which the articles openly criticized individuals with Jewish names, there could be little doubt that the campaign was directed solely toward Jews.

The entire Soviet creative and media industries were transformed. The fields of Soviet literature, art, education, and the humanities now included several celebrities such as the filmmaker Mikhail Romm and the poet Samuil Marshak, but many people who had shaped, formed, and built the industry in the 1930s were gone.

The ideological push against Jews in public life could be seen most immediately in educational institutions, with their built-in culture of public gatherings, discussions, and exams. In the 1940s, about 3 percent of all employed Jews worked as teachers in Soviet schools (more in Moldova). The climate in educational institutions turned hostile very quickly. In some schools, especially in Moldova, the hostilities seemed only mildly difficult.17 In others, especially in big cities, the situation escalated. Any disagreements turned into a battle filled with ethnicity-based insults. For example, in one Leningrad school, when in 1953, inspired by the Doctors’ Plot, a student wrote on the board, “Beat the Yids,” the teacher did not say anything and did not punish or even confront the student. When the pushback arrived in the form of complaints from Jewish parents, the teacher told them that “Jews did not belong in Soviet schools.” The teacher was not punished, and many of her colleagues sympathized with her for having to deal with complaints.18

Some Jewish teachers worried about their job security, not necessarily because of their ethnicity but because of extra scrutiny that could reveal numerous secrets, ranging from their survival of Nazi occupation to having relatives abroad. Local Party meetings often discussed the possibility of firing teachers in the early 1950s.19 In general, many Jewish teachers found themselves cast in dual, contradictory roles. They held positions of authority over their students but were cast as subordinates in relation to their colleagues and bosses. Jewish teachers lived with the chronic risk of being accused of favoritism toward other Jews or of clandestine Zionist activity or even of espionage. Every step they took was subject to scrutiny. Here is how one teacher from Romaniv (Dzerzhynsk) remembered some of her challenges in 1950:


One year, I had a graduating class with only one Jewish student. Her name was Lena. She was going to get a gold medal. The principal marked the compositions [as part of the final exam], and she did not award Lena a 5 [A], but gave her a 4 [B]. The principal didn’t give her the highest mark for the composition. That was the end of it. She got a silver medal eventually, but I spent years helping her get it. That girl was an orphan. Her mother died from cancer. Her father remarried and had another child, and she lived with the grandfather. The father didn’t help. She had to take the exam so that she could get into the institute without having to take entrance exams and get into a dorm. All the teachers helped her, and all gave her the highest marks. She was a very talented girl, … but that principal did everything to spoil her life.20



Many Jewish teachers had to deal with the frequent undermining of their skills and judgment calls. Even educators who worked in regional inspection offices, empowered with a measure of authority over others, experienced both open and concealed harassment. Here is the story of an inspector whose surprise appearances in schools and kindergartens kept the staff on their toes and who, in 1952, found herself subject to humiliation. During her interview in 2001, Mariya M. (born in Enakyivo, in the Donetsk region of Ukraine, in 1925) recalled her work as a teacher-inspector in Ukraine:


At that time, I worked as an inspector of children’s institutions (schools, kindergartens). My direct boss, a Belarusian, was a true idiot. I had never heard that such idiots could work at such positions. He would come to the human resources department, where I worked, and talk about someone, saying, “That person is a bad kike.” He knew I was a Jew, but he’d still say it. Once they had a situation. There was an issue in the kindergarten class that needed to be fixed. He said to someone, “Go call that female kike from human resources.” Someone went to fetch me. She came and told me what he said. But I was stupid. Instead of confronting him and saying, “The kike has arrived. What do you need, idiot?” I just came and said, “What’s wrong? What do you need?” as if I didn’t know anything. But I was afraid to betray the woman who told me. He knew I was a Jew, yet he always made remarks about Jews in front of me.21



Teachers, principals, inspectors, and other education workers often lived in fear of being exposed, unfairly punished, and even fired. Jewish students often had it worse. They were ridiculed, bullied, and harassed by fellow students and sometimes by their teachers. The taunts were endless: “It was good during the occupation. No kikes were in sight” or “My mother says Jews are smart but greedy,” and—the all-time favorite—Jewish children are “zhids” (kikes). Saul Glusker, a war veteran from the village of Kryukovo, wrote in his letter to Ilya Ehrenburg in 1948, “My seven-year-old daughter went to school this year. One time she told us she did not want to be a Jew. When we asked her why, she answered: ‘Everyone teases me.’”22

School was often the first place in the immediate postwar years where Jewish children learned that they were Jews, an identity that inevitably carried negative connotations, although the specific meaning of “negative” is not exactly clear. It is possible that the biggest insult was to suggest that Jews were not like everyone else, not Soviet citizens. Both offenders and targets of harassment shared the understanding that this was insulting. One mother, whose son started kindergarten in 1951, recalled, “When I went to grade 1 before the war, boys teased me and called me ‘zhidivka.’ I did not know what it was, so I came to my mother and asked her. Then the story repeated itself. When my son went to kindergarten, he came home all upset. He asked me, ‘Mama, what is “zhid”?’ I asked why he was asking, and he said, ‘Oleg called me “zhid,” and I told him he was zhid, but his mom, Auntie Raya, said “No, Igor, you are zhid, but Oleg is not a zhid.”’”23

Finding out from classmates, teachers, or another person in an educational setting that one was Jewish marked one of the milestones of the Soviet Jewish experience. It was the moment of recognition that denoted the end of the assumption that being a Jew in the Soviet Union meant nothing more than a line in one’s passport and the realization that it instead meant a specific public identity to be lived with for the rest of one’s life.

In some schools, Jewish children were subjected to violence from their classmates. Often, these acts went unpunished. For example, a collection of letters from Soviet citizens to the leadership of the Soviet Union contains one from a schoolgirl to Joseph Stalin, dated January 30, 1953, in which she writes, “After the announcement about the traitor-doctors was published, beatings of Jewish children began in many of the schools of our city. What kind of life is that? Where is the real truth and justice? What are our Communist leaders doing about it?”24

Both Jewish students and teachers encountered hostility in the school environment often. Some of it was expressed in hate speech and some in provocations, such as writing offensive statements on blackboards. There were instances of violence among students, including intimidation, beatings, and ridicule. There is some evidence that Jewish students’ grades were unfairly lowered, despite the advocacy of some teachers to the contrary. None of these acts were the result of directives or sanctions: No central memos were distributed, for example, that suggested that ridicule and mockery of Jewish students and teachers should be encouraged. In other words, the hostility to Jews was probably genuine and grassroots inspired. Moreover, much of it went against schools’ code of conduct (distsiplina), which was strictly followed and enforced in other cases. Schools authorities sometimes punished executors of physical violence against Jews but most often left everything else be. Jewish teachers were, in most cases, powerless to help.25

Some historians believe that schools tolerated violence against Jews to a larger extent than the society in general because children are both easier to incite to violence and easier to forgive for it.26 Moreover, although Soviet textbooks and other materials never directly called for antisemitic or any other ethnic- or religion-based violence, they did emphasize the importance of being a proud and patriotic Soviet person. But the press and everyday conversations, especially during the Doctors’ Plot, suggested that Jews had been neither. Perhaps children picked up on this sentiment and expressed it in violence against their Jewish classmates. Adults, however, played a part too, both by not suppressing it enough and by not talking about it, pushing complaints and discussions under the carpet, hoping, perhaps, that either the problem would go away on its own or a state policy would make it legal to harass Jews.

Perhaps the biggest changes for Soviet (adult) Jews came in the sphere of higher education. The difficulties were unexpected. After all, the Soviet regime had taken pride in eliminating all restrictions for Jewish students at all institutes of higher education that had existed before the Russian Revolution. In the 1920s and 1930s, the number of Jewish students skyrocketed compared to prewar enrollments, especially in engineering and medicine. Even after the war, in some areas of the country, notably Moldova, Jews rushed to benefit from an opportunity hindered by the previous regime. The historian Diana Dumitru has observed that after the war, the number of Jewish students reached disproportionate heights in Soviet Moldova. For example, in 1945, 44.8 percent of the Chișinău Pedagogical Institute, the first Soviet institution of higher education opened in Moldova after the war, were Jewish.27 (The proportion of the Jewish population in Moldova was no more than 4 percent.)28

Across the country, the number of Jewish students in institutions of higher education fell to sixty-five thousand (compared to almost one hundred thousand in 1939).29 By 1947, Belarus had lost more than half its Jewish student population; Ukraine had lost almost half.30 Some of this drop can be explained by the disproportionate losses among the population of Jewish children during World War II, but the rest can be explained by discriminatory admission practices. For example, in 1952, the Leningrad Regional Committee of the CPSU conducted an inspection of the city’s pedagogical institute, which prepared teachers for Leningrad and for the entire northwestern district of the country. The committee focused on ethnic background of undergraduate students, graduate students, and faculty. The findings, reported in a secret memo, revealed that Jews made up 8.3 percent of first-year students, made up less than 2 percent of second-year graduate students, and were unrepresented among first-year graduate students. (In fact, the institute admitted none of them that year.) For reference, Jews made up almost 7 percent of third-year graduate students and 13 percent of the research faculty.31 That institute continued to admit Jews as undergraduate students, probably because of a shortage of teachers, but severely cut their admission into programs that trained university faculty.32

Because war veterans (frontoviki) were not required to take an entrance test to enroll in institutes of higher education, they enjoyed a greater freedom of choice compared to the prewar period, when their family background (lishentsy people deprived of civil rights, 1918–1936, arrested parents, and generally nonproletarian lineage) could limit their career selection.33 Mikhail B. (born in 1923 in Zolotonosha, Poltava region, Ukraine), who chose to become a radio engineer, explained, “In 1945, when I entered the institute, the war had just ended, and no one cared whether you were a Jew or not a Jew, as long as you were alive.… It crept out after graduation or toward the end of my studies [in 1950]. This was when I really felt that I was a Jew. Before that, I was a person like everyone else.”34

Not everyone was as lucky as Mikhail B. when it came to choosing a place to study right after the war but especially after 1949. For example, Nina Petrova, in her letter to Ilya Ehrenburg sent in 1949, described the following situation:


My children are Jewish because my husband is Jewish. My son is twenty-six years old. He is a mathematician, a talented one, and everyone who knows him acknowledges that. After the war, he came back to the university. He finished it with flying colors, then entered graduate school at the Academy of Pedagogical Science, and then finished it in seven months and defended his dissertation. This was a year and a half ago. During this time, he wrote a number of serious works and worked a lot on modern physics, wishing to work in this area further.

It has been a year since he began his job search. Everywhere he hits a wall, everywhere there is hopelessness. In some places, for example, at Leningrad University, despite the request of his supervisor, he is plainly rejected. They barely disguise the reasons. From other places, he simply never hears back. One says that Jews cannot be admitted to classified positions.35



Statisticians and demographers confirm that, by 1948–1949, the proportion of Jewish students in institutes of higher education fell compared to the prewar period, constituting a mere 7 percent of all students, whereas in the late 1930s, the percentage constituted between 11 and 15 percent.36 Moreover, Jews faced discrimination regarding admissions.37 Even in Moldova, where Jewish students constituted the majority of all students in some institutes of higher education, Jewish students complained about restrictions they faced in admission into some programs.38 An analysis of admission and graduation records at most Soviet institutes of higher education (which all recorded the ethnicity of their students) reveals that, between 1948 and 1952, Jewish students were strongly discouraged to study certain subjects, such as law (as the number of Jewish students declined from 9 percent in 1939 to 1 percent in 1948), medicine (as medical institutes reduced admission of Jewish students by half compared to the prewar period), and culture and art in Moscow and other central regions (as institutes of culture and art also reduced their Jewish enrollment by half compared to before the war).39 In Ukraine, Jewish students faced especially dire restrictions. Here is how one woman, who had just finished high school in 1950, described what she faced:


I am graduating from the tenth grade [high school] this year. I need to think about where to study next. I cannot even dream that I will continue my education somewhere here.

There are two institutes here where “we” are not accepted. It is like this everywhere. I cannot even dream about Odessa. In the Russian Federation, this is much easier. Maybe I will go to Leningrad because I have an acquaintance there who can help me.40



Such was how the choice of where to study looked from the perspective of a young person trying to negotiate the changing policies. Mila Ch. (born in Mstislavl, Belarus, in 1931) also recalled,


In 1948, I was sixteen. I moved to Lviv to live with my mother, who was an actor in the Yiddish theater. The theater was closed. She lost her job, so we lost our registration. That same day, her landlady threw her out on the street, and every night we spent with different neighbors. We hid in the closet during the regular raids in the evening. This was a very scary time. We were hungry; we had absolutely nothing. Meanwhile, the Ukrainian Ensemble of Song and Dance went on a tour to Lviv, and its director, Shpritsman, hired Mama. Mama left with him, and I stayed behind. I did not know where to go, because I was only in the ninth grade. I decided to leave that school so that I could study somewhere where I could receive a stipend. I researched and found a vocational school [technicum] of architecture and construction. I did not know how to draw, how to do anything really, but I learned. After I finished the technicum, I went to study at the Polytechnical Institute. This was the time before the Doctors’ Plot, and I was kicked out. I was extremely upset. Although I was not at the Medical Institute, everyone was kicked out nevertheless. So I went to Moscow to fight for my rights, and there I met my first husband.41



The career choices for professional occupations during the immediate postwar period were almost always associated with stories of discrimination. Being Jewish prevented a person from following one’s passion, determined one’s place of study, and affected the nature and process of one’s education. Unaware, of course, of official restrictions that regulated admissions policies at schools of higher education, people relied on rumors and indirect information when choosing where to study. For example, Nissan K. (born in Haisyn, Ukraine in 1932) explained that, to study law, he had to move to Uzbekistan, where restrictions on Jewish admissions to universities were more relaxed than elsewhere:


I left Haysin in 1947, when I was in the ninth grade. I had a very wise mother. She saw ahead. She understood. This was 1947; I was to finish high school within a year. She needed to think about my further studies. In Ukraine, it was very hard for a Jew to enter an institute. So we decided to go back to Tashkent. We did so in 1947, and I finished the tenth grade there. I always studied very well. So I entered law school. It was very fashionable then, because there was a special directive of the Central Party Committee about legal education in the country. I finished [at] the institute, became a lawyer, then entered academia, and had a wonderful career, also in the Party.42



M. Bulaevsky described a similar situation in his letter to Ilya Ehrenburg sent in 1947:


My sister finished three years of the law institute in Almaty and wanted to continue her education in Kyiv University. She was not admitted. “Are you Jewish?” “Yes.” “We only admit 12 percent of Jews, and we are filled.” Fine. She wanted to find a job in the prosecutor’s office. She went into the prosecutor’s office of the High Council. She almost got in, but then she was asked: “What nationality are you?” She answered that she did not understand why it mattered: “I am a Soviet citizen and that’s it.” “No, it matters.” “Fine, good, I am a Jew.” “You see, this is not good. Jews are not respected. People do not like you, so please understand, it is not possible.” She left. She finished her institute in Almaty.”43



The “relaxed” situation in Central Asia, the Urals, and the North Caucuses became widely known.44 After the war, when the majority of evacuees and refugees left, local institutions of higher education and industry were eager to attract students and workers from other parts of the Soviet Union to compensate for the loss. The rumors spread then, during the postwar years, that it was easier to enter into institutions of higher education in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan for those students who were no longer welcome in Ukraine or Russia. Some young Jewish people took advantage of this opportunity. When the number of Jewish students dropped everywhere in the Soviet Union, the number rose in Uzbekistan—from 5.9 percent in 1939 to 7.1 percent in 1948–1949—and the percentage remained consistently higher than in many other Soviet republic.45 Moreover, Jews living in the multiethnic social environment of the Trans-Caucasian and Central Asian Soviet republics were spared the public expressions of antisemitism that were rampant in the European part of the Soviet Union.

Finding work after finishing an education, especially a higher education, also presented challenges. The Soviet system of higher education was, by design, linked with the industrial needs of the country. According to a resolution of the Central Committee of the Communist Party and SNK SSSR (Council of People’s Commissars; 1930), “on the reorganization of the institutions of higher education, vocational schools, and working prep courses,” graduates were not free to choose their place of employment. Instead, they were subject to a mandatory three-year placement at a ministry-selected organization.46 Afterward, the new specialists could either remain employed at the same place or search for work elsewhere.47 Promoted by the Soviet government as a guaranteed job-security program, placement practices (raspredelinie) were highly corrupt.48 In theory, students with the better grades received the better placements, but in practice, bribery, personal connections, and other subjective factors often determined placement to a larger extent than grades.49

For Jews after 1950, the process of placement included several specific obstacles. Last name, patronymic, and record of ethnicity in documents posed visible handicaps that needed to be addressed. Moreover, during the campaigns of 1950s, Jews were disproportionately accused of taking advantage of their high positions in certain areas, such as law institutions, and were almost entirely purged from many of them.50 With a special scrutiny applied to both Jewish graduates and Jewish members of all-powerful raspredelinie committees, receiving a good placement became especially challenging. The most desirable cities for employment were Moscow and Leningrad, places that accepted only people with a job or a certificate of marriage to an existing resident. Newly minted Jewish engineers of the late 1940s, usually graduates of polytechnic institutes, recall being placed in strategically important plants or institutions far away from the two major cities. Of course, not just Jews wanted to stay in Moscow or Leningrad after graduation, but usually only those who had propiska (residence registration in these cities) could do so. Others, Jew and non-Jews, were sent all over the Soviet Union. We do not have the data to determine whether Jews were disproportionately “deported” to remote areas. However, in almost all personal accounts of the time, people thought that their Jewishness played the key role in their raspredelinie. Here is Mikhail B. (born in Zolotonosha, in the Poltava region of Ukraine, in 1923) with his story: “I graduated from the Moscow Institute of Energy in 1951. As a true Jew, I was then deported to a plant in Novosibirsk. All of the Jews from our institute were sent there. It was a military plant in Novosibirsk. I worked there as a skilled worker until the day of Stalin’s death and maybe just a little after that. I met Madame B. there. She worked there and by then was promoted to be the head of the workshop, a big deal. She was transferred to Moscow, and eventually I was able to join her in 1953.”51

Mikhail B.’s choice of the Russian word for “deported”—ugnali—was not a slip; it was a rhetorical device commonly used by people to describe their placements after graduation. Normally, ugnali was used when speaking about deportation, exile, and forced resettlement, not about a job placement. Mikhail’s use of the word speaks of his perception, which might not be obvious from the bare facts. After all, Novosibirsk was an important scientific center, and a placement to that city could also be interpreted as an honor rather than an exile.

Even war veterans who resumed their studies right after the war and skipped entrance exams faced challenges during the raspredelinie.52 Especially severe was the crackdown on Jews studying humanities. Consider, for example, what happened to Froim B. (born in 1922 in Kyiv, Ukraine). He entered the history faculty of Kyiv University in 1941, went to the front in 1942, was wounded, returned home in 1943, completed his degree in 1946, entered graduate school, and finished with a kandidat degree in 1950. Always aware of his Jewish ethnicity, he was grateful to receive the opportunity to study in Kyiv, a privilege denied to his grandparents before 1917, due to the Pale of Settlement restrictions, and denied to his parents, who had been deprived of their civil rights in the 1920s. In 1950, policy changes caught up to Froim B. as well: “I finished graduate school in 1950, defended my PhD [kandidat dissertation], and then was expelled [vygnali] to Siberia. Officially, I was placed there because they supposedly could not find me a placement in Kyiv. I lived in Kemerovo in Siberia for six years. If I wanted to be a scientist, Siberia was the only choice for me. All my [non-Jewish] classmates stayed in Kyiv.”53

Anecdotal evidence suggests that Jewish scientists and engineers often ended up in Siberia, the Soviet Far East, or the Kazakhstan steppes. Teachers and doctors were sent to rural locations, despite their good grades and other credentials (which in the past had given people choices). A retired teacher of the Russian language, Mariya (born in 1925 in Yenakiieve, in the Donetsk region, Ukraine) recalled, “I finished at the pedagogical institute in 1951, with good grades, thank God. And then I was sent to work, devil knows wherever, to the Karakalpakskaya region [in Uzbekistan]. They did not care about my sick mother, about anything.”54

Ironically, individuals who managed to stay in desirable places such as Moscow, Leningrad, and other large cities tended to experience even more difficulties than those who ended up in remote rural locations did. For example, Roza K. (born in 1922 in Zhytomyr, Ukraine), who barely survived the war and lost much of her family, remembered the period of searching for work in Moscow as the hardest of her life:


I graduated from the institute. Then the fun part began. I got svobodnyi diplom [open placement], and no one wanted to hire me. For nine months, I walked from one bank to another. I would call them and ask, “Do you hire graduates of MGIE [Moscow State Institute of Economics]?” They would say “yes.” Our institute ranked very well. They would tell me to come in. I’d go in. They’d open my passport and say, “You know, we have already hired someone.” I talked to the dean. He sent me to another institute. They could not say “no” to me, but they also did not give me a job. They did not say “yes” or “no” for six months. Finally, they rejected me. I spent another nine months looking. Then I realized that it was all about my last name, Bonchik at the time, a Jewish-sounding name. I found work many months later.55



An engineer, Mikhail B. (born in Zolotonosha, Ukraine), told a similar tale:


All Jews who finished at my institute received placements far away. Only those who were married to Moscow women were allowed to stay with a svobodnyi diplom. They suffered for so long with these “unrestricted placements.” I came to Moscow in 1953 with an unrestricted placement. I spent a year, probably, without a job. I would come, or call, and ask, “Do you need radio engineers?” “Yes.” I’d arrive. He’d look at my passport. “You know, our worker Ivanov was planning to leave, but he did not leave yet. Come back in a month.” And so on. I could not find work for a year. Thank God, my wife worked and fed me. Here I faced antisemitism. Even after Stalin’s death, it was hard to find employment. Only two or three years afterwards, it relaxed at little.56



The biggest impact of the unwritten restrictions on Jews, however, was not an undesirable placement but a significant loss of power for those who were already working. In the Soviet Union, everything from getting proper medical care to buying the right furniture to finding certain food items depended on znakomstva (connections). The unwritten constraints meant a loss of status and negotiating capacity in Soviet society, a major blow to Jewish success and prosperity. Conversely, Jewish znakomstva (acquaintances in a position of power) became useless. Informal networks simply stopped working. In recollections, people who held positions of power and who were able to make hiring decisions have often discussed their own paralysis and inability to help Jews get work. This is how, for example, Esfir A. (born in Orsha, Belarus, in 1908) recalled trying to help a Jewish friend get a job:


In 1951, I was the head of a group of engineers in a construction bureau. My friend could not find work after the war. I decided to talk to the director and ask him to hire her. I generally was quite respected there. So I came to him and said, “Evgenii Alexandrovich, if you hire her, I promise to deliver 1.5 of the normal plan.” He said, “It won’t be necessary. One norm is fine. I will help you.” Indeed, he issued an order to hire her. She was scheduled to go to work the next day. Suddenly, the secretary of the Party organization returned from his vacation, and the order was canceled. There was nothing anyone could do. She was not hired until after 1953.57



Typically, many people who did not get jobs during the late 1940s and early 1950s recalled being asked to come back some time later. Probably, both parties hoped that the unspoken resolution about not hiring Jews would be lifted because of the severe shortage of specialists. Yet a respite did not materialize. Many people remember desperation, exhaustion, and a feeling of hopelessness. Not having a legitimate place to work meant having no legal right to live anywhere and being ineligible for a state apartment. Associations with tsarist Russia’s severe discrimination against Jews began to resurface. David B. (born in Zaryadye, Moscow, in 1925) explained,


I never hid that I was a Jew. Why hide it? It is not a source of pride, but still. I, so to say, have suffered quite a bit because I was a Jew. One could not get a job because one was a Jew. For me it was not as hard as it was for my father. My father witnessed limitations before the Revolution. He would say, “Before the Revolution, you pass by a store, and there was a sign in the window: ‘Jews are not welcome here.’” It was easier then. In our times, you come, you see “Wanted,” and they do not hire you. And they even tell you the reason sometimes why they do not hire you.58



Some people spoke of discrimination in employment practices as a challenge, something that needed to be overcome by proving the Jews’ opponents wrong. Zhenya (born in Odessa, Ukraine, in 1924) explained,


I finished my institute in Odessa. Then I saw an ad that read, “Economists are wanted, the ones who completed the financial-economic institute in Feodosia” [in Crimea].59 I went there, applied, and brought my documents. I had no experience at all. I was accepted [for the position]. Then I arrived for the first day of work, and they said, “You know, we decided that you do not have any experience. A woman applied, she has twenty years of experience. If you want to work, you can go to a village nearby and work as an accountant there. They are building a plant.” I had no choice, so I went to the village because no one else wanted to go there. But it was good, because I learned all stages of financial planning there, as I was the only one. I learned the entire mechanism by myself.… The irony is that later I was sent to Feodosia to consult for the same office that did not [originally] hire me. Eventually, they fired that woman, who had experience, because she did not do a good job, and they hired me.60



In short, it is no exaggeration to say that every worker who finished their education in 1948 felt the impact of their Jewish ethnicity during the job hunt. Many people believed that, during this time, Jews shared the collective fate of being placed at less prestigious locations and being given fewer professional opportunities. Being a Jew began to be perceived as a crime that entailed some type of punishment, although the exact nature of either was not clear to either the victims or the perpetrators.

For people already in the workforce, the years between 1949 and 1952, during the heights of anti-cosmopolitan campaigns presented a set of challenges. Of course, they did not have to deal with unemployment or the humiliation of the raspredelinie, but they, too, faced harassment, ridicule, glass ceilings, and general uncertainty. The scientific sector saw especially significant impacts. Complaints about being underpaid, being awarded inferior grades in their studies, and being forced to write doctoral dissertations for scientific bosses or party officials dominate stories told by rank-and-file Soviet Jewish scientists.

In the late 1940s, interpersonal relationships in academic circles were poisoned by a general atmosphere of suspicion and by arrests that targeted Jewish scholars and academics.61 Stalin’s personal interest in the development of scholarly doctrines spanning the humanities, political economics, philosophy, and biology led to the so-called science wars—the attempt to prove socialism as scientific, a push that could not help but influence the dynamics of Soviet academic culture.62 Jewish academics, like other Soviet academics, depended on informal hierarchies and networks to maintain and advance their professional standing. During the late 1940s, however, many Jewish academics lost their cultural capital. In many cases, being an academic also meant a disadvantage for a family member who chose the same profession. It was common to hear “two Fishmans are way too many for one institute” as a justification for rejecting a job application.63

Uncertainty became a feature of everyday Jewish life. A person lived in fear of demotion, firing, or assignment to a remote place. Yurii K. (born in Kyiv in 1923) recalls, “You come to work, and you see that your best colleagues are gone. In my institute one day, all the best professors were gone. And they were all Jews. They were sent to Perm or something.”64

Being at the complete mercy of unfavorable circumstances reached its peak during the late 1940s. Consider, for example, the story of Anna M. (born in Odessa in 1920), quoted at the beginning of this chapter. After two years working as a translator and interrogator for a special department of the Soviet Army during the war, Anna was released from the military because of an “accidental” pregnancy, the result of a short but passionate affair with an unnamed officer. As a Jewish single mother in postwar Moscow, Anna found herself in a difficult position. As mentioned earlier, in the late 1940s, she was fired from a prestigious job at the French department of the Soviet Radio Committee.65 Luckily, by the time of the “reorganization,” Anna already possessed a degree in political economy. So, she began searching for an academic job that paid less and carried less prestige than the one she held at the Radio Committee:


Theoretically, I could find a position as a university teacher in Moscow, especially since at that the time kandidats of science were still rare.66 They became common much later. Everywhere I went, I was rejected. I had a long list of VUZy [institutes of higher education] and went to look for a vacancy in each of them. I made a list so that I did not call twice. I called and asked, “Do you need an instructor?” They would say, “Yes, yes.” I would come. They would look at me and say, “The position was taken away.” I began to feel and present myself like a beggar. I was the model victim of antisemitism. I once went to a dentistry institute. I knew they needed a political economist. I was sitting in the office of the chief, and he asked me, openly, “What is your nationality?”

I said, “I am a Jew. Thank you, good-bye.”

He did not answer. He just waited for me to leave.67



Anna worked in the humanities, an area hit especially hard by restrictions and firings. In other academic areas, such as research in applied science, the situation varied depending on the strategic importance of the industry. Even in relatively stable, favorable environments, however, a threatening climate of demotions, hostile rumors, and mockery prevailed. Consider, for example, this story shared by Izrail N. (born in 1913 in Velizh, in the Vitebsk region, Russian Empire), who started his career as a junior technician in Leningrad and by 1948 had risen to head of a construction bureau in Moscow, with fifty people working under him:68


A popular rumor circulated during this time. Ustinov, the minister of armaments, personally oversaw our institute.69 His deputy, Gerasimov, was the head of the glavk [glavnyi komitet], the department that supervised our institute. I don’t know whether the story is true or made up, but here it goes. When Ustinov and Gerasimov needed to visit our institute, it was located only two blocks away from the Ministry of Defense. Ustinov would tell Gerasimov, “Get ready. We are going to a synagogue today.” Why did they call it a synagogue? Our director was Foshner. The chief constructor was Rabinovitch. The chief technologist was Abram Ilich Haikin. His deputy was Gurevich. The chief of the experimental lab was Torochansky, and the head of the construction lab was me, N. Izrail Evseevich. This was a small, elite circle. There was also the head of the workshop, Sofrov, and another head of a large workshop, also a Jew, Klyuchevski. All of the key positions were taken by Jews; thus, they called it a synagogue.

The relationships between Jews and non-Jews were very good, but there were some incidents. One day, Rodion Alekseevich Kuzmin [R.A.K.], the head of the personnel department, called me and said, “The head of the personnel department of the ministry needs to send you to Yoshkar Ola [the capital of the Mari (now Mari El) Autonomous Republic in western Russia], to head their construction bureau.” I said, “Will there be an apartment there?” R.A.K. said, “They will sort it out.” I said, “What about work? What will I do there?” The next day, I called my boss and told him, “Do what you want with me. I won’t go.”

This was the time when [Lavrentiy] Beria’s son, Sergo Beria [who headed a research project dealing with military missiles], decided to take over our territory, our lab. One evening, we got an order to move out our entire organization, with the exception of one part, and move to Kuntsevo [in the 1950s a Moscow suburb]. Complete chaos ensued, and they forgot about my appointment to Yoshkar Ola. Moreover, all of the Russians stayed in the old location, and all the Jews, well, almost all Jews, who worked with me were sent to Kuntsevo in 1950. But as far as interpersonal relationships, … I heard rumors that one of the higher-ups once said [about me], “N. cannot be fired. He is a unique specialist.”70



N. was speaking about the Scientific Research Electromechanical Institute, which developed radiolocation technologies to track airplanes during World War II. It was then known as Institute Number 20 (NII 20), which worked under the auspices of the Soviet defense ministry. He continued working there until his retirement in the 1980s. He moved to Germany in 1998 to join his family.

The events in question did indeed take place, and in 1951, the institute was split into two organizations. One became the research institute (NII 20), and the other became experimental factory number 465, assigned to implement the theoretical developments of NII 20. A little fact-checking, however, reveals that “the Jewish question” did not seem to play a major role in the restructuring of the institute. There is no evidence that Jewish workers were indeed all sent to Kuntsevo. A simple count of those with “Jewish-sounding names” at the institute did not reveal a higher percentage of Jews working in Kuntsevo as compared to Moscow.71 However, the many rumors that circulated among workers during the time of the move suggested that it “had to do with Jews.” The disconnect does not mean that discrimination of Jews was imagined. Instead, it points to the fact that the secretive restructuring and many nontransparent decisions that frequently occurred at any Soviet workplace led to speculations and rumors related to worries about possible persecution of Jews. Many engineers and technical intelligentsia of Izrail N.’s generation felt that they were targeted for being Jewish and that all their wartime achievements had been forgotten or ignored. Being a Jew became a significant disadvantage in the scientific workplace.

Jewish teachers, medical professionals, journalists, and others working in the media, academics (especially those in the humanities), and the “technical intelligentsia,” including engineers, experienced harassment and restrictions to a greater degree than did Jews in other sectors of the workforce. Generally speaking, Jewish workers in lower-paying, less urban locations faced less discrimination. Even those who were forced to leave their preferred place of employment to work in remote areas of the country reported facing fewer incidents of bias compared to what they had experienced before. (Of course, a lack of harassment proved small consolation given the hardship of having to live and work often thousands of kilometers away from their families and communities.)

People who worked in the trades, in agriculture, in manufacturing jobs, and in positions that did not require a college degree reported less trouble associated with being Jewish than did those working in the professions. For example, here is how Olga K. (born in Kamenka, in the Kharkiv region of Ukraine, in 1918) described her work as a cleaner at the editorial board of the newspaper Evening Moscow in the late 1940s:


Very few people were fired. Well, one was arrested, but otherwise the attitude toward us was good. But everyone was afraid. I was checked and checked again. Both the editor and the deputy editor respected me. I cleaned very well. If I found money or documents, I would always pile them nicely and give them back. Maybe they checked on me that way. I was poor, but I never took anything. I never even had glasses, because I was so poor, and I always had bad vision. They respected me. They knew I was a Jew. I did not hide it. Why bother? After all, I also looked like a Jew. I worked well, never had any problem. I became a skilled worker [later], at the bindery. I only hid that I was the widow of an enemy of the people. And I did not become a Party member.72



Olga had her share of secrets and worries: Her husband, whom she married before the war, had been a foreign national—an Austrian Communist refugee—who came to the Soviet Union only to be arrested and killed in 1938. She worried about this fact becoming known considerably more than about her being Jewish. Although Olga attempted to dissociate herself and her behavior from negative stereotypes of Jews, which she felt she needed to defy throughout her life, she still stressed the unity of all Jews and spoke of Jewish suffering. This is juxtaposed against her personal, secret suffering, of being the widow of an enemy of the Soviet state.

People who worked in the trades or in manufacturing often remembered the postwar years as a time of “relief” compared to what they had lived through during the war. Many of them (more than engineers or academics) survived the war under German or Romanian occupation or served in lower ranks of the army. Mild harassment did not bother them as much as it bothered professional classes. Still, the danger associated with being Jewish was always close, even if some people, such as Olga, witnessed discrimination of other Jews but did not experience it herself.

Some people remember being a “lucky one” for being fired (because nothing worse happened). Here is the story of a watchmaker, Vladimir Y. (born in 1921 in Leningrad), who considered himself lucky that he only lost his job in 1953 and was not thrown in jail:


After the war, I went to work at a jewelry-making factory. I had some friends there. The factory’s director was Fradkin, Boris Mikhailovich Fradkin. The head of the tool workshop was Lapitskii, a Jew. The chief engineer was Rofalson. The head of the voltaic workshop was a Jew. I came to apply for work as a jewelry maker there. They suggested that I should work with clocks instead, as they were planning to begin producing gold watches. They asked me to get a team of good watchmakers and added my skills, and the work began. A year later, I was made the head of the watchmaking workshop.

Then, the boss called me and said, “We want to make you the head of the quality control team. You need to check everything.” I spent three days going through the books. I came in and reported that I found eighteen kilos of extra gold. “Are you mad?” he asked me. “How can we have eighteen extra kilos of gold? Find out what’s going on.” I looked at the documents and saw that there was extra gold at the warehouse.

It turned out that some Ivanov, the brigade leader, covered each watch with five microns of gold instead of twenty (the required standard). This was how he saved the extra kilos of gold.

We had to decide whether to report the excess or hide it. I suggested we hide it. But my boss did not agree with me but instead reported to his bosses. The OBKhSS [Soviet Financial Police]73 came, revealed that [Ivanov] had not put enough gold on the watches, and we were all fired, all Jews. It was in 1953. So fired is fired, the hell with that. I should have said, “Thank God they did not put us in jail.” But instead I said, “No, I will go to the boss of the OBKhSS.”

I arrived and said to the colonel, “Comrade Colonel, allow me to report. I am the senior lieutenant in reserve, a cavalier of eighteen medals and orders. Why was I fired?”

He laughed and said, “Say thank you that you were just fired. We got a special order to spare you a criminal investigation. Had I opened the investigation, you would have all been jailed. How do we know it was just eighteen kilos? Maybe it was thirty kilos, and you took the rest away. I should have arrested you and tortured you in prison. But my bosses told me not to get involved with Jews. They said it would be seen as an antisemitic affair. So we let it slide.”74



Arrests, firings, and restructurings of major factories were common, especially in Leningrad, home of the infamous Leningrad Affair. Conversations about Jews became a feature of any public space. In lineups, at the doctor’s office, and at school, people openly discussed the cosmopolitanism campaign, spoke openly or quietly about Jewish colleagues and friends, and chatted about Jews generally. Jews who worked in the service sector were commonly exposed to such talk. Some ignored it, others argued, yet others got into fights; but simply to “not hear it” was impossible. For example, Semyon Davidovich (born in Moscow in 1923) worked as a taxi driver in 1949. A decorated war veteran, he refused to listen passively and frequently engaged in fistfights with luggage carriers and other drivers. In an interview, he recalled numerous times when he dropped passengers in the middle of the road or even punched them in the nose for antisemitic remarks. Here is one episode that took place in 1953:


Once I drove past Rizhskii Railway Station. I was finishing my shift. Two young men and a girl flagged me.

They said, “Chief, we need to go there.”

I said, “All right, sit down.”

One of them sat next to me; another one, with the girl, in the backseat. They were all drunk. But the [unwritten] law was that if the passengers were drunk, I had to take them to the militia. I had no obligation to drive them, because I risked not being paid.

I said to them, “Here is the thing. You guys are drunk. Pay ahead.”

They said, “No, only when you get us there.”

I said, “No!”

They said, “You, Yid’s face!”

And I kicked him with my leg. I did not want to damage my hands. I was not wearing gloves. He flew through the door of the car.

I told them, “Get out.”

He flew out. Others ran out of the car. I would not take it.75



On public transportation, people frequently made anti-Jewish remarks. For example, Saul Glusker described the following situation in his letter to Ilya Ehrenburg, sent in 1948: “I live near Kryukovo Station. Every day, I travel to Moscow to work. Once, a few young women entered the train. From their conversation, I gathered that they were students, as they were discussing their exams on Marxism-Leninism. I sat with one leg on top of the other. One girl, trying to wiggle herself in between seats, pushed my legs roughly. Instead of apologizing she snorted: ‘Your nation is used to comfort!’ You see, she is a student who studies Marxism-Leninism, but it looks like she did not master it because she remains an antisemite.”76

Similarly, A. Voldberg, from Roston-on-Don, reported in 1948 that when he tried to save a seat for a female amputee who traveled with him on a trolley bus, a fellow passenger told him, “‘Stop these Jewish things. You are not in Tashkent but in Rostov.’ When Voldberg asked what was it that he did that could qualify as ‘a Jewish thing,’ the passenger answered, ‘All you Jews are sneaky, you were not at war, you sat in Tashkent, but we fought.’”77

The stories told in this chapter suggest that although different people experienced daily life differently depending on their education, their place of residence, and the trauma they suffered during the war, all became acutely aware that being Jewish would have a negative impact on their lives in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Such awareness was usually associated with danger, harassment, bigotry, mockery, job insecurity, a glass ceiling—negatives that were to last for decades but that started in the late 1940s, the time when most Soviet Jews began to firmly view being born into a Jewish family as a misfortune.

The restrictions against Jews and the toxic public atmosphere that surrounded them left long-lasting effects on the culture, society, and identity of Soviet Jews. For example, they began to prioritize only career choices that were available to them, as opposed to those that they desired. One might argue that all Soviet people (or, indeed, all people) were restricted in what they could study for whatever reason, but for Jews, the restrictions were specific: no diplomatic service position, almost no executive office in the Communist Party, limited opportunity in the humanities and in the media, and significant limitations in the field of medicine. In areas that Jews were “allowed” to pursue, there existed unwritten but enforceable glass ceilings that largely determined one’s professional trajectory. For example, with the exception of Lazar Kaganovich, there were no Jewish members among highest executives of the Communist Party. In their studies, Jews had trouble obtaining advanced degrees (kandidat was reachable, but doctor of science was much harder for Jews to obtain), and in their jobs, they could advance only to a certain level.78

The generation that came of age of the late 1940s could only dream of what their predecessors had in the 1930s: For example, they could not use their networks effectively to find a job for their children, let alone their nephews and nieces. Family connections, so treasured after the war, became useless in professional circles and ultimately put Jews at a disadvantage. By the early 1950s, being Jewish had become a professional and personal liability.

Some people dealt with the discriminatory policies stoically. Others complained. Yet others protested and resisted. The biggest consequence was how people began to make sense of their Jewishness by trying to succeed despite it. The Yiddish expression “af tselokhes” (lit.: in spite of), frequently used during the war in the context of “Hitler af tselokhes” (in spite of Hitler), now began to mean to succeed no matter what obstacles (in the late 1940s–early 1950s, of course, associated with the Soviet discriminatory policies). Moreover, most people seemed to have blamed individuals (officials or other people in power or even bad luck) for their problems, rather than the system that was designed to discriminate against them.79 Succeeding despite obstacles was both a source of pride and a skill that parents taught their children. Some even referred to it as “Jewish pride.”






5GRASSROOTS INITIATIVES TO (RE)BUILD JEWISH COMMUNAL LIFE



Religious Life

After serving in the infantry and losing a leg in battle near the Russian city of Voronezh, Moisei Feldman returned to his native town of Bila Tserkva, Ukraine, in 1944. The Jews he met there were mainly evacuees or veterans such as himself. Most Jewish residents who had remained under German occupation had been killed. (In 1939, about 20 percent of the population of the town were Jews.)1 Feldman, whose father had taught him to read and write in Hebrew before the war, wanted to say a commemorative prayer for all members of his murdered family. He and a friend named Velvl Polyak, who had the larger apartment, began to host twelve people every Saturday for an informal minyan (a quorum of ten men is necessary for communal prayer). They also registered the minyan as a religious community. Feldman appointed himself rabbi, and Polyak served as cantor. Soon, Polyak’s apartment could not accommodate everybody who wanted to attend services. On January 1, 1947, Feldman managed to obtain a “rent-free” permit to use a wooden building at 2 Gruziya Street as a synagogue. Feldman found tables, chairs, benches, an ark, and candles, and in ,1947 the building became one of five officially registered synagogues in the Kyiv region of Ukraine.

Between 250 and 300 people visited the Bila Tserkva synagogue at least once that year. Many attended Yom Kippur services. Some bought matzos for Passover (a matzo bakery was organized as well). Others requested circumcisions for their baby boys. In 1949 and 1950, more than two thousand people attended Yom Kippur services.2 Then, in December 1950, Feldman was accused of spreading Zionist propaganda (not for running the synagogue) and sentenced to ten years in prison. Although an amputee, he was sent to the Tayshet labor camp, forced to work on the construction of the Trans-Siberian Railway. In March 1953, he was released and allowed to return to Bila Tserkva. His synagogue continued to function until 1962, when Soviet authorities permanently shut it down.

Feldman, a Red Army veteran with minimal knowledge of religious law, was not the type usually associated with leading a religious revival. People like him, however, often driven by grief over lost family members and their wider community, were usually the ones to lead such initiatives in smaller towns. Their low-profile endeavors generally took time to get the attention of permit-issuing authorities. Some Jewish Red Army veterans directly petitioned Stalin, Premier Georgi Malenkov (who became prime minister after Stalin’s death), and Deputy Chairman Lazar Kaganovich to open synagogues, and if their requests were denied, they sent angry appeals. At the same time, people sought ways to open prayer houses, or at least Jewish gathering places, by meeting in private homes, apartments, or other dwellings.

In the aftermath of the war, in the late 1940s, Feldman was not alone in his commitment to live his life with elements of religious observance in it. It was not enough for him, just like for thousands, maybe tens of thousands of Jews, to succeed professionally and personally. Instead, he wanted a community, and that community had to be centered around his religious beliefs. He fought for permission and risked his freedom and possibly social mobility in order not to commemorate his dead parents alone but to do it according to the religious tradition, with other people of the same convictions. It is not exactly clear why the appetite for community building returned to the postwar Soviet Union, even to the old Soviet territories where most synagogues and informal minyans had largely ceased to exist before the German invasion. Perhaps the awareness of their common fate created a sense of solidarity and a desire to be together. Maybe it was the revival of religious and national consciousness in the context of miraculous survival that made people became more religious; maybe, in fact, it was an expression of survival guilt. Maybe it was a general relaxation of antireligious policies that took place during the war itself, although Judaism, it seems, was the only organized religion for which permission to rebuild and reconstruct were more difficult than others.

Small groups formed to establish a school or build a museum or erect a memorial to murdered Jews or secure permission to run a small prayer group. Such initiatives rarely involved more than five to twenty individuals working together, and because many of the projects were short-lived (almost all grassroots initiatives were brutally suppressed by 1950), their role in Soviet Jewish history is poorly understood. Their existence, however, testifies to one crucial fact: In the early postwar years, some Soviet Jews were eager to live as a community, with a common identity and culture and with elements of religious observance.

Such activities developed in Vilnius, Riga, Kaunas, L’viv, Odessa, Tbilisi, Chernivtsi, Bila Tserkva, Berdychiv, Vitebsk, Chișinău, and many other cities, large and small. Jewish populations that had been unable to escape the Nazi occupation in such municipalities had been nearly wiped out. Often, the few survivors joined forces with returning evacuees and army veterans to set up community organizations. In 1948, over twenty informal (and known to authorities) minyans existed in Leningrad, with a similar situation pertaining in Moscow, Kyiv, Tashkent, and other cities; in Gorkii, with its six thousand believing Jews, there were purported to be no fewer than forty minyans. In Vinnytsia Oblast, there were also said to be forty. In 1950, eleven were still operating in Zhytomyr Oblast, while in other Ukrainian towns, where they had almost stopped operating, they were revived for the fall holidays. In the same year, there were several dozen in Bobruisk after the official synagogue was closed, while minyans functioned on the outskirts of Minsk, in Pinsk, Homiel, Mozyr’, Polotsk, and Baranovich Call in Belorussia; twelve minyans were also functioning in Moscow, and another thirteen in Moscow Oblast; there were eleven in Leningrad, some of which stopped functioning in that year with the arrest of their leading figures (1950 was a year of large-scale arrests of Jews in Leningrad).3

The activities can be seen as an ethnic-national awakening or as a response to the need for communal commemoration of Jews who died in the war.4 Still, given the minimal religious content of services, it is remarkable how much effort Soviet Jews devoted to restoring synagogues that either had been damaged during the war or had been repurposed in the 1920s and 1930s. One argument had to do with a sense of fairness. If Orthodox Christians and Catholics were allowed to pray in churches, Jews should be allowed to congregate in synagogues. When government officials refused permits, some Jews, publicly and privately, called the decisions discrimination. Even when they granted permissions, the authorities made sure that most towns in Ukraine and Belarus could not legally open more than one Jewish house of prayer each.5

These groups of motivated individuals, with their enthusiasm, commitment, and energy, overcame societal distrust and bureaucratic obstacles to achieve their objectives. Most of the initiatives lasted no more than a few years. By 1949, the most active people were arrested and sent to the Gulag. By analyzing the intentions of the community groups and what they accomplished, however, we can gain insight into what some Jewish community members imagined to be possible and why they worked so hard to navigate the Soviet bureaucracy to attain their goals. If the regime had not cracked down on Jewish culture in the late 1940s, their initiatives might have become the foundation of a thriving Jewish communal life in the Soviet Union.

During the war, some religions were given the possibility of creating an all-union umbrella organization that supervised the activities of their believers, notably the Moscow Patriarchate of the Russian Orthodox Church, or institutions that coordinated the activities of the clergy of major regions of the country, such as the four Muslim spiritual boards or administrations. Each Jewish community, however, had perforce to function on its own. There was no chief rabbi or board of synagogues or any other central organization that brought together or enabled cooperation between different rabbis either on the national or on the regional level. Moreover, although some religions were allowed to open religious seminaries—for example, the Russian Orthodox Church, the Roman Catholic Church, Greek Catholic and Armenian churches, and Islam—no such permission was given for Judaism.6

In 1944, to deal with non–Russian Orthodox Church affairs (for Russian Orthodox Church, there was a separate unit), the government set up the Council for the Affairs of the Religious Cults (Sovet po delam religioznykb kul’tov, CARC) subordinated directly to the government. It dealt with all recognized religions other than the Russian Orthodox Church: the various Christian sects and denominations, Islam, Buddhism, and Judaism. In the years 1944–1948, the council dealt with hundreds of such requests, including many from Jews who asked to reopen synagogues in the various parts of the country, in the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR), the Ukraine, the western territories that had been annexed during the war, the Caucasus, and Central Asia. The council authorized the opening of no fewer than thirty-three synagogues in the first three years of its existence (summer 1944–summer 1947). In this same period, however, it turned down a total of 235 applications, usually on the grounds of their rejection by the local gorispolkom or raiispolkom (the municipal or district executive committee), which contended that the building in question was being used for other purposes.7

Every religious organization that had been dormant for a year or longer was deemed “new” and in need of a new permit, a regulation of special significance for Jewish congregations. All congregations under the Nazi occupation were closed. After the liberation, they took time to reestablish themselves, as most religious Jews had been murdered. From 1944 to 1945, across the entire Soviet Union, 64 congregations won official approval; another 39 were registered in 1946, followed by 65 in 1947. Out of the 167 congregations registered by early 1948, 136 (approximately 80 percent) received recognition as established congregations. From 1948 onward, however, the registration of existing congregations essentially ended. Only one permit was renewed.

By 1948, 161 congregations were registered in the Soviet Union: 52 in Ukraine (32 percent), only 2 in neighboring Belarus (about 1 percent) in Minsk, 14 in Moldavia, 10 in Uzbekistan, and from 1 to 5 in each of eight other republics (three republics had none: Turkmenia, Armenia, and the Karelo-Finnish SSR).8 Applications were much more likely to be approved in Ukraine than in Belarus. Authorities in Belarus were more concerned than those in Ukraine about synagogues becoming hotbeds of Jewish nationalist or Zionist activity.9 The easiest place to get a permit for a synagogue was in Georgia, home to no more than 3 percent of the Soviet Jewish population but with 19 percent (31) of the total number of registered congregations.10

In some regions, especially in areas of former Transnistria and places that became Soviet in 1939 and 1940, several unregistered congregations existed where people gathered without permission. The groups functioned throughout the early 1950s, after which most were eventually disbanded due to the lack of permits.11 In Sharhorod, home to a resident nicknamed Simkha-Shames, an unregistered congregation lasted until the 1970s. Oral accounts have it that Simkha-Shames remembered every relevant yortsayt (death anniversary) for Jews in Sharhorod and reminded family members to say the requisite prayers and light a candle. Another Sharhorod resident, a butcher, hosted a minyan at his house.12

In areas of the Soviet Union that had not been under occupation during the war, the constitution allowed the private exercise of religion or the maintenance of religious facilities. Several small nonregistered Jewish congregations emerged to accommodate returning evacuees and refugees. Immediately after the war, Soviet authorities did not want to suppress Jewish religious activities. Instead, they emphasized that the Soviet victory made Jewish worship possible. Articles in the Soviet press, especially in the newspaper Eynikayt, the organ of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee, portrayed a religious revival among Jews. An article by Ayzek Katsnelson, for example, published in the spring of 1946, stated, “Soviet authorities in Kyiv, Zhytomyr, Odessa, Riga, and many other cities helped believers to restore synagogues, and Jews were once again free to perform their religious rituals. Soviet councils also made sure that Jews had matzos for Passover. In Moscow, for example, one can buy matzo in state-run shops on Chaussée Entuziastov and Mikhaylovskoe Chaussée. Private bakeries operate, too. All of this is supervised by Moscow-based Rabbi [Shlomo] Shlifer.”13 Moscow became home to the largest Jewish community in the Soviet Union after the war (in 1959, over 10.5 percent of all Soviet Jews lived there).14 In 1945, Moscow and its region was home to six synagogues, three of which existed before the war and three of which opened after—in Cherkizovo, Saltykovka, and Malakhovka (and an unknown number of minyans). The most high-profile synagogue—Moscow Choral Synagogue—was located centrally, a few miles away from the Kremlin, on Arkhipova Street. It hosted not just ordinary people who wished to attend services but also high-profile visitors, including politicians, artists, and writers. Here is how the Yiddish writer David Hofshteyn described what he saw at the Moscow Choral Synagogue in March 1945, during services to commemorate Jewish victims of the war:


I was amazed to see the same people in the synagogue that I saw at the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee. Bergelson, Fefer, Kvitko, and others were there. When I saw a group of important-looking people I didn’t know, I asked Kvitko about them, and he explained to me that one of them was Reizin, an actor in the Bolshoy Theater, academicians Trainin and Tarle, Jewish actor Zuskin, and some generals whose last names I did not know. Especially, I remember a woman dressed all in black, who was led to a special spot, usually reserved for honorary guests (and not in the women’s section). Kvitko explained that this was Polina Semyonovna Zhemchuzhina [wife of Vyacheslav Molotov]. They started the services only after she arrived.15



Rabbi Shlomo Shlifer was a member of the Soviet Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee. As it was an official Soviet organization, he was carefully vetted. Religious services, even public ones, began to address contemporary issues, specifically those related to the Soviet victory and what it meant for the Jewish people. For example, in May 1945, the Moscow synagogue hosted a large-scale ceremony to celebrate the victory over Nazi Germany. In Rabbi Shlifer’s speech, he publicly equated Hitler with Haman, the evil character from the Jewish holiday of Purim who conspired to annihilate all Jews. Shlifer was making the point that Hitler was specifically the enemy of the Jews, not just the enemy of all Soviet people.16 He then added, “[Fascism held] a particular terrible danger for us Jews. The fascists, two-legged beasts, intended to wipe out the entire Jewish people. But they failed.”17

In the following year, 1946, the Jewish community of Simferopol’ in the Crimea organized a ceremonial meeting on the anniversary of Victory Day and the liberation of the Crimea from Nazi occupation. The meeting took place at the restaurant of the NKVD Spetstorg, which was rented for the occasion. Among the participants were community members, including Krymchaks, the Crimea’s indigenous Jewish population, and a number of Russians; it was specifically noted that some of those who were present were party members. A similar meeting with a banquet was organized by the Jewish community in the Belarusian town of Mozyr’ and attended by representatives of the town’s soviet and its institutions. In Dnipropetrovsk, one of the synagogue’s activists convinced a group of Jewish artists to hold a performance as part of his effort to collect funds for the monument he sought to set up in that town. The director of the local Shevchenko Theater agreed to the theater’s being used for the purpose.18

Shlifer’s statement and similar celebrations in other Soviet communities documented a moment in history when the Soviet narrative stressing the fundamental uniformity of all “victims of fascism” had not yet crystallized and when Jewish leaders, if they wanted to, could still advance a counternarrative focusing on their own suffering during the war. The activity at the Moscow synagogue, however, should not be seen as evidence of a religious revival. Throughout the Soviet period, the synagogue functioned mainly to showcase the freedoms (real or imagined) of the Moscow Jewish community, rather than to serve the needs of Jewish believers. People who wanted to hold authentic religious services, like the people who wanted to build Jewish museums and schools, had to learn how to navigate the Soviet bureaucratic landscape themselves.

The Moscow Choral Synagogue owned a Torah scroll, but it is not clear whether the registered and unregistered congregations possessed Torah scrolls or, indeed, any religious books at all.19 What we do know is that individual members worked hard to obtain religious calendars. People who knew how to calculate the dates of Jewish holidays were in special demand. Most attendees of both registered and nonregistered congregations went to commemorate the dead, provide matzo during Passover, find someone to perform circumcisions (usually a ritual butcher), and celebrate the major Jewish holidays of Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, and Passover. Congregations did not run children’s schools, as doing so was illegal, or conduct adult-learning sessions, out of fear of arousing suspicion. Essentially, the assemblies served as legal community organizations for older community members, ones who saw themselves as part of the last generation of Soviet Jews for whom religious observance would be meaningful and worth fighting for.

Some registered congregations, especially in the periphery, tried to incorporate educational activities for children. For example, an official of CARC reported that in Georgia, one minyan leader conducted lessons for children prior to the commencement of the prayer. In Novgorod, an eighty-six-year-old man taught twenty children in his home.20 In Moldova, some of the rabbis, such as Rabbi Sholom Epel’baum in Chișinău and Rabbi Averbukh in Bel’tsy, petitioned to open schools for Jewish children at the synagogue (for supplementary Jewish studies), since, they maintained, Jews were forgetting both their language and their customs.21

Speaking of children, circumcisions were in high demand right after the war, although it was not clear whether the procedure itself was prohibited by Soviet legislation. Some synagogues and minyans included shohtim (ritual slaughterers) and mohelim (performers of ritual circumcisions); often the same person was doing both jobs. Synagogues had contacts of mohelim and passed them on to those who asked about them. Most people performing circumcisions after the war were born before the Revolution. Many of them were long retired but continued with the craft, both because of the demand and probably because if they stopped, there would be no one else to provide the service. Given the legally problematic nature of the occupation and the secrecy surrounding it, we have very few firsthand narratives of experiences of mohelim available. Some stories emerge in memoirs and literary fiction, however. For example, here is how Rabbi Itzhak Zilber (1917–2004) described the work of Shlomo Bokov (1888–1952) as a mohel in Saratov:


Rabbi Shlomo Bokov faced immense challenges after losing his three sons at the front, as he and his wife took on the responsibility of caring for their grandchildren. Life was difficult for them, yet whenever someone informed Rav Bokov of a baby in need of a “brit mila” [circumcision] he would immediately set everything aside and travel to perform the rite, no matter what the destination was. In 1949, he arrived in Kazan’, where he carried out several circumcisions before preparing to leave for the train station. It was then that he learned of the birth of my son. Without hesitation, he sold his train ticket to remain and perform the circumcision. On the day of the ceremony, Rav Bokov expressed that he had been waiting for such an occasion for many years. Traditionally, new mothers and their babies were not discharged until the ninth day after birth, which meant that for a quarter of a century, he had never had the opportunity to perform a circumcision on the eighth day, as prescribed by the Torah. But with my son, he could do it. Tragically, Rav Bokov passed away in Kuibyshev while en route to perform another brit mila.22



In the short story “Burden of the Name” (1945), the writer Tsvi Preigerson tells a tale of the war veteran Solomon, whose son was born in 1945 and who agonized about what to call him, and the mohel ended up deciding for him:


Our group of friends gathered at Solomon’s for a family celebration known as a “brit mila.” The mohel, Shiffman, was a distinguished old man of about 80 years, exuding a kind of handsomeness that matched his experience. In an instant, the baby was welcomed into the covenant of our forefather Avraham. Mohel Shiffman sang the prayer with an unexpectedly beautiful voice, concluding with the proclamation, “He will be called in Israel’s honor, ‘Haim Naftali-Tsvi-Hirsh!’” As I sat next to Solomon, I noticed the birth certificate, where the baby’s name was clearly written as “Grigori.” I shot Solomon a puzzled look, and he responded with a hint of guilt, saying, “What can we do? We do not live there.”23



In the story, Solomon grapples with numerous conflicts: naming his son with a distinctly Jewish name, honoring the memory of his brutally murdered father, and navigating the compromises imposed by the Soviet system. One aspect he does not question, however, is the necessity of circumcising his baby and the availability of an experienced mohel to perform the rite.

Both Zilber’s memoirs and Preigerson’s short stories offer valuable insights into the history of circumcision practices in the Soviet Union, albeit from a contemporary perspective. Itzhak Zilber emerged as a significant figure in the Russian-language Bal-Tshuva movement during the 1990s, advocating for the importance of circumcision among hesitant Russian-speaking Jews. Preigerson, a Soviet Hebrew writer and Gulag survivor, documented the experiences of the small yet committed community of Soviet Jews who resisted the regime even during Stalin’s reign. Thus, it is not surprising that their narratives emphasize the conviction surrounding the need for circumcision, even when such beliefs carry risks.

In contrast, stories from the 1990s reveal more complexity and dilemmas, particularly from the perspective of mothers, who often face different challenges than those depicted by Preigerson or Zilber. For instance, Etya G., a survivor of the Kopay Ghetto in the Vinnytsia region of Ukraine, gave birth to her son in 1946. Although she agreed to circumcise him, she was acutely aware of the potential dangers involved: “It was dangerous, and we could be in trouble. But my husband took a business trip, and my father and my husband’s father took that sin upon themselves and organized circumcision for my son.”24

One worry that Etya G. did not express was where to find someone to perform circumcision. She knew that these professionals were available. Similarly, Lisa L. (born in 1921 in Chechik, in the Vinnytsia region of Ukraine), who moved to Odessa after the war and had a baby there, gave in to her mother’s insistence on circumcising the baby: “When my son was born, my mother said, ‘If you gave birth to the son, I want him to be circumcised.’ It was done secretly. We asked one man. He came and made circumcision. Not everyone did this, because it was both forgotten and forbidden, but my mother said, ‘Your nephew was circumcised, so your son has to be too.’”25

Some women did not mention difficulties or dilemmas but just stated that there was no other way. Bella F. (born in 1930 in Budy, in the Vinnytsia region of Ukraine), who gave birth to her son in Chernivtsi in 1948, recalled no conflict about circumcision: “When my son was born, we did his circumcision almost right away. A rabbi, or maybe he was a shoykhet (ritual butcher), came to our house—I remember he was an amputee—and did it.”26 Bella did not mention worrying about consequences because she pointed out that she had nothing to lose: She worked as a tailor, her husband worked as a bus driver, and they were not members of the Communist Party; plus, “everyone did the same thing.”

Esfir German (born in 1922 in Starokonstantinov, in the Khmel’nitsky region of Ukraine), who gave birth to her son in Kyiv in 1946, explained that neither she nor her husband worried about the consequences of circumcising their son because neither of them were Party members. She was, however, concerned with the health consequences for her baby: “My son did not cope well with his circumcision, which is why I was determined not to have it done when my second baby was born. The procedure had caused him significant suffering for a month, and given that we lived in a small room without the proper conditions for such an event, I felt justified in my refusal. However, my husband insisted that there were rabbis in his lineage and that we had to proceed with the circumcision. I found it difficult to argue with him.”27

Stories about why some babies were not circumcised highlight the fears that many Jews had regarding the potential consequences for their careers and even their personal freedoms. For instance, the dentist Mira M. (born in Kyiv in 1928) and her husband, both young specialists at a new clinic in Chișinău, Moldova, chose not to circumcise their son, born in 1952. Near Mira’s due date, she traveled to Kyiv to be near her family:


My son was born, and it brought a tragedy upon my family. My father was eager to have him circumcised, but my husband firmly opposed it, stating, “No way!” He worked in a medical office and expressed his concerns: “I cannot do it; the baby will get sick. I would have to unwrap him, and it will be shameful!” At that time, everything felt shameful: being Jewish, having matzo at home, and undergoing circumcision were all burdens that had to be concealed. I was torn because I was caught between my father’s wishes and my husband’s refusal. I loved my father very much and felt he deserved to see his grandson circumcised, yet I also loved my husband and couldn’t oppose him. In the end, we chose not to proceed. The risks were too great, especially since everything had to be done in secrecy. I promised my father, “When I have a second child, we will do it.” However, he responded, “If you did not do it for the first child, you cannot do it for the second.” But my second child turned out to be a girl, so that resolved the matter.28



Stories about circumcision, whether one chose to undergo the procedure or not, reveal both unique experiences and shared themes. Many individuals expressed dilemmas concerning the potential repercussions for their careers, fear of neighbors discovering their decisions, and the conflict between the desire to honor their parents and the need to prioritize their child’s well-being. Significantly, none of the individuals recounted difficulties in finding a mohel to perform the circumcision. It seems to have been taken for granted by Zilber, Preigerson, and others that they knew where to locate “an old man” for the procedure. This suggests that, despite the lack of advertising, word of mouth, and possibly the support of synagogues and informal minyans, such services were accessible in most Jewish communities.

Notably, the mothers who shared their circumcision stories rarely framed it as a religious act. Instead, they emphasized that it was a custom important to their parents for unspoken reasons. Discussions around commandments, religious obligations, or even superstitions—like the belief that circumcision brings luck—were largely absent from their rationales. Similarly, narratives about obtaining matzo for Passover echoed this sentiment; people sought it to please their parents or in memory of them, seldom for religious motivations, and again, there was almost no mention of difficulties in acquiring it. It appears that people simply knew where to find matzo and when, which is remarkable given the lack of religious calendars.29

The popularity and outreach of synagogues and community services should not be interpreted solely as signs of religious revival; rather, they served as means of community organization with minimal religious content. Participants in long-standing private congregations developed connections with one another, fostering social ties, friendships, and mutual support. In some regions, private minyans were formed based on professions, illustrating how occupational commonalities helped to strengthen community bonds. For instance, in Bershad, Ukraine (formerly Transnistria), there were separate minyans established for shoemakers and tailors, reflecting the unique social fabric of the Jewish community there.30 In larger cities like Kyiv, Minsk, Odessa, and Moscow, there were multiple informal minyans, each with a dedicated but small group of attendees. Despite the size of these congregations, congregants were deeply committed to preserving Jewish religious life. They took it upon themselves to fund the operations of these private congregations, covering everything from rent to bribes necessary for maintaining their gatherings. Through their efforts, they not only sustained their community ties but also upheld centuries-old Jewish practices.

In various locations, ad hoc communities were able to provide mutual assistance to people in need. For instance, in Chernivtsi, the Jewish religious community established a fund specifically aimed at helping the needy. To support this initiative, the synagogue organized paid concerts and lectures to raise funds. In Kharkiv, efforts included plans to build a home for the elderly and homeless single individuals. Similarly, in Mykolaiv, synagogue leaders (rukovoditeli) collected money from the Jewish community to assist “sick and needy” Jews. Other towns actively engaged in charitable activities, including Moscow, Leningrad, Kyiv, Irkutsk, Tambov, Zhytomyr, Vinnytsia, and Berdychiv, demonstrating a widespread commitment to mutual aid within the Jewish communities across these regions.31

An important aspect of the work of both registered synagogues and, to some extent, nonregistered minyans was to play a crucial role in supporting Jewish burial services within their communities. Most communities maintained their own hevra kadisha, or burial fraternity, which was responsible for overseeing the Jewish cemetery, selling burial plots, and conducting funerals in accordance with Jewish rituals, irrespective of the wishes of the deceased’s relatives. In the Caucasus town of Nal’chik, the Jewish religious community asserted its ownership of the Jewish cemetery and took the initiative to sell burial plots to community members for the purpose of growing vegetables, highlighting a unique approach to land use within the context of their cultural practices.32

While the religious content of the meetings may have been minimal, it was not entirely absent. Services were conducted on certain Jewish holidays, and participants recited commemorative prayers for loved ones lost in the war, both of which held significant spiritual meaning for those involved. Importantly, even individuals who did not attend the gatherings—particularly women—were aware of their existence. This awareness provided comfort to many, as there was a designated place where they could recite commemorative prayers “correctly” during a time when every family was mourning someone.

In late 1948, however, the government’s relative tolerance toward religious institutions began to wane. Calls for broader antireligious propaganda intensified, and the ideological climate shifted toward reinforcing the Soviet atheist message. A significant development occurred when religious institutions were prohibited from addressing contemporary issues in their prayers, sermons, and other forms of worship. For the Jewish community, this prohibition meant that commemorating the deaths at sites like Babi Yar, Majdanek, and Treblinka became problematic.33 Instead, private commemorations of family members on the anniversary of their deaths were widely practiced.

The “quiet repression” followed. Surveillance of parishioners in synagogues intensified before the High Holidays of 1949 and continued into 1950. Rabbis were called out in Soviet propaganda for raising contemporary issues at religious services. Authorities kept applying pressure to “purify” the Jewish religion, which meant erasing it of its historical and ethnic context. Now the enemy was Zionism, portrayed as one of the most dangerous arms of imperialism and an enemy of the Soviet Union. The ideological transformation had a chilling effect on the social climate within synagogues. Congregants who craved talking to one another became afraid to speak freely.34 Similarly, congregants were discouraged from drinking alcohol at meals offered at synagogues, when alcohol was traditionally served, in case the practice loosened tongues.35

Soviet policies toward synagogues struggled with an internal contradiction. The assumption that all Jewish congregations supported Zionism (and needed to be shut down) had to be balanced with the reality that they commemorated Jewish war victims, showing appreciation of the Soviet victory (and thus maybe needing to stay open). The government was also concerned that the optics of shutting synagogues and other religious gatherings might be damaging to the regime both domestically and internationally. Consequently, government agencies tried to reduce the number of synagogues, rather than closing them wholesale, and sometimes moved them away from cities to reduce their role as community focal points.36

The close surveillance of Jewish congregants ensured that the Communist Party members among them and the most active participants were punished. Sometimes they were accused of Jewish nationalism and imprisoned for practicing it. In Moscow, Leningrad, Odessa, Rostov-on-Don, Vinnytsia, Simferopol, Kyiv, Chernivtsy, Riga, and other cities, congregation heads and other active members were arrested. In 1948 in Uzhgorod, for example, one person got arrested for meeting a friend at a synagogue in Moscow.37

Rabbis of registered congregations were required to keep attendance reports. For example, the rabbi of Minsk, Yaakov Yosef Berger, had to hand over the names of people who came to his services regularly. Rabbis who refused were punished.38

In the late 1940s and early 1950s, the Soviet for Religious Affairs closed several established minyans and suppressed others that functioned on Jewish holidays. Authorities used the pretext that the congregations maintained close ties to international Jewish communities and Zionist organizations. Minyans were closed in Vinnytsia and Nemyriv in Ukraine. Similarly, apartments with minyans were raided in Minsk in 1949.39 People became seriously afraid to attend minyans and other types of congregations even during the Jewish holidays, when they wanted to say commemorative prayers. Practicing even minimal Judaism in public was becoming dangerous. The general policy of reducing the number of congregations resulted in the dissolving of nineteen registered ones, or 12 percent of the total between January 1949 and January 1951. From early 1949 to January 1, 1953, twenty-five registered synagogues were closed, or 15.5 percent of the total. According to Mordechai Altshuler, Jews were hit harder than other Soviet religious groups were. For example, only 5.6 percent of Orthodox churches were shut down.40

In some places, people protested the shutdowns, even while under surveillance. For example, in Bobruisk, a representative from the Soviet for Religious Affairs showed up at one of the minyans organized for Passover in 1950. Three congregants approached him and shouted, “Get out of here. You’re bothering our prayers. We don’t recognize your authority. If you shut down our synagogue, we will turn to Stalin.”41

Some minyans managed to continue. In the city of Kyiv alone in 1949, fifty minyans met over the Passover holiday, and nearly seventy did so in the rest of the province. For Passover in 1952, prayers were held in at least fifty-two minyans in thirteen towns of the Vinnytsia district, seven towns of the Zakarpatie district, and three towns of the Kirovograd district. In the early 1953, at least thirty-five minyans were operating in Belarus.42

Soviet authorities had another reason not to close all Jewish religious institutions. They clearly had the power to do so at will, but they probably saw the existence of informal minyans as an excuse to pursue other anti-Jewish policies: the anti-cosmopolitan campaigns, the shutting down of Jewish theaters (which were much more popular than minyans), the arrests of Yiddish writers and other cultural activists in 1948, and the Doctors’ Plot in 1953. By branding minyans and synagogues as dangerous, despite their relatively limited reach, Soviet authorities could instigate anti-Jewish policies without those policies being seen as directly antisemitic. Just like in 1939–1940, when NKVD agents infiltrated synagogues in the newly annexed territories, the same could be easily done after the war.43

By early 1953, when the Doctors’ Plot campaign went into full swing, the public shared a widely held belief that minyans were hotbeds of conspiracy. After all, they were unregistered and located in people’s homes. False beliefs also circulated about the larger Jewish institutions. For example, in Leningrad, a rumor spread that Jews were hiding weapons at a Jewish cemetery that was maintained by the synagogue and that the synagogue itself was a center of spying and sabotage.44 Many leaders of registered synagogues, such as Rabbi Yosef Diment of Odessa and Rabbi David Berkovich of Simferopol, were arrested.45

The history of Jewish religious activists, including rabbis (usually self-proclaimed, without a proper smikha or any official religious certification), as well as kosher butchers and Jewish-educated men who kept the small gatherings afloat, has yet to be written. The wide range of their activities in the late 1940s has also yet to be studied, including their ability to negotiate between the Soviet center and periphery, to operate on the margins of what was permitted, to provide opportunity for Soviet Jews wishing to commemorate the dead, to celebrate Jewish holidays, and to perform circumcisions. This was Jewish life in its most traditional form, continued in the Soviet Union when Jews were increasingly discouraged from attending any Jewish institution, let alone privately operated minyans that were under surveillance. A study of what motivated people who did not give up, who refused to subscribe to certain aspects of Soviet life, would add nuance to our understanding of what was possible and impossible during these complex years.



Monuments and Memorials

A major reason why people attended synagogues and informal gatherings was to commemorate the anniversary of the death of a loved one. Not everyone knew the exact dates when their family members were murdered, but Soviet Jews who survived the war shared a desire to honor the dead as a step toward accepting the horrific losses of the war and moving on. The Jewish institutions that remained—synagogues, minyans, theaters, and publishing houses—all tried to address the need while operating within the framework of censorship, ideological constraints, and ever-changing politics. Many people, however, wanted something more: a monument to their loved ones and their communities. They wanted a place to go for an annual pilgrimage, with their family, a place to gather with other community members for commemorative prayers, even if most people did not practice other Jewish traditions.

Some people, especially those relatively high in the Soviet social hierarchy, advocated for government organizations to help commemorate the lives of murdered Jews. For example, General David Dragunsky wrote this in a letter to the executives of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee: “German beasts shot my entire family, seventy-four people from the Dragunsky family. The bones of my sisters and children are lying in a field. Animals walk over them. The anti-fascist committee should organize the building of monuments to murdered children, elders, women.… It is hard to forget the four-year-long nightmare. One needs to build fences, monuments, and to cite the dates of the murders.”46

Identifying the site of a mass murder or a mass grave was one thing. Obtaining official permission for a monument or plaque was another. Permits were required for every stage: for assembling materials, for erecting the memorial, and for replacing it if destroyed by vandals. Regional Soviet authorities in charge of such permits were reluctant to grant them. They focused on “avoiding trouble.”47 People in smaller and larger towns, however, were adamant in their fight against bureaucratic and political obstacles. They asked for permission to raise funds, wrote countless letters of complaint when permission was denied, appealed the decisions, and kept trying again and again.

During the early postwar years, authorities refused to issue permits to hold commemorative events or erect monuments in several large cities, including Odessa, Riga, and Lviv. In Vilnius, Minsk, Ternopol, and Stanislav, however, monuments at the sites of shootings were built.48 In most places where Jews lived prior to 1939, citizen groups pushed to construct memorials, knowing that success was not guaranteed but little doubting the initiative to be worth the fight. The scope of the movement suggests genuine commitment. Except for a few high-profile cases such as commemorating Babyn Yar in Kyiv, Ponary near Vilnius, Rumbula Forest by Riga, or Iama in Minsk, such projects were grassroots initiatives, a remarkable phenomenon in the context of Soviet history.

In Minsk, a monument named Iama (“the Pit”) was built in 1946, marking the location where approximately five thousand Jews were murdered on March 2, 1942. The Vilnius monument, built in 1945, marked the site of the mass murder of seventy thousand Jews in suburban Ponary between 1941 and 1944. Monuments featuring Yiddish and Hebrew inscriptions were built at the Jewish cemetery in Stanslav in 1946 and in Ternopol in 1946 and 1947. A memorial was unveiled in Kaunas at the site of the Kovno Ghetto.49 Smaller-profile monuments were built in Uzda, Dzerzhynsk, and Uzliany, all in Belarus. In Ukraine, a monument was constructed in Dunayevtsy at the entrance to a former phosphorus mine, where the Germans buried three thousand Jews alive, suffocating them, on May 8, 1942.50 In Kamianets-Podilskyi, two monuments were built—one at a Jewish cemetery and the other at a site where twenty-three thousand Jews were murdered in August 1941.51 Sometimes, building monuments was not allowed at all. In Chernivtsi, for example, the Jewish religious community applied for a permit to build a monument where Jews had been murdered in 1945. Permission was not granted, and raising money for the project was not allowed.52

In many places, people fought to include Yiddish or Hebrew inscriptions to commemorate the Jewish victims. Local authorities often objected to these writings on the grounds that they commemorated Jews only but not only Jews were killed there. Although many Jews accepted the reasoning, many others refused to settle for ethnically neutral inscriptions. They sent letters of appeal to Eynikayt, to Ilya Ehrenburg, and to Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee members.53

In addition to erecting monuments, some communities organized commemorative meetings. One of the first took place in Kharkiv, Ukraine, in January 1945. It marked the three-year anniversary of the murder of Jewish residents in that city.54 For every proposed meeting that the authorities approved, at least as many, and probably more, were vetoed. In 1945–1946, the community of Novograd-Volynsky, Ukraine, applied several times to hold commemorative meetings, and all were denied. Similarly, in August 1946, the Jews of Kamianets-Podilskyi, in western Ukraine, were refused permission to hold a commemorate service for Jews in their town.55 In Bogdanovka (about 160 kilometers from Odessa), a local Jewish activist, D. Klinov, identified the location of the shootings of tens of thousands of Jews and collected human bones in order to give them a proper burial. He asked for permission to hold a ceremony and public burial in December 1946 and was refused.56

Conducting commemorative ceremonies in synagogues, such as the Moscow Choral Synagogue, proved easier than in secular settings, especially in 1945 and 1946. Ironically, religious expressions of mourning struck Soviet authorities as less dangerous than secular ones. Commemorative services were held in many other Soviet synagogues outside Moscow, but by 1947, even these were shut down.

In 1948, grassroots activities to commemorate the Holocaust sharply declined. This was a time when the accusation of “Jewish nationalism” often led to a prison sentence. In the early 1950s, a group of religious Jews was arrested for having engraved “Jews,” rather than “Soviet citizens,” on the Iama monument in Minsk. Mordukh Sprishen, who raised money for the Minsk monument in 1946 and who did the engraving, was sentenced to ten years in the Gulag. Similarly, activists who built the monument at Ponary, in Lithuania, were accused of engaging in Jewish nationalism.57

The most remarkable aspect of the movement to establish monuments to Jewish victims of the war was its grassroots nature. People of varied social and economic status and living in different cities, towns, and villages found different ways to ensure that the memory of murdered Jews remained in the public realm, rather than solely within families. The variety of stories about how the monuments, and especially the inscriptions, came to be suggests a level of high community engagement. People wanted to remember in public, they wanted to support each other, and they wanted to do so as Jews rather than as generic Soviet citizens. Some called the phenomenon “a national revival.” Others spoke of “a religious revival.” Soviet authorities feared that the activity signified a rejection of communist ideology, but all those Soviet Jewish citizens wanted was the right to remember their dead as Jews. For that, some were punished, sometimes severely by being put in prison, and many more were discouraged in various other ways.

By 1943, Jews were refusing to tolerate unmarked mass graves and beginning to create small memorials whenever they could. By 1948, the scope and intensity of the activities had increased, and people were pushing against the Soviet government’s line of downplaying Jewish losses and universalizing the victims. A truly grassroots movement developed, which Soviet authorities perceived as a danger. Still, initiatives to build monuments and commemorate the dead were not suppressed as efficiently and systematically as those that had to do with the living, such as establishing schools and maintaining museums. This is where the hopes ran high but the disappointment quickly hit low.



Schools

The idea to establish Jewish schools in the Soviet Union in the mid-1940s might have sounded completely unrealistic to some people, and not just because the Soviet Jewish population had lost so many children. Most Yiddish schools in the old Soviet territories had been shut down before the war. Schools in the old Soviet territories, even in places with the largest Jewish populations, such as Moscow, Leningrad, and Kyiv, were closed in the early 1930s, whereas in Odessa, Minsk, and Vitebsk, it happened by 1938. In Birobidzhan, eleven Yiddish schools operated until June 1941.58 Jewish schools had also had a reputation for delivering an inferior education. Their curricula and teachers had been ridiculed among the increasingly Russian-speaking Jewish population, and graduates of Jewish schools tried to hide the fact that they had attended them.59 In an exception, from late 1939 to mid-1941, Soviet Jewish schools began to operate in the newly annexed territories of eastern Poland, which became western Ukraine, western Belarus, Bessarabia, Bukovina, and the Baltic states. In most cases, these schools were already in existence; the Soviet authorities, however, imposed the new curriculum with the goal of educating children about the Soviet ideology. In 1940, for example, forty-six new Jewish schools were open in the Baranovich region, thirty-two in the Vileyka region, and eighteen in the Pinsk region of Belarus (all in Poland before September 1939).60 Much of this curriculum was borrowed from both older Yiddish schools and current ones, still operating in Birobidzhan.61 There was a discussion about opening a new Yiddish Soviet school in Bialystok, Poland, until the German invasion and the loss of almost all the city’s Jewish population in the Holocaust.62

In Uzbekistan, Yiddish schools were closed before the war, but Bukharan Jewish schools that taught in the Judeo-Tat language continued to operate. By 1942–1943, classes in Judeo-Tajik resumed in several locations, including two schools in Bukhara, one in Kermine, a middle school in Shahrisabz in the Kashka-Darya region, and additional classes in a secondary school in Samarkand. Although many Bukharan Jews had adopted Russian as an important or even primary language by the onset of the war, some Bukharan Jewish schools faced challenges because elementary students struggled with Russian-language instruction.

During the war, an increasing number of students left Bukharan Jewish schools, as parents opted to enroll them in heders and yeshivas established by highly educated rabbis and religious teachers (melameds) who had arrived in Uzbekistan from the western Soviet Union. Less assimilated and more religiously inclined Bukharan Jews perceived these institutions as valuable opportunities for education. In response to these trends, Soviet authorities eliminated tuition fees for Bukharan Jewish schools and reinforced universal education policies. Consequently, some Bukharan Jewish schools that offered instruction in Tajik or Judeo-Tajik were reopened. Additionally, separate classes for Bukharan Jewish students were established within regular schools, taught by Bukharan Jewish teachers. These classes operated until approximately the late 1940s, with one school in Tashkent functioning until 1951 and another in Samarkand continuing into the 1950s.63

The goal of new Yiddish schools, all located in new Soviet territories—in Vilnius, Kaunas, and Chernivtsi—was quite different from the goal of those that functioned in Birobidzhan (the Birobidzhan orphanage, which housed twenty children in 1945) or in Uzbekistan or Jewish schools before the war.64 Unlike the Soviet Yiddish schools that had existed in the Soviet Union until the 1930s to promote Soviet ideology, the goal of the new Jewish schools was to help traumatized—and often orphaned—children adjust to postwar life.

Toward the end of the war, as regions were liberated by the Red Army, talk of reopening Jewish schools gained momentum. The Soviet authorities even announced plans to build orphanages and schools for wartime orphans as a government priority. In 1944, Soviet Deputy Premier Lavrentiy Beria issued an order “first and foremost to arrange children’s homes for orphan children and children of parents in dire need.”65 Some Jewish community leaders saw the initiative as a legitimate loophole and thus an opportunity to set up schools and orphanages specifically for Jewish children who had survived the ghettos. They certainly qualified as being “in dire need.” Jewish children’s homes had already opened in Molotov, Smolensk, Karakulinsk, and Stalingrad, catering to children of Polish, Lithuanian, Latvian, and Romanian Jewish refugees, as well as orphans.66

Jewish educators and medical professionals, with the support of other members of the Jewish community, were determined to create such schools to help traumatized children, many orphaned, to have a future. Four Jewish schools and three orphanages were established in four cities: Chernivtsi in Ukraine, Vilnius and Kaunas in Lithuania, and in Birobidzhan. Most of the pupils at the schools, orphans and nonorphans, had survived ghettos and concentration camps. The idea was to provide a safe environment for the traumatized children and to rehabilitate them for postwar life.

Such efforts were similar to those in liberated Poland, France, England, and other places in Europe, although the Soviet institutes operated on a much smaller scale, and in much greater isolation, than their equivalents abroad did.67 In the Soviet Union, organizing the schools required an enormous effort. Teachers, writers, doctors, and local officials pleaded for permits, secured buildings, organized curricula, and in the end managed to produce effective educational institutes. These initiatives also involved significant collaborations between people who had learned Soviet practices just a few years prior but had notable experience of Jewish community building and seasoned officials, who were not familiar with Jewish communal institutions but fluent in navigating Soviet bureaucratic systems.

Two Jewish schools were established in Chernivtsi in 1945. The school for boys had 500 pupils; the one for girls had 586. (Gender-segregated education was introduced in the Soviet Union in 1943.) Nearly all the school’s forty-five teachers, as well as the principal, were Holocaust survivors who had lived in ghettos and concentration camps in Transnistria. Before the war, all of them had taught in Chernivtsi or other parts of Romania, Ukraine, or Poland. According to one report, written in 1945, many of their pupils were “full orphans,” meaning that both parents had been murdered in Transnistria.68 Other pupils had survived the war as evacuees and sometimes had also lost parents.69

Dealing with traumatized children presented challenges, especially for teachers who themselves were just recovering from their ordeals in the ghettos. During a visit to Chernivtsi, the poet Riva Balyasnaya described children as exhausted, weakened, and troubled:


Many still have horror in their eyes. Others have forgotten how to read and write during their three years in Transnistria, and teachers spend additional time with them, trying to help them catch up. Here is Etele. It is hard to say how old she is, but her eyes are full of horror. She tells her story: “My mom and I were taken all the way to Mykolaiv.… Once, a German asked us when we were at work: ‘Who wants to go home?’ Ten people got up, and the German ordered them to be hanged right there on a spot.” “I also saw,” Etele says, “how children were buried alive, and how the earth moved on top of them.”70



Many members of the Yiddish intelligentsia believed in the importance of educating children like Etele and provide them with access to Jewish education. Actors at Kyiv’s Sholem Aleichem State Jewish Theater, located in Chernivtsi, and local Yiddish writers organized special performances and events for the students of Jewish schools and their parents. During one such evening, on December 5, 1945, the writer Chaim Malamud delivered a lecture about Soviet Yiddish writers and the literature that was created during the war. Other speakers discussed wartime Jewish heroism and the difficult lives of Jews in tsarist Russia.71

The content and meanings of these speeches were attuned to the spirit of the emerging postwar Soviet ideological demands, in which the Jewish pre-Revolutionary past was seen as entirely negative, Jewish life in the 1920s and 1930s as undeservingly happy, and (perhaps unexpectedly) Jews’ experiences during the war, although tragic, as still happier than in tsarist Russia, because at this time they enjoyed solidarity with other Soviet ethnic groups. In 1948, the Yiddish writer Dovid Hofshteyn filed a petition to the Ukrainian Ministry of Education to publish Yiddish-language textbooks. He, along with his colleagues Moyshe Pinchevsky and Hirsh Bloshtein, also tried to find teachers for the upper grades.72 Similarly, a former Jewish schoolteacher named Gluzberg, with the support of employees at the Cabinet of the Jewish Culture of the Ukrainian Academy of Sciences, organized a petition to request the opening of Yiddish schools and libraries in Kyiv.73 None of these activities resulted in prolonging the school’s life, however. Most children at the Chernivtsi school were Romanian-born. At the end of 1945, Soviet authorities allowed them to leave the country, and by the end of 1948, the school was shut down.74 All remaining students were transferred to Ukrainian-language schools.

Jewish schools were also established in Vilnius and Kaunas, in Lithuania. The context of these schools was similar to Chernivtsi, except for the fact that the survival rate of Jewish children under the German occupation in Baltic states was very low. By the end of 1944, 94 percent of Lithuanian Jews who ended up under the occupation had been murdered.75 Survivors had lived in hiding or had fought with partisans. An unknown number of children were orphans. Many did not know where their parents had been. Some parents and relatives of children and infants who escaped ghettos during the war and hid with Christian families in the cities and rural areas or in monasteries and other institutions came to look for their children. In some cases, serious problems and fierce quarrels ensued when the parents of these children arrived to take them from their non-Jewish adoptive families. They often risked their lives, and some were actually killed in their attempts to retrieve these Jewish children.76

Among the survivors in Vilnius were several dozen children who were roaming about in the ruins of the ghetto.77 Every single one of them was deeply traumatized. Many had been hidden by protectors. Others had been homeless. Still others had lived with improvised foster families.

Several adult survivors, including the teacher Tsviya Wildshtein, the poets Avrom Sutzkever, Shmerke Kaczerginski, and Abba Kovner, and the physicians Alexander Libo and Benjamin Bludz (who was the manager of the Sick Funds of the families of the Red Army) formed a public committee to look after orphans. They applied to the People’s Commissar for Education with the request (1) to establish two boarding schools (in Kaunas and Vilnius) for the children of the Jewish citizens who were “survivors of the German terror” (each school to house some 250 children) and (2) to establish in each city a school in which Yiddish would be the language of instruction. The memorandum stressed that it was not feasible to send Jewish children to Lithuanian or Polish schools during this period, as the teachers and pupils were unfriendly to Jews.78 The request was denied. “Are you trying to create a new ghetto?” one official asked.79

Later, Wildshtein met Dr. Iosif Rebelsky (1894–1949), head of psychiatric services for the 3rd Belarusian Front, who was briefly stationed in Vilnius. During the Russian civil war of 1918–1919, Rebelsky had worked as a head of the education department in Saratov, where he had made it his mission to organize orphanages for homeless children. From 1941 to 1945, when Rebelsky was lieutenant-colonel of psychiatry for the 3rd Belarusian Front, his task had been to organize mental health support for deeply traumatized soldiers.80 Throughout his wartime career, he had also observed severe mental health damage among children hidden during the occupation. Rebelsky expressed enthusiastic support for the memorandum and approached several ranking officials in the government and the Party on the matter.81 To obtain permission for a Jewish children’s home in Vilnius, Rebelsky went straight to the top: Antanas Sniečkus, head of the Communist Party in the newly Soviet Lithuania. Sniečkus’s own family had adopted a Jewish boy, Alexander Shtrom, whose father, Jurgis Shtrom, was killed during the massacre near the Lietukis garage on June 27, 1941, before the Kovno Ghetto was established, and whose mother died by suicide in the Nazi concentration camp of Stutthof, near present-day Gdansk, Poland. Sniečkus was sympathetic to the overture but worried that this would be above his pay grade to approve the initiative. He suggested writing to Moscow.82 Rebelsky wrote to Moscow and argued that “for psychological reasons, the surviving children should be educated in a saliently Jewish environment.”83 The application was approved.

In the late fall of 1944, the school and orphanage opened in Vilnius. Wildshtein was appointed the school’s principal.84 At first, the school was part of the children’s house (orphanage), but gradually it began to accept Yiddish-speaking children living with their families. Having a school and a teaching staff, however, did not mean having a permanent building. The first location was an abandoned hospital, which Rebelsky helped to secure. When the hospital began to fill up with wounded soldiers, Wildshtein and Rebelsky appealed to the military commandant, who eventually granted access to a damaged building on Zigmantovskaya Street. The facility lacked a roof, water, and electricity. Rebelsky recruited workers among patients suffering from mental health disorders, who, with the help of some of the older children, eventually restored the building.85 The process proved therapeutic for both the adult and adolescent workers. Wildshtein, initially skeptical of the collaboration, described in her book what she witnessed:


[The workers] probably missed their home, their children. They found work for [our] children, and the orphanage’s residents did it joyfully. Some picked and delivered nails, and brought in lumber. Girls washed and cleaned. If a child was trusted to hit a nail, they were overjoyed. When our first electric bulb was lit, children began jumping for joy, and danced as if to the lights of Hanukkah. When water began running through taps, … children splashed, blew bubbles, and poured water on one another. Teachers tried to stop them but privately they were delighted: “Finally kids are getting their stolen childhood back.”86



The next challenge was recruiting children to attend the school. Wildshtein and Rebelsky went from farm to farm, urging local farmers to allow the Jewish children in their care to receive an education. Some parents welcomed the opportunity and sent their children willingly. Others refused—out of attachment or because the children’s labor was needed on the farms. Still others treated the request as a transaction, demanding payment or at least a few cigarettes. At times, Wildshtein and Rebelsky resorted to threats, warning farmers that they could be reported for illegally keeping children out of school.

The children themselves faced a long road to recovery. Zlata Kaczerginski (Burgin), one of the teachers at the Jewish school, described the children:


The first child resident of the new home was Leyva Selek, a blue-eyed boy who was eight years old. He was brought in by a Lithuanian woman, who had been paid by Lyova’s parents to save him. The woman had been afraid of getting caught and had kept the child in the attic, feeding him once a day. Lyova was completely wild, could not speak, had trouble understanding what he was asked, and kept clutching his rescuer. It was hard to separate him from her.…

The Levit brothers arrived at the school a little later. They had hidden in the forest and had survived only because they were always together. Their parents had been killed. Another child, Berele, had seen his mother murdered in front of him in Glubokoe, a shtetl in Belarus. Berele had escaped but nightmares haunted him. When someone brought in a girl with blond braids, Mirelee Vaynshteyn, we thought she was calmer than the others. But no, Mirelee kept hiding in a faraway corner and kept calling for her mother, who had been killed in front of her eyes.87



Rebelsky also took notes in his wartime diary on the psychological profiles of survivors, both adults and children. Here is his note from November 13, 1944:


Yesterday I visited a children’s home. I spoke to a Lithuanian man, who brought in a Jewish child, whom he had rescued from the ghetto. He had done so in the following way: he put the child into a wooden box, put the box into a cart, and piled wood on top of it. The road was long, the box jumped, wood rattled, and the little heart kept stopping from the terror. Then the new pretend-father prohibited the child to speak in Yiddish—it was not allowed—God forbid that someone might hear. The child’s Lithuanian was terrible and could provoke suspicions, and in Russian the sound “r” was too rolling. So the father told the boy: “Be silent, pretend to be deaf and mute.” First, the child suffered a lot. Then he got used to it and adapted, but now he cannot speak.

The orphanage’s teacher, Abramovich, brought in her seven-year-old niece. She, too, had been rescued from the ghetto and taught not to speak, not to say anything about herself. I examined her. The danger has long passed, but the girl looks scared, she keeps looking around. I ask her, “Where are you from? Do you have Mama and Papa? Who brought you to the children’s house?” She does not answer but looks at me suspiciously, then a bit mischievously, and says, in an adult-like manner: “You want to know too much in one go.”

The more I think about these children, the more I think I need to work harder with them, and bring the best doctors in.

Also yesterday, when I was sitting in my office alone, a man came in, sat down, and began to speak: “Help me doctor, free me from my nightmares.” He had found his child with an old lady after two years. His five-year-old had turned into a seven-year-old. “The boy saw me and got scared,” the man said. “First, he wanted to hug me, but then he was afraid. Maybe it was not allowed? Maybe he would betray himself or his dad? And then, as if I am a stranger, told me, officially, ‘Let’s go to Grandma.’ He brought me in, and only when he saw that the old farm lady began to cry and hug me, he ran to me, and hugged me from behind and yelled, ‘Papa, Papon’ka, do not be mad. I recognized you. I immediately recognized you!’” The father cries helplessly [in my office]. He is about 40 years old, all gray-haired, looks like an old man, and only repeats: “My boy, my boy.”88



The teachers whom Wildshtein and Rebelsky recruited usually had prewar pedagogical experience and had also survived the ghettos. Elena Hatzkeles became the head of the kindergarten.89 Eliezer Yerushalmi, a Polish-born survivor of the Siauliai Ghetto, where he worked as a secretary of the Jewish Council (Judenrat) and a teacher before and during the war in the ghetto, became the school’s principal.90 His idea was to test children for their academic knowledge and put children of different ages in the same classes. Teachers wanted older ones to help younger ones. The curriculum included subjects missing from the Soviet Yiddish school curricula before the war but present in Poland: the history of the Jewish people, Jewish literature, and Jewish traditions, including the Jewish calendar and the Yiddish language.

Here is how the Vilnius Yiddish poet Shmerke Kaczerginski described a school parents’ night on October 22, 1944:


The children’s choir started us off with a performance of the new Soviet anthem in Yiddish. Comrade [Tzviya] Wildshtein, the school’s principal, provided an overview of the new academic year. There were 100 students in the school, she said, and about 30 children in the kindergarten. The residence [internat] will have up to 150 children. We began a campaign of identifying all orphaned Jewish children in Lithuania and western Belarus with the goal to bring them to the internat.

Comrade Wildshtein especially thanked a Soviet Jewish officer [of the Red Army] who was instrumental in setting up the school, Professor Colonel Iosif Rebelsky.…

After standing for a moment of silence for murdered children and their parents, Yankl Vinitsky spoke on behalf of the city council of Vilnius: “It is a big celebration [der grester yontev] that today in Vilnius, after devastating slaughters, there exists some Jewish public life. The Jewish school reminds us, both children and parents, never to forget to hold the murderers accountable.”

With ovations from the audience, poet and captain A[ron] Kushnirov [who came from Moscow] then said: “Our trees were cut by the wildest storm, but the roots remained. And you, dear Jewish children, will grow into trees again.…” The children sang a few more songs, and some read poems. The meeting inspired all of us to support the Jewish school with all our strength.91



The orphanage and school suffered from a lack of resources. The place needed food for the children, textbooks, clothes, and furniture for the dormitories and classrooms. Rebelsky managed to requisition old furniture from area hospitals and used his connections to acquire lumber. As in Chernivtsi (although he probably did not know about the initiative), Rebelsky organized reciprocal agreements between orphanages and hospitals. Children performed for wounded soldiers, and soldiers found treats for the children from their allowances: chocolate, candy, and fruit. Jewish residents of Vilnius, many of them survivors who had lost their own children, came to volunteer and also brought notebooks, papers, pencils, and paint for the orphans.

Yiddish writers and journalists poured their hearts into supporting the school. In a story submitted to the Moscow-based Yiddish newspaper Eynikayt in 1947, the journalist Hirsh Osherovich proudly stated that the school became “one of the best in Lithuania.”92 He reported that 39 children graduated from the school in 1947, and 120 continued their education in higher grades. According to Osherovich, 35 pupils were enrolled in first grade, and most of them finished the year in the fourth and fifth grades. By the end of the academic year, most children could read short stories in Yiddish. Osherovich raised a concern about the lack of good textbooks, although the lack seemed to have been compensated by extracurricular activities: evenings of Jewish culture, a choir that performed in Yiddish, and elaborate theatrical trials that children staged with the help of their teachers. (Sholem Aleichem’s character from the story “The Little Knife” was put on trial, with children from the orphanage arguing that stealing the knife was justified and children with families arguing that it was not.)93

In the winter of 1945, a new home for Jewish orphans and a Jewish school were opened in Kaunas, Lithuania. The Kaunas native Elena Hatzkeles (1882–1973) became the school’s principal. She had survived the war in the Stalingrad region after being evacuated from Moscow. Before the war, she had been an accomplished teacher and in Kaunas had also worked in Jewish schools, trained teachers, and volunteered at the Jewish girls’ orphanage. Yiddish-language education especially interested her. In 1948 in Moscow, with her colleague the writer Meir Elin (1910–2000), she published a Yiddish elementary textbook called Der nayer alef-beys (The new ABC).

The education methods used in Kaunas were similar to those used in Vilnius. Teachers encouraged students to get involved in music and theater and periodically organized concerts and performances for the larger community. In a note published in Eynikayt, Meir Elin described the children’s performances of works by such Soviet poets as Samuil Marshak and of songs such as those by Vasily Lebedev-Kumach as examples of children celebrating Soviet victories and friendship between people. He also praised the teachers for encouraging traumatized children to develop their talents.94

At the end of 1946, thirty-four children graduated from the elementary school. Some of them were fifteen years old, others fourteen, and still others as young as ten. The older children were eager to catch up with what they had missed during the war. In Elin’s report, he expressed hope that the graduates would be able to seize the opportunities that the Soviet regime was offering them:


The children who are graduating from the Kaunas elementary Jewish school represent the Jewish wartime experience in the Soviet Union. Ida Hadoshkes, Yulia Ganelin, Hirsh Glik, Arn Vanbrum, and Zlata Shnayder are among the lucky ones. In the depths of the faraway Soviet Union, they were able to wait out the storm. Ester Vershvavski was evacuated with others from a summer pioneer camp. She returned to live in the home specifically created for Jewish children who lost their parents during the war. But her parents survived, by a miracle, and came to pick her up once they had been liberated from a German concentration camp. They found their daughter alive because the Soviet regime saved her.

Here are Rive Yoels, Boris Stolier, Slava Baranov, and Mina Levintovitch. They can tell you about the horrors of the ghetto in Kaunas, about the horrors and crematoria of Stutthof [concentration camp], where they were saved by fate. They can also tell you about the death camps in Lyubich and Gutau, and the liberation of them in the end by the Red Army. Rose Karmelik will tell you how she, along with all other women in Derbik camp, was taken to be shot, and how she pretended to be dead with the others, lay there in the cold for two days, and waited to see the tanks of the Red Army.95



Elin then argued that being in the Jewish school made it possible for children to move on from the horrors. They could proceed to learn and worry only about taking exams, passing those exams with flying colors, and afterward enjoying their summers in anticipation of learning more.

In 1945, when Polish citizens could return to Poland, Wildshtein was eligible to leave the Soviet Union. Many residents of the Jewish orphanage were in a similar position. By the end of 1947, many of the orphans from the Kaunas and Vilnius orphanages were moved to displaced persons (DP) camps and eventually ended up in Israel. Rebelsky, however, persuaded Wildshtein “not to abandon the remaining children.” She resolved to stay, but at the end of 1945, she was arrested on accusations of involvement in Zionist activity and deported to the remote, coastal Russian town of Magadan. Soon after her release in 1956, she emigrated to Israel.96 In her book From Hell to Hell, she told of her life both in the ghetto and in the Soviet Gulag. In contrast, she recalled her time at the Jewish school as one of the few joyful periods of her life.97

Jewish schools continued to operate in Vilnius until 1949, and the one in Kaunas continued until 1950, when all other Jewish institutions across the Soviet Union were shut down. Many teachers, such as Zlata Kaczerginski (Burgin), were able to leave the Soviet Union and settle in Israel.

Iosif Rebelsky was arrested on May 10, 1948. He was accused of supporting Jewish nationalists and of helping Jewish survivors. It seems that his crime was that he tried to help some of these young survivors to avoid the draft as soon as they had been liberated in 1944. One such survivor, Anatol Krakowski, who survived the war in the Vilna Ghetto, recalled, “After two hours of conversation, Rebelsky invited me to return the next day to continue our discussions. The next day the professor started out by inquiring about my health. It seemed to me that the wanted to assure himself that I was able to serve in Medical Corps. It turned out I was completely wrong. Without explicitly saying anything concrete, he led me to understand that I could disengage myself, for health reasons, from the compulsory employment at the NKVD.”98

According to Krakowski, Rebelsky asked him to refer to him other Jewish survivors and former partisans so that he could help them to avoid the service in the army as well. It does not come, therefore, as a huge surprise that Rebelsky was arrested long before the Doctors’ Plot. After his arrest, Rebelsky’s family was told that he was deported to Kazakhstan for ten years, but in 1952, they discovered that he had died in 1949. In 1956, the family also received a spravka (notification) that “Rebelsky committed no crime.”

The story of Jewish schools and orphanages in Lithuania stands as an important example of how Jewish communal life developed in the early postwar years. Because of Tsviya Wildshtein’s pedagogical background and her experience as a ghetto prisoner, she had had a clear vision of what needed to be done for orphans and young survivors. She had been helpless, however, when dealing with the Soviet authorities. She had lacked connections and an understanding of the system. She had not known how to plead her case. Rebelsky, on the other hand, had been a lieutenant colonel in the Red Army, a person with significant authority in Soviet society. He had known exactly whom to ask for permission to build the school, how to access a workforce, and how to navigate the Soviet bureaucratic system. Their combined skills had been vital to the success of the initiative, and both Rebelsky and Wildshtein had made compromises. Initially, Wildshtein had distrusted the intentions of a man in a Soviet military uniform, whereas Rebelsky had had to rely on someone without a Soviet background to run a Soviet-endorsed school. Both, however, had been equally committed to the success of the project. Both had wanted Jewish children off the street, rehabilitated from their traumas, and thriving in the postwar period. Both had been willing to work together to make the project happen.

The collaboration between Rebelsky and Wildshtein and other non-Soviet born and socialized Jewish activists is a glimpse into what the ongoing inclusion of the annexed territories in the Soviet Union meant for the history of Soviet Jews. Although most of the Jewish population of the annexed eastern Poland and Baltic states had been murdered during the war, survivors and returning evacuees were quickly becoming leaders in grassroots efforts of building Jewish communal institutions. These institutions tended to focus on projects that resonated with the desires of both groups: to commemorate the dead, to help Jewish children to survive, to encourage people to enjoy life through building Jewish theater networks, and more. Of course, some things, like reestablishing Jewish political parties, especially Zionist, were out of the question, despite a shared interest. But it is astonishing how quickly “western” Jews figured out what was possible for their communal life in a severely restricted Soviet society and how quickly “Soviet” Jews reversed their understanding that Jewish communal life was not necessary for their well-being. The (short-lived) schools were one example of products of their collaboration. Another institution of this kind was Jewish museums.




Museums

Most Soviet Jewish museums had either been shut down in the 1930s or been looted during the German occupation between 1941 and 1944. They included the Historical-Ethnographic Jewish Museum in Leningrad, the Museum of Jewish Health also in Leningrad, the Kyiv-based Jewish Ethnographic Museum, the Mendele Moykher Sforim All-Ukrainian Museum of Jewish Culture in Odessa, and the Samarkand-based Museum of Bukharan Jewish Culture. The Jewish sections of the Ukrainian and Belarus state museums met similar fates.99 In places where a majority of Jews lived after the war, there were no museums fully devoted to their experience. Museumgoers in Moscow, Leningrad, Kyiv, Minsk, Tashkent, Almaty, Vitebsk, and Odessa could only see Jews featured in the odd exhibit of a smaller museum collection.

As soon as the war ended, however, intellectuals who saw the importance of creating Jewish museums and knew how to work the system helped create two Jewish museums, in Vilnius and Birobidzhan, and maintain the one that began operating before the war, in Tbilisi (Georgia). Like the Jewish schools, the museums operated only for a short period of time, but their creation testifies to a tremendous interest in building Jewish postwar communal institutions. Museum founders shared an ambition to provide places of historical memory to local Jewish communities and to educate a wider public about the Jewish experience. In Vilnius, an emphasis was made on Jewish life and resistance during World War II. In Tbilisi, the goal was to highlight the experience of Georgian Jews. In Birobidzhan, museum workers tried to balance telling the history of Jewish colonization in that Soviet far eastern region with the story of the land itself. In all three cases, histories of these museums are histories of people, who tried their best, until it became impossible, to build Jewish institutions in the postwar Soviet Union.

In Vilnius, the same group of survivors who initiated schools was also interested in creating a new museum, an institution that would commemorate the moments of death and resistance of European Jews in Lithuania, especially in the Vilna Ghetto. It would also become, they believed, a Jewish community center. The poets Shmerke Kaczerginski and Avrom Sutzkever both survived the Vilna Ghetto in Vilnius, where they took part in the ghetto’s “Paper Brigade,” a group that rescued Jewish books and artifacts from destruction by the German invasion. After the war, creating a museum where they would be displayed seemed like an important idea. Just like with schools, Vilna-born activists needed to find partners in the Soviet establishment to make it happen. At first, they thought that Avrom Sutzkever, a survivor of the Vilna Ghetto, a partisan (a member of the armed resistance), a figure of the Soviet literary elite, and a member of the Soviet Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee, would be the perfect person to launch the initiatives. Survivors and Vilna-born Jews saw him as one of their own, and Soviets trusted his well-publicized achievements.100

Sutzkever took charge of dealing with the authorities, but despite his Moscow connections, he faced significant obstacles: finding a suitable space in a synagogue or a former Talmud Torah was off-limits, so that building the museum was not seen as an act of reviving of religious life. They could even get a permission to use the former Judenrat building.101 As for obtaining government permission to create a budget, Juozas Banaitis (1908–1967), the new head of the Lithuanian upravlenie of culture (arts affairs committee), came up with a creative solution. The museum would be called the Commission for the Collection and Preservation of Documents of Jewish Culture, and no official budget would be required.

On August 26, 1944, the eleven-member commission was established with Sutzkever as chairman.102 The goal was to preserve Jewish prewar artifacts and collect documents from the ghettos and materials on the crimes committed by the Germans.103 By mid-1945, the Jewish Museum was officially registered with three paid employees. Kaczerginski became the first director. The building was finally secured at 6 Strashun Street, home of the former ghetto library.

Both nationally and locally, intellectuals, writers, journalists, and general community members got involved in supporting the initiative. Ehrenburg sent materials related to the tragedies of Jews in Lithuania. The head of the local wood-making factory donated desks and chairs. People brought paper, ink, and lamps. Someone donated folders. Above all, people tried to find and contribute documents and other objects from the ghetto. Here is how Masha Rolnikayte (1927–2016), another survivor of the Vilna Ghetto, remembers the process:


During the first days of liberation, books and documents were lying around in the courtyards of buildings abandoned by the Germans. Stores used pages from prayerbooks to make makeshift bags for grains and salt. At the post office, they used the pages to glue telegrams. All day, museum workers and their helpers walked into the courtyards to look for anything they could rescue. They would then carry them to Kachergisky and Sutzkever’s apartment.…

Members of the commission worked without salary, and people who had returned from evacuation, such as writer Beilis-Legis, joined the initiative as volunteers. They obtained handheld carts and transported five full loads of documents. They were too late to save thirty loads of books, manuscripts, and archival documents, all sent to the paper-processing plant.104



A historical committee was founded, with members Shmerke Kaczerginski, Shmuel Amarant (formerly head of the teachers’ seminary in Vilna), and Abba Kovner, with Avraham Sutzkever as chairman. Their first task was to begin gathering the material hidden in and around the ghetto, and they also composed a questionnaire to create an orderly record of survivors’ testimonies. According to Kovner, it was the very first questionnaire composed immediately after the liberation. Most documents and books, however, had not been hidden by the Paper Brigade, and even of those that were concealed, very few survived. During the ghetto period, only a small fraction of the enormous amount of material in Vilna had been hidden, and of that fraction, only a small portion endured; much of it had been destroyed when people burned papers to heat their homes during the winter. Volunteers joined the effort: They hauled sacks filled with Bibles and periodicals to the ghetto’s former jail—the only building that remained untouched—and deposited the salvaged material there.105

Until the end of September, Kovner and Amarant worked hard at sorting and classifying the material. Still, because of numerous obstacles—no sufficient budget, no clear hope for the future—they decided to leave the Soviet Union. Just like Wildshtein, they were eligible because they had been Polish citizens before the war. They wanted, however, the most important documents to come with them. In 1946, Sutzkever and Kaczerginski became smugglers again, and this time, they managed to ship documents out of the Soviet Union: They sent the diaries of Theodor Herzl, Herman Kruk, and Zelik Kalmanovitch and the letters of famous authors to YIVO headquarters in New York.

All members of the historical committee decided to leave Vilnius eventually. Shmuel Amarant left first. Abba Kovner left in July 1946. Avrom Sutzkever, the most Soviet of the group and the closest to the Soviet establishment, remained connected to the country up until the very end. In February 1946, he went to testify at the Nuremberg trials on behalf of the Soviet Union, but in July 1946, he too left.106 In 1947, the temporary museum was closed, and it was fully shut down by the KGB in 1949.107

Had Sutzkever, Kovner, Amarant, and others not left Vilnius when they did, they would have probably ended up in the Gulag like Wildshtein or, worse, executed like Rebelsky. Instead, they went on to do big things: to build institutions of cultural significance in Israel and to contribute to the survival and thriving of the post-Holocaust Jewish community. Their work in creation of the museum is a glimpse into what could have been: what would have happened with Soviet Jewish culture had it not been suppressed in the late 1940s. In the first few years of the group’s existence in 1944–1947, it pursued an ambitious research agenda, recruited volunteers, and established public programming that was remarkable, especially given the growing hostility toward Jews in Soviet society. Together, the participants built a genuinely relevant institute of Jewish culture, one that Kaczerginski believed would eventually become a scientific center central to the survival of Jews in Lithuania.108 His prophecy turned out to be somewhat true many decades after his departure from the Soviet Union. After Lithuania became independent from the Soviet Union in 1990, the Jewish Museum, with a large section devoted to Holocaust and Holocaust memory, was built a year later, in 1991.109

The story of the Jewish Museum in Tbilisi is quite different from the one in Vilnius because the Historical-Ethnographic Museum of Jews of Georgia was established before the war, in 1932, and continued to operate during the war, although on a smaller scale. After the war, it did not have to be built from scratch because Tbilisi was not occupied by the German Army and its Jewish population was not deported or ghettoized as in Vilnius. The biggest challenge that the museum experienced was the resistance of the Soviet bureaucracy but not physical annihilation of its community.

The Historical-Ethnographic Museum of Jews of Georgia was founded in 1932. In 1940, authorities moved it into a former synagogue. The museum housed a library and an archival depository and specialized in areas of ethnography, history, folklore, and literary manuscripts. Before the war, it put on several successful exhibits, including one called Old and New Life of Georgian Jews and another on rare tombstones. The museum also hosted Solomon Mikhoels and Veniamin Zuskin when the Moscow State Jewish Theater visited Tbilisi. In 1942, it staged an exhibit by the Georgian Jewish artist Shalom Koboshvili and one called The Barbarism of Fascism and the Heroism of the Homeland. By 1945, the museum held more than seventeen thousand objects, including manuscripts, books, historical documents, and photographs.110 In 1945, the museum hosted an exhibition on “fascist barbarity and the defense of the homeland,” in which prominence was given to the part played by Jews in the armed struggle against Hitler.111 Arguably, it was the first exhibit in the Soviet Union that focused on Jews’ role in the Red Army and in the partizan movement.

The museum’s permanent exhibit told the history of the Jews in Georgia, dating from the first Jewish community twenty-six hundred years ago to the second and third centuries CE. Another section was devoted to medieval times, displaying unique materials from the tenth to fifteenth centuries. A further section covered Jewish contributions to the economy of Georgia, and another one detailed the role of Jews in the Russian revolutionary movement. Internationalism and collaboration with other national groups against tsarist oppression was displayed as playing a key role. The ethnographic section focused on Jewish life after the Revolution and prewar Jewish customs. The permanent exhibit also included a literary section with such titles as “Classics of Georgian Literature About Jews” and “The Life and Creativity of the Classics of Yiddish Literature of Sholem Aleichem,” marking the thirtieth anniversary of Sholem Aleichem’s death. The visual section featured the work of Koboshvili.

The museum’s archive contained materials requested from, and granted by, archives in Kutaisi, Leningrad, Moscow, Armenia, and the central archives of Tbilisi. The museum’s library held more than seven thousand books. In addition to mounting exhibits, the museum published three edited anthologies and one monograph devoted to the Soviet ethnography of Georgian Jews. In 1945, the historian and ethnographer Aron Krikheli (1906–1974) published a long article about European Jews visiting the Caucasus in the nineteenth century and another one about the history of Georgian Jews during the thirteenth to nineteenth centuries. In the first article, one of his major conclusions was that the subject is severely understudied, in the second article, he argued that for a number of reasons, Jews were treated much better in Georgia compared to any other part of the Russian Empire.112 The three volumes on the investigations undertaken by the museum show that its team of investigators was the only one in the world whose principal area of research was the study of Georgian Jewry. Their publications are, even today, one of the most important sources of reference for anyone wishing to study and understand the history of the community.113

Krikheli was one of the individuals who was key to the museum’s success. He was born into a rabbinical family in Tshinvali, Georgia, and educated in Tbilisi, where he eventually obtained a kandidat degree in economics. During his student years, he became interested in the history of the Jews in Georgia and ran several archeological digs. A prewar exhibit of tombstones was one result of his efforts. Neither Krikheli nor his colleagues addressed the present-day situation of Georgian Jews. The stakes were probably too high in case of a mistake. Avoiding dealing with this issue allowed the museum to exist a little longer.

During the early postwar years, the museum was the only Jewish community organization in Tbilisi, aside from synagogues. It became a hive of activity. It hosted cultural events, ran a folklore-collecting initiative, and supported the development of new Jewish culture, inspiring visitors to think of Jewish culture as relevant, important, and worthy of study and preservation.114 It also connected Tbilisi Jews with those in Russia and Ukraine. Krikheli maintained close connections with Moscow-based Yiddish actors and writers and members of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee. He stayed in touch with committee chairman Solomon Mikhoels throughout the war. In 1946, Mikhoels sent Krikheli a draft of The Black Book: The Nazi Crime Against the Jewish People, asking for feedback.115 The Yiddish writer Leyb Kvitko visited the museum in 1947, and Krikheli organized a meeting with members of the Jewish-Georgian intelligentsia. Kvitko felt inspired by his visit, especially by the fact that the museum displayed objects dating back hundreds of years. He expressed his awe and amazement of Jewish-Georgian culture.116

A few months after Kvitko’s visit, Krikheli received news of Mikhoels’s death. The museum displayed Mikhoels’s portrait in a front window. Shortly afterward, in 1949, Krikheli was arrested and accused of Jewish nationalism. He spent five years in the Gulag. The museum continued to operate until 1951, when it was closed as part of the general campaign against Jewish public culture.117 When it reopened in 2004, it displayed the story of those who had been active in keeping Jewish culture alive in Georgia despite numerous official obstacles.

There were many differences between the Jewish museums of Vilnius and Tbilisi. The former focused on documenting, celebrating, and studying the Jewish community of the Vilna Ghetto, including stories of people murdered in the Holocaust. The latter was a state-supported institution, its agenda and curatorial choices strictly controlled or even directed centrally. The Vilnius museum thrived on volunteer contributions and focused on donations of everyday objects and precious letters, whereas the Tbilisi museum displayed centuries-old precious artifacts, works of art, and historic tombstones. The Tbilisi center was not on the radar of the founders in Vilnius. In moments of desperation, when no building permits were granted, they cited precedents of cultural institutions operating in Moscow and Kyiv, never mentioning the museum in Tbilisi. Differences aside, both museums responded to the strong interest in their respective communities to maintain Jewish culture. That common mission was what made them thrive in 1945 and what led to their demise in 1949–1950.


[image: Black and white photograph showing men posing indoors in two rows. The men wear formal clothing; a framed painting and draped curtains are visible in the background.]
Members of the Soviet Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee pose for a photo with Ben Zion Goldberg, an American journalist and a public figure. Seated in the front row, from left to right: Itsik Fefer, Iosif Iuzefovich, Peretz Markish, Ben Zion Goldberg, Solomon Mikhoels, Lev Strongin, Aron Kushnirov, and Samuil Galkin. Standing behind them, from left to right: Leyb Kvitko and David Bergelson. Most of those who are pictured did not live past 1953—many were arrested and executed following accusations of espionage related to their meeting with Goldberg. (Blavatnik Archive Foundation, BAF)


[image: Black and white photograph of a woman on stage. She stands at center, smiling with one arm raised, wearing a patterned dress and headscarf. To her right, a man in a cap and vest appears to be mid-motion, possibly dancing or gesturing. To her left, another woman in a headscarf and apron stands with her hands clasped. In the background, additional figures are partially visible, and simple stage props suggest a domestic or village setting.]
The actress Rosa Kurtz onstage in the Yiddish play Freylekhs (Joys). The writing on the top says “Mazl Tov, Mazl Tov” (Good luck! Congratulations!). Date is unknown. (Blavatnik Archive Foundation, BAF)


[image: Black and white portrait photograph a man shown from the chest up, wearing a Soviet Red Army military uniform with visible collar insignia. He looks slightly to the side with a neutral expression.]
Ian Derbaremdiker, 1944. In 1942, Derbaremdiker was drafted into the army and sent to an infantry school. He took part in battles on the Kalinin, 1st Baltic, Western, and 2nd Belarusian Fronts with a rifle brigade and an anti-aircraft division. He received the medals “For Battle Merit,” “For the Liberation of Warsaw,” and “For the Capture of Königsberg.” He was discharged in November 1945. He completed a degree at an institute of higher education and lived and worked in Kyiv. In 1992, he emigrated to the United States. (Blavatnik Archive Foundation, BAF)


[image: Black and white photograph of a man and a woman standing on grassy ground near a body of water, with a rural landscape of sloping fields and wooden houses in the background. Both have solemn expressions. A woman wears a dark dress with buttons and a patterned shawl; a man wears a light-colored short-sleeve shirt and trousers.]
Matvey Sverdlov and his sister at a mass grave site after the war. Here, the Jews of Sharkowshchyna, in the Vitebsk region of Belarus, were executed by the Nazis during the war. The Sverdlovs’ parents, two brothers, and a sister died in the Sharkowshchyna Ghetto. (Blavatnik Archive Foundation, BAF)


[image: Black and white photo of a group of men. All wear suits or jackets.]
From left to right: the Yiddish writers Avrom Sutzkever (standing), Peretz Markish, Shmuel Halkin, and Itsik Fefer, in 1946. On the back, there is a handwritten dedication to Fira Markish, the wife of Peretz Markish. (Blavatnik Archive Foundation, BAF)


[image: Black and white image shows two views: a front-facing portrait and a right-side profile of a man. He wears a dark jacket and shirt, and his expression is serious.]
Mug shot photograph of Peretz Markish taken in 1952. (Blavatnik Archive Foundation, BAF)


[image: Black and white photograph showing men, dressed in formal suits and military uniforms, are posed in rows indoors. A large curtain and decorative interior details are visible in the background.]
Solomon Mikhoels, Mikhail Kalinin, and a group of Stalin Prize winners, Moscow 1946. Kalinin stands at the center, with Mikhoels among the group. (Blavatnik Archive Foundation, BAF)


[image: Black and white image shows a vast cityscape reduced to rubble, with rows of ruined buildings, collapsed structures, and streets barely visible through thick smoke rising from multiple sites. The scene conveys widespread devastation across the capital.]
Aerial photograph of Kyiv, Ukraine, heavily damaged during World War II bombings between 1941 and 1945. (Universal History Archive / Universal Images Group via Getty Images)


[image: Black and white photograph showing a male doctor reuniting with former patients in his apartment. A man sits slightly apart from the group, gazing directly at the camera with a composed expression. Around a table with snacks, several women-dressed in modest postwar clothing-sit and stand closely together, their faces turned toward the man with evident respect and adoration. The room has light-colored walls, and a framed portrait hangs behind them.]
Dr. Abram Petrovich Belous reuniting with former patients in his apartment in Odessa, 1949. (Blavatnik Archive Foundation BAF)


[image: Black and white photograph of. A group of men in white coats are seated around a desk in a medical office. One man is wearing a dark suit and a white coat. A phone is on the desk. A hang up coat and a hat are visible in the background.]
Members of the medical committee of Clinic No. 3 in Odesa, 1947. Dr. Abram Petrovich Belous is on the far right. (Blavatnik Archive Foundation, BAF)


[image: Black and white photograph of a man in military uniform standing beside a younger woman. He wears a military uniform full with military decorations. They stand close together outdoors in front of a building.]
A Soviet Jewish military doctor, a major in the medical corps, stands beside his daughter Evgenia during a surprise visit, in Gödöllő, Hungary, 1945. (Blavatnik Archive Foundation, BAF)


[image: Sepia-toned photograph of a young man. He is seated at a desk, facing the camera, and manipulating a compass over mechanical parts. He wears a suit jacket, shirt, and tie. Papers and a camera are visible on the desk, and a plain wall forms the background. He looks excited and enthusiastic about his work.]
Abram Peisahovich, a Jewish student at the Moscow Aviation Institute, circa 1946. (Blavatnik Archive Foundation, BAF)


[image: Black and white portrait photograph of a man. He is shown from the waist up, seated and facing the camera, wearing a dark suit and tie. His expression is serious.]
Miron (Meir) Semenovich Vovsi (1897–1960), a physician, professor of medicine, and chief physician of the Red Army in the 1950s, shown here in Moscow in 1950. He was also a cousin of Solomon Mikhoels. In 1952, while serving as a consultant at the Kremlin Hospital, Vovsi was accused of espionage and treason as part of the Doctors’ Plot. A Hebrew inscription on the reverse side of the photograph reads, “Prof. Meir Vovsi.” (Blavatnik Archive Foundation, BAF)


[image: Black and white portrait of a man shown from the chest up, wearing a white doctor's coat over a dark shirt, seated at a desk. A microscope is positioned in front of him, and he holds a lit cigarette with his mouth. He looks focused on writing with a calm, composed expression. The background is softly blurred.]
Dr. Iosif Rebelsky at work, date unknown. (Sergei Kuznetsov, personal archive)


[image: Black and white portrait of a man shown from the chest up, wearing a white medical coat and a surgical cap. He faces the camera directly with a serious expression. The background is plain, and the photo shows signs of age and wear.]
Dr. Iosif Rebelsky, 1943. (Sergei Kuznetsov, personal archive)



[image: Black and white photograph of a young woman wearing a Soviet Army uniform with a Lieutenant's insignia. She looks directly at the camera with a composed expression.]
Rosa Linger, taken in Riga, Latvia, in 1947. Linger was a military translator and cryptographer during the war. (Courtesy of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum / the Centropa collection)


[image: Black and white family photograph showing the group of three men wearing Soviet Red Army military uniform, an older woman and a man in formal civilian clothes are sitting down.]
The Derbaremdiker family, Kyiv, 1945. Mark Derbaremdiker is standing in the middle of the second row, and Ian Derbaremdiker is standing on the right side of the photograph. (Courtesy of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum / the Centropa collection)


[image: Black and white studio photograph showing young women is posed closely together outdoors, some standing, others seated, all wearing postwar civilian clothing. Their expressions range from solemn to neutral.]
Frida Muchnik with a group of female friends, all survivors of the Bershad Ghetto, in Bershad, Ukraine, 1946. (Courtesy of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum / the Centropa collection)


[image: Black and white photograph taken in showing a group of people gathered outdoors in festive mood. The group includes men, women, and children, many smiling or looking toward the camera. Some children wear military uniforms, others civilian clothing. A woman standing in front is smiling and holding flowers. Trees and buildings are visible in the background.]
Celebration of Victory Day, Slutsk, Belarus, 1945. (Courtesy of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum / the Centropa collection)


[image: Black and white photograph showing two young women standing side by side, wearing dark school uniforms with white collars and aprons. Both look directly at the camera with neutral expressions.]
Irina and Maria Voloch, two Jewish schoolchildren, Leningrad, 1950. (Courtesy of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum / the Centropa collection)


[image: Black and white group photograph of middle-aged women wearing medical coats and two other people. All four people are sitting on a bench outside, probably taking a break. The background includes a short fence, a dirt road and a wall of a nearby building.]
The surgeon Rakhil Shabad (first on the right) with her medical colleagues, including the ophthalmologist Frida Yoffe, in Moscow, 1948. Both Shabad and Yoffe served as military doctors during the war. (Courtesy of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum / the Centropa collection)


[image: Black and white photograph showing a young man looking intensely on a project being created by a student, who is focused on a scale model or architectural drawing. Other young people are also working at tables around him. The room is filled with drafting tools, papers, and architectural models.]
Naum Tseitlin, an engineer-turned-teacher working in an architecture workshop at the Moscow Municipal House of Pioneers, in Moscow, 1948. (Courtesy of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum / the Centropa collection)


[image: Black and white photograph featuring men and women of different ages dressed in urban outdoor clothing, faces the camera directly. The park is filled with trees, grass, and benches, with city buildings visible through the foliage in the background.]
Three generations of Engelina Goldentracht’s family gathered in a city park, in Kyiv, 1953. Standing are Michael Goldentracht, still in military uniform, and his wife, Engelina, both doctors. Seated in the center on a bench in the foreground is Engelina’s mother, Lubov Stravets. On either side of her are Engelina’s brother, Jacob Voosiker, and his wife, Nina. Nina holds the couple’s young daughter, Natasha, while the Goldentrachts’ daughter, Alla, stands beside Jacob. (Courtesy of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum / the Centropa collection)


[image: Black and white photograph depicting several adults dressed in festive clothing, are seated closely together around a table set with food and drinks. The décor includes photos of children posted to the wall, hand-sewn curtains dividing a room into sections, and a mirror.]
Sarra Shpitalnik (second from left); her husband, Moisey Shpitalnik; and her father, Shlomo Molchanskiy, celebrating New Year’s Eve with family, in Chișinău, Moldova, 1952. The gathering took place in the home of Sarra’s aunt, Sonia Gerstein. Sarra’s father, standing, is conducting an off-camera improvised choir. This is probably a room in a communal apartment. (Courtesy of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum / the Centropa collection)


[image: Black and white photograph featuring six young women stand in a row outside a building, arm in arm or with hands clasped. They wear simple dresses and work coats, and most smile or look toward the camera. The sun casts strong shadows across the wall behind them.}]
Lyudmila Pavlovskaya with fellow students at the Ivanovka Chemical Engineering Institute, in Ivanovo, Russia, 1951; at least two of them are Jewish. Originally from Kyiv, Pavlovskaya and Manya Fridman, another Jewish woman in the photograph, both went to study in Ivanovo because they were not admitted into Kyiv-based institutes due to the discrimination against Jews during the admission process. (Courtesy of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum / the Centropa collection)


[image: Black and white family studio portrait taken in, showing two men wearing military uniforms with wartime decorations, an older man and an older woman. All look into camera with half-smiles on their faces.]
Luba Dohlzhankaya (center); her husband, Aron Dohlzhansky; and their sons, Ziama (left) and Misha (Moisia, Mihail; right), in Gorlovka, Ukraine, 1946. Luba was a housewife; Aron was an engineer. Both sons and their father served at the front during the war. Aron was called up at the war’s outset from Gorlovka. Ziama, born in 1923, was drafted from evacuation in Fergana in 1941 and later became a career military officer, serving through the end of the war and beyond. Misha, born in 1925, was drafted in 1943 at just seventeen years old. This photograph captures the family reunited after the war. (Courtesy of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum/the Centropa collection)


[image: Black and white photograph of two men on the left and one on the right, all arms in arms standing outdoors on a tree-lined street. All are dressed in heavy winter coats and hats, and they smile slightly as they face the camera.]
Zlata Tkach; her husband, Yefim Tkach (second from the left); and his friends on the way to the movie theater, in Chișinău, Moldova, 1948. (Courtesy of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum / the Centropa collection)


[image: Black and white photograph of boys dressed in jackets, trousers, and caps, are standing close together outdoors in a casual pose. Most are smiling or laughing. Wooden buildings and a dirt courtyard are visible in the background.]
Naum Bitman (second row, second from the right) and his school friends, many of them Jewish, in Kyiv, Ukraine, 1950. (Courtesy of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum / the Centropa collection)


[image: Sepia-toned photograph of a boy playing accordion. He wears a white shirt and has a close-cropped haircut. The background shows the interior of a home or classroom, with indistinct furniture behind him.]
Abram Kopelovich, a student in an elite school in 1949, in Vitebsk, Belarus. He was told by his teachers that his future might be limited because he was Jewish. (Courtesy of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum / the Centropa collection)


[image: Black and white photograph featuring a large group of people, including men and women of various ages, are gathered in a warmly lit, wallpapered room. One woman wearing a patterned dress, sits near the center beside a man in a dark suit. Guests are seated and standing around them, some smiling, others in motion. A framed portrait hangs on the patterned wall above the group, and lace curtains are pulled aside from a window. The mood is festive and intimate, capturing a moment from a family wedding.]
Wedding of Boris Iofik, Leningrad, 1947. (Courtesy of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum / the Centropa collection)


[image: Black and white photograph showing three adults seated at a table. On the left a woman smiles with her arm around a man who sits in the center wearing suspenders and holding up a glass in a toast. A third man sits on the right, holding a glass. The table is covered with paper used as a tablecloth and is cluttered with plates, bread, a carafe, and a paper package of salt.]
A birthday celebration of Buzia Aloets in Kyiv, 1949. Aloets (left) and Dmitriy Chepur (center) probably lived in a communal apartment. (Courtesy of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum/the Centropa collection)


[image: Black and white photograph showing women stand on a porch, dressed in typical kolkhoz workwear: skirts, shirts, and kerchiefs. One woman appears tall and slim, with dark hair and a bright expression.]
Ida Brover (far left) with her colleagues, milk receptionists at a kolkhoz store, in Ivanovka, in the Odessa region of Ukraine, 1950. (Courtesy of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum / the Centropa collection)


[image: Black and white photograph includes seven women and one man, all dressed in formal attire and holding bouquets of flowers. They stand in front of a large portrait of Joseph Stalin, which dominates the background. The mood is formal and celebratory.]
Mera Shulman and fellow graduates of the Agricultural Academy on their graduation day, in Riga, Latvia, 1951. (Courtesy of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum / the Centropa collection)


[image: Black and white photograph featuring young men dressed in suits and coats, standing outdoors on a paved path near a building. They look directly at the camera with neutral expressions.]
Leonid Rozenfeld (left), a Jewish war veteran, with a friend, in Kyiv, Ukraine, 1946. This is his first postwar photograph after his return to Kyiv after the war. (Courtesy of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum / the Centropa collection)


[image: Black and white photograph featuring two women wear mid-length skirts and stand close together, smiling at the camera. In the background, a sign reads: “Kiev Technological Institute of Silicates.”]
Two first-year students at the Institute of Silicates, in Kyiv, Ukraine, 1953. On the right is Zina Minevich, who had graduated high school with a gold medal but was denied admission to her preferred institute—probably due to antisemitic restrictions—and instead was accepted at the Institute of Silicates, where there was a shortage of students. (Courtesy of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum / the Centropa collection)



[image: Black and white photograph taken in showing adults and teenagers posing outdoors. The teacher stands surrounded by students dressed in modest postwar clothing, arranged in rows. Most look directly at the camera. A building and trees are visible in the background.]
Students and teachers in a village school posing after graduation exams, in the Skvira district of the Kyiv region, Ukraine, 1950. (Courtesy of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum / the Centropa collection)


[image: Color poster with the text is in Russian and Ukrainian, with some Yiddish, featuring bold red and black lettering. The title of the play dominates the center in large red letters. Listed also are cast members. A large note at the bottom lists performance times and ticket details.]
Poster announcing the 1947 production of the play Hershele Ostropoler by the State Jewish Theater of Ukraine, named after Sholem Aleichem, in Chernivtsi, Ukraine. Cast members are A. P. Nuger, A. G. Melamed, and others, as well as the creative team: director A. I. Rubinshtein, artist L. Z. Faylenbogen, and composer Leonid Shkolnikov. (Museum of Jewish History in Russia)


[image: The poster features a green and blue design with bold white and black lettering. The right side of the poster includes five small illustrations depicting scenes from the plays.]
Poster advertising the 1945 touring repertoire of the Kyiv State Yiddish Theater, presented in Ukrainian and Yiddish, with Russian transliterations. Listed productions include I Live by Moyshe Pinchevsky, The Witch by Abraham Goldfaden, The Enchanted Tailor and Tevye the Dairyman by Sholem Aleichem, and Guilty Without Guilt by Aleksandr Ostrovsky. (Museum of Jewish History in Russia)


[image: Black and white printed text featuring the design structured and bordered with decorative graphic elements.]
Cover page of the libretto for the play Ikh Leb (I Live), written in 1945 in Kyiv. The text appears in Russian, Yiddish, and transliteration. The play is described as a “heroic drama in 3 acts” by Moyshe Pinchevsky. It was produced by the Kyiv State Yiddish Theater under the direction of M. I. Goldblat. Listed credits include M. M. Akselrod (artist), S. N. Shteynberg (composer), D. M. Zhabotinsky (director), and M. I. Shekhtman (assistant director). (Archive of the Judaica Center at the National University of Kyiv-Mohyla Academy)


[image: Black and white portrait photograph of a man, wearing a dark suit, white shirt, and patterned tie. He is seen from the shoulders up, looking slightly to the side with a serious expression. The photograph is grainy and shows visible signs of age and wear.]
Moyshe Pinchevsky, date unknown. (Archive of the Judaica Center at the National University of Kyiv-Mohyla Academy)


[image: Sepia-toned group photograph showing a large group of children of varying ages lined up with a few adults, likely caretakers or teachers, standing in the back row. Most children are seated or standing close together, many facing the camera with serious or neutral expressions. The background is plain, and the group is tightly arranged indoors.}]
Jewish children survivors after the liberation, in Kaunas, Lithuania, 1945. (Yad Vashem Archives; photo by G. Kadisch)


[image: Black and white photograph showing a young woman riding a motorcycle on a cobblestone surface. She wears a patterned dress and sandals, and looks directly at the camera while holding the handlebars. Behind her are low brick buildings with tin roofs and leafless trees, suggesting early spring or late fall. The scene is brightly lit with clear shadows.]
Perl Vargaftik, in Poltava, Ukraine, 1952. (Yad Vashem Archives)


[image: Black and white photograph of children, mostly school-aged, wearing white shirts with Pioneer red neckerchiefs and are grouped in several rows. Some hold flowers and one girl in the front row holds a drum. The children's expressions range from solemn to neutral. Architectural columns are visible in the background.]
Jewish orphans with their teachers, in Kaunas, Lithuania, 1945. (Yad Vashem Archives)


[image: Black and white photograph of children. They stand in several rows, with children sitting in front and standing behind. Three adults, including one elderly woman and two younger teachers, are seated at the center of the group. The children wear modest postwar clothing, with many girls in dresses and boys in collared shirts or jackets. Some of the girls wear bows in their hair. A wooden building is visible in the background.]
Jewish children and their teachers, in Kaunas, Lithuania, 1947. (Yad Vashem Archives)


[image: Black and white photograph of a woman working in a laboratory. She is pictured adjusting a piece of technical equipment with large circular coils and control dials. Wearing a dark jacket and with her hair pinned back, she focuses on her task in a room filled with early electrical instruments.]
S. A. Ostrovskaya, a senior scientific researcher at the Institute of Electric Welding of the Academy of Sciences of Ukraine, in Kyiv, Ukraine, 1946. (Yad Vashem Archives)


[image: Black and white photograph showing a man holding a flag with hammer and sickle, and putting it on top of a ruined building.]
Iconic photograph taken in Berlin, Germany, in May 1945, showing Soviet soldiers raising the Red Flag over the ruins of the Reichstag in Berlin at the end of World War II. The large flag, made from tablecloths and bearing the hammer-and-sickle symbol, billows over a devastated cityscape of bombed buildings and smoke-filled streets. Two soldiers stand on the rooftop ledge, overlooking the wreckage below. (Yevgeny Khaldei / Getty Images)


[image: Black and white photograph showing people on the street against the background of smoke pouring from a partially destroyed multi-story building in the background. In the foreground, people sit on salvaged chairs and furniture arranged in the street, while others stand or walk past, some looking toward the flames. The atmosphere is somber and chaotic.]
Residents of Minsk in 1944 gathered near the ruins of their homes, which were set on fire by retreating German forces. (Bettmann / Getty Images)


[image: Black and white photograph featuring a man standing and speaking into a microphone. Other men are sitting down around a large desk. They listen attentively. Framed portraits hang on the dark-paneled walls.]
A special meeting of the Stalin Prize Committee at the Moscow Art Theater, Moscow, 1947. Solomon Mikhoels, a Stalin Prize laureate, stands in the foreground holding a microphone and addressing the room. Seated around a long table are Soviet artists and writers receiving awards for their work completed in 1945. (Sovfoto / Universal Images Group via Getty Images)







6I LIVE (FOR NOW)


The Brief Peak and Long Demise of Yiddish Theaters

Between 1942 and 1943, the Kyivan poet Moyshe Pinchevsky (1894–1955), residing in Kazakhstan at the time, completed a Yiddish-language play about resistance heroes in Nazi-occupied Ukraine. Set in a ghetto, the narrative follows Tsale Shafiro, a sixty-year-old rabbi; his eighteen-year-old daughter, Miriam; and a group of other characters. In a desperate bid to save Tsale from the Gestapo, Miriam sacrifices herself by forming a relationship with a Nazi officer. Meanwhile, a musician and seven other Jews orchestrate a daring escape, successfully outsmarting the Gestapo guards. The play, rich with Talmudic and biblical references, features powerful monologues that resonate deeply with audiences, conveying universal emotions and ideas. At its core, the work delivers a resounding call to resistance. The third act concludes with a stirring speech by Tsale, weaving together elements from both Soviet ideology and traditional Jewish teachings:


I swear! (He shuts his eyes tightly, as though reciting the Shema.) I, a child of the Jewish people, swear not to rest until Hitler and his hangmen, the most bloodthirsty enemies of my people and all peoples, are blotted out from the earth! I swear to take revenge for my brothers and sisters, the tortured, the burned alive, and the buried alive in every destroyed city and village, wherever the enemy’s hand has stricken!

harimoysi yodi! [I have lifted up my hand!]

For every man hung!

nikmas dam! [Blood vengeance!]

For every woman captured!

nikmas dam! [Blood vengeance!]

For every grain of our earth!

For every drop of our sea!

Tsale Shafir swears:

nikmas dam! [Blood vengeance!]

harimoysi yodi! [I have lifted up my hand!] There is no other way!

Either live free; or die fighting!!!1

At the play’s conclusion, Tsale is killed shortly before the Red Army liberates the camp. He dies in the arms of partisans. Moved by the Jews’ sacrifice, the Red Army commander instructs his soldiers to remove his hat and fire a salute in honor of their bravery. The play concludes with a powerful chorus:

LEYVI: nikmas dam [Blood vengeance]!!! (The partisans storm toward the exit. All leave. Only Hershele, Miriam, and Binyomin remain. All three stand at the heads of the dead.)

HERSHELE: (bursts into song on his fiddle):

So Hershele wouldn’t see the Creator

sitting like a mourner

on the banks of the Dnieper

al naharoys bovl [by the rivers of Babylon]2



Comparing the banks of Dnieper and the banks of Babylon ultimately identified Jews as Soviet people and the Soviet Union as a God-given home to Jews. According to the theater actor and director Moisei Loev, the words “Am Yisroel Khai” (the Jewish nation lives on) appeared in bold letters on the curtain. Every performance received lengthy ovations, he recalled, partly inspired by the phrase when the final curtain fell.3

The play did not break all taboos of the Soviet portrayal of the Holocaust in the immediate aftermath of the war. For example, like many, if not most, similar works by Soviet Yiddish authors of the time, it places the action into non-Soviet areas of Europe, in this case, probably Poland (not Ukraine or Belarus).4 But a lot of other things looked different compared to productions of Soviet Yiddish theaters mounted just a year prior, in 1941. Before the German invasion, Soviet Yiddish theater featured a repertoire based on nineteenth-century Yiddish literature, translations of world literature, and Jewish socialist realism. Very few plays that dealt with contemporary life tended to emphasize the disconnect between Soviet Jews and Jewish religion. It would be impossible to imagine seeing a play onstage in which a rabbi or yeshiva student characters would be heroic (unless reformed into atheists), Hebrew words would emerge in dialogues, or Talmudic verses would be cited in full in 1940 or even in May 1941. Yet I Live premiered in Chernivtsi in May 1945. Posters advertising I Live appeared around the city. The title of the play alone inspired optimism among Jews and carried a sense of daring given the atmosphere of postwar Chernivtsi and Kyiv. The climate was not universally celebratory, especially among non-Jews. Many posters were vandalized with such words as “unfortunately” and “neplokho ustroilsya” (and they have not done so badly for themselves).5

For many audience members, the play’s portrayal of the recent traumatic events of the war provided a sense of comfort and connection in their grief. Shows sold out one after another. Ironically, it is probably because of the play’s smashing success with viewers that reviewers criticized it for promoting “too many Jewish nationalist ideas.” To save it from cancellation, right after the company arrived in Kyiv, the theater’s director, Moyshe Goldblat (1896–1974), and his colleagues began to modify the script. Tsale’s character was changed from a rabbi to a history professor, the scenes with partisans were expanded, and biblical citations were replaced with citations from Soviet newspapers.6 During the summer of 1946, the company presented its altered version of the play in Odessa, and every show still sold out.7

Still, after the August 26, 1946, Communist Party resolution “about the repertoire of dramatic theaters and measures to improve it,” in which the theaters were ordered to pay more attention to Soviet messages in their performances, I Live was permanently removed from the Kyiv company’s repertoire.8 Moyshe Pinchevsky fell into a depression and openly spoke about the Soviet Union suppressing Jewish culture.9 Soon afterward, however, he wrote another play, in Russian, Izgonite besa (Exorcism of the Devil), about Jewish life in postwar Bessarabia. Goldblat staged it relying heavily on both Romani and Jewish music, and that play, also, became a hit. Pinchevsky traveled around the Chernivtsi region delivering lectures and poetry readings in Yiddish and meeting with Jews who had just returned from evacuation, the Red Army, or the ghettos.10 On June 24, 1951, perhaps inevitably, he was arrested for supporting Jewish nationalism and accused of promoting anti-Soviet ideas. He died in 1955, soon after his release from the Gulag prison.11

The story of I Live—both its creation and its reception—as well as its author, whose play resonated with a wide audience but led to punishment for allegedly promoting Jewish nationalism, encapsulates the brief rise and fall of Yiddish theaters in the postwar Soviet Union. This story encompasses the playwrights, directors, actors, audiences, and their influence on Jewish life. During the war, Yiddish theaters expanded in size and reach, finding inspiration and hope in the opportunities for artistic expression that followed. However, soon they were brutally crushed when Soviet policies shifted in the 1950s, leading to the repression of Jewish culture. When Soviet people talk about the suppression of Jewish culture in the Soviet Union, most often they mean the shutdown of Yiddish theaters that took place in the 1950s.

Yiddish theaters were arguably the only institutions of official Jewish culture in the Soviet Union that continuously enjoyed both public and state support throughout the prewar period and during the entire war. In 1941, like all state-funded theaters, Yiddish ones were prioritized for evacuation. Many of their actors, directors, playwrights, and other workers survived the war in the Soviet rear. Between 1941 and 1944, according to some estimates, at least twenty-eight professional Yiddish theaters and musical collectives performed in areas of Soviet Central Asia and Siberia.12 In fact, Yiddish theaters more than survived. During the war, they experienced a resurgence. Despite a lack of set decorations and buildings to perform in, not to mention actors and directors (many of whom had been drafted into the army), the theaters thrived. They improvised, toured, gained exposure to new audiences, launched new collaborations—between other Yiddish theaters and with local ones—and created a new, if somewhat repetitive, repertoire.

With the theater audience growing and with Yiddish writers ending up in proximity with each other and their audiences, all in a new destination, many turned to the stage. Peretz Markish, Yehezkel Dobrushin, Itsik Fefer, Shmuel Halkin, Dovid Hofshteyn, and other Soviet Yiddish poets produced works similar in content and style to I Live. Authors like Markish, who has not written any plays before the war, during the war dedicated himself to writing for theaters, recognizing the genre as a high-profile, widely accessible forum for his message of revenge in the face of Jewish catastrophe. Markish hoped that his poetic call to action would resonate from the stage to the battlefield and into the hearts and minds of his audiences.13 Soon after the war, inspired by the Nuremberg trials, he wrote Ufshtand in Ghetto (Uprising in the ghetto). It told a highly fictionalized story of Hirsh Glik and his role in organizing resistance in the Vilna Ghetto. The story line was complex (the original script ran eighty-six pages) and included a subplot highlighting the tension between Hirsh Glik and his fiancée, Noyme.14 She fails to persuade him to run away together and then runs away herself, only to end up in a Catholic monastery, where the monks ultimately deliver her to the Gestapo. The Noyme character is based on Glik’s real-life girlfriend of the same name, a young woman who survived the war and emigrated to Palestine. She settled in Kibbutz Lohamei HaGeta’ot.15

Similar to Markish, Itsik Fefer turned to the genre and created a play called Lechaim (To life) in 1946. It tells of a young Jewish woman who lost her entire family during the war and is informally adopted by a collective farm named “Maksim Gorky,” located in the village of Karpovka in Ukraine. All goes well until the girl’s aunt, Elizabeth Jackobson, a wealthy American businesswoman, arrives in the village pretending to want to help her niece, a young Jewish woman. Instead, her goal is to photograph village residents and organize a photo exhibit in the United States, depicting miserable Soviet life. She seeks out children and tells them to cry on camera in reward for candy. She fails miserably. The children are so happy that they cannot cry. They just laugh. Jacobson leaves, but her niece refuses to leave with her. To celebrate, everyone at the farm drinks a toast: “Lechaim.”16

Itsik Fefer’s Lechaim, Peretz Markish’s Ufshtand in Ghetto and Moyshe Pinchevsky’s Ikh Leb entertained many Soviet Yiddish audiences in the late 1940s. Prior to inclusion into the repertoire, all theatrical scripts were vetted by the state-run Glavrepetkom (Central Repertoire Approval Committee). But the majority of the repertoires in wartime and early postwar theaters consisted of plays that avoided direct reference to the wartime present or the recent past. Instead, they leaned toward the lighter side—joyful productions intended to distract audiences from the memory of war. One example was Dobrushin’s adaptation of Sholem Aleichem’s The Enchanted Tailor, starring Veniamin Zuskin in the Moscow State Jewish Theater (GOSET). After the war, this “joyous” side became a signature style of most Yiddish theaters. The historian Alexander Frenkel describes the portrayal of joy in these plays as a chilling combination of laughter and heartbreaking sorrow. The actors might be mourning their loved ones; but onstage, they danced, sang, and rejoiced, and their audience did the same.17 Audience members, at once traumatized by their losses and excited about their improbable survival, generally found the plays escapist and hopeful.

After the war, theaters emerged as one of the few fully legal public-facing Jewish communal institutions where individuals could openly connect and socialize with fellow Jews. However, the process of returning to the European regions of the Soviet Union was neither swift nor straightforward. Most theaters, apart from the Moscow GOSET, which had relocated to Uzbekistan during the war and returned to Moscow in 1944, were unable to reclaim their prewar locations. For instance, the company originally from Kyiv was resettled in Chernivtsi. Similarly, Odessa’s GOSET merged with the Kharkiv GOSET and was reassigned to Balta in Ukraine, where it operated as an affiliate of the Kyiv GOSET. Meanwhile, the Belarusian GOSET remained in Novosibirsk until the summer of 1946 before relocating to Minsk, where it performed just twice before embarking on a tour across Belarus. Except for Moscow and Birobidzhan, home to BirGOSET (the Birobidzhan State Yiddish Theater), following the war, Yiddish theaters ended up in smaller towns than before and away from major urban centers such as Leningrad, Kyiv, and Minsk, where Jews were concentrated.

Because state subsidies for Yiddish theaters were largely removed between the end of 1947 and the beginning of 1948, theaters began to rely on tours to sustain themselves. The Kyiv-Czernowitz theater traveled in Ukraine, Belarus, and the Baltic states. The Belarus Yiddish Theater journeyed across Siberia (and in fact based itself in Novosibirsk until 1947). The Odessa-Balta theater toured in Ukraine and Belarus. The Azerbaijan-based Baku Yiddish Theater visited Central Asia, and the Moscow theater also traveled extensively all over the Soviet Union. With regard to revenue, all the tours were successful, but none prevented the theaters from closing. They closed not for lack of funds but because of deliberate new Soviet policies to suppress Jewish institutional culture. The moves had the effect of simultaneously bringing theater to new audiences and taking it away from old ones.

Larger and smaller theaters, with very little regional differences when it came to their repertoire and methods of sustaining their revenue, went through more or less the same process in the postwar period: new productions and making exciting plans in 1945–1947; then loss of funding and the invention of desperate measures to save themselves, including pleas to the audience, tours, and attempts to mount new, ideologically approved repertoire; and eventual shut down. Yiddish theaters did not have any chance after Pravda published a long editorial on January 28, 1949, under the headline, “About One Group of Antipatriotic Theater Critics.” Apparently vetted by Stalin himself, the article condemned “rootless cosmopolitan” critics, predominantly Jewish, who allegedly failed to recognize truly patriotic Soviet art and instead praised anti-Soviet developments. The piece called for a “cleansing” of critics and support for patriotic Soviet views, signaling the beginning of the systematic closure of Soviet Yiddish cultural institutions.18 By the end of 1950, no Yiddish theater in the Soviet Union remained open. The roller coaster of the early postwar years mirrors what many Jews experienced in Soviet society during this time: Euphoria, joy, grief, hope, disappointment, fear, and suppression of public life all happened within short few years.


The Moscow State Yiddish Theater

Most workers for the Moscow State Yiddish Theater were evacuated from Moscow to Tashkent, in Uzbekistan. Some members of the company volunteered to serve in the Red Army. Others joined theater brigades to entertain the troops.19 In Tashkent, the company served as a cultural center for Jewish evacuees and refugees, as well as a contributor to local Uzbek culture. For example, its lead actor, Veniamin Zuskin, was awarded the title of National Artist of Uzbekistan in 1943 after staging an Uzbek-language play. It was also in Tashkent that the theater developed a repertoire that later became the postwar staple, not only for the Moscow theater but for regional Yiddish theaters as well.

One play was Peretz Markish’s An Eye for an Eye, which premiered on October 6, 1942, just months after he wrote it.20 Set in Poland under the German occupation, the play tells the story of a Jewish family refusing to be led to their deaths like “sheep to slaughter.”21 According to the historian Jeffrey Veidlinger, the work illustrates the tension between the desire to discuss Jewish resistance onstage and the Soviet government’s demand to portray Jewish resistance as part of the country’s overall antifascist effort. Jews were supposed to be shown fighting for the good of all Soviet people, not just themselves, and if they survived, it was due to the kindness of others, not their own bravery and actions.22

There was, however, a time lag. The immediate postwar repertoire of the Moscow State Yiddish Theater was approved in February 1944, when the war was still raging. It continued to emphasize wartime themes.23 In the first two years after the end of the war, however, the theater commissioned nearly twenty buoyant plays, including Moyshe Pinchevsky’s I Live, David Bergelson’s I Will Live, Itsik Fefer’s Lechaim, Isaak Hoberman’s Life Is Worth Living, and Shmuel Halkin’s For Life and Unto Death. It was a heady time. Yiddish theaters were receiving generous state funding, and audience enthusiasm matched the excitement and creativity of the Yiddish playwrights.24

A debate took place at the Moscow theater over what to choose as its first postwar production. Serious consideration was given to Pinchevsky’s Ikh Leb. Ida Vaynshtok (born in 1928), a student actress in the Moscow State Jewish Theater in 1945, recalls the debate within the theater leadership about choosing the right play to start the first postwar season:


In the beginning of 1945, [Mikhoels] wanted to stage I Live. It was a play about the war. There is a scene in it: A man steps out of the grave. Zuskin played him. From another grave, a woman steps out. But the war had not yet ended. Everyone was in a terrible mood. This play was so gloomy. I remember one of the songs: “An old tree grew / Its green branches were cut off / But you know what it means / Jewish people are alive / Am Yisrael Chai.”

Once, during the rehearsal, he stopped and said, “This play is not for today. Our audience is returning from evacuation, needs something else. A person cannot cry all the time. To lift people’s spirits, we will stage Freylekhs [Joy].” Freylekhs has a scene of a wedding jester coming out with seven candles. He calls for light, and then the rest of the play consists of songs from Jewish weddings. In one scene, jesters sing, “Our people live. Let’s celebrate a wedding!”25



Indeed, Solomon Mikhoels, put on the play Freylekhs, produced by an all-star team. The script was written by the Yiddish folklorist Zalman Shneur-Okun, with music by Lev Puvner, choreography by Emil Mey, and decoration by Alexander Tyshler.26 The production called for celebration, rather than anger. The scene of a Jewish wedding, with its numerous songs, seemed to prompt exactly the audience reaction that Mikhoels hoped for. The Yiddish writer David Bergelson, after seeing a performance in 1948, wrote a glowing review to be considered for publication in Eynikayt. “In a deeply grandiose but also in a deeply tragic way,” he wrote, “the theater brought back to Soviet Jews a staple of peaceful life: the Jewish wedding. In fact, the play is important for viewers specifically today, when our big country strengthens all its people and leads us all to joy. However, watching it does not just feel like ‘I organized a wonderful wedding,’ but instead, ‘A beautiful wedding was done for me!’”27

Here is how GOSET’s actress Mariia Kotliarova, who played a minor role in Freylekhs, recalled the impact of the play, both on the audience and on herself:


The play looked like a wedding carnival. Freylekhs was meant to be both the monument for murdered soldiers and the joy of victory: people are alive, life continues. The beginning of the play was paying tribute to the dead. The sad requiem is in the background, and then, in total darkness, the curtain opens. The audience sees seven candles—menorah. In the light of the candles there are eyes, they are serious and concentrated. These were six young female actors, who played boys servants [Kotliarova was one of them]. They were onstage the entire time. Then the first badkhen (wedding jester), played by Zuskin, enters the stage. He is a free spirit: “What are you doing here? Blow the candles, blow down your sadness. Look! The audience is full, people came to watch us, they want to get uplifted, they want to be consoled. Take off your mourners’ attire! Life goes on!” He puts the candles out with his handkerchief. We, servant boys, went behind the stage, took off our black sad robes and would enter the stage in a dance in festive costumes. A big official who came to see the play saw the scene with candles as something nationalistic, and the theater was ordered to remove the scene. It is a shame, because the beginning was just spectacular. Freyylekhs was built on contrast. Scenes that reminded the audience of tragedies of the people were followed by scenes of humor, of fire. Especially popular was the song “Az der Rebbe Elimelekh.” At the proscenium, in front of the colorful stage curtain, two badkhens and we, six servants, were right next to them. Badkhens took turns to sing their verses, and we sang along and danced. We illustrated the musical instruments discussed in the song. I felt like a fish in water. We, servants, sang and danced for the entire two hours, and we would completely forget about all our real-life problems.

Freylekhs was the last masterpiece of the great artist, unforgettable teacher, and an extraordinary man. Freylekhs was nothing short of a sensation. People spent nights in line trying to get tickets.28



Freylekhs was indeed a smashing success. Solomon Mikhoels and Alexander Tyshler received the Stalin Prize for it in 1946.29 The rumor went that Pulver was nominated too but his prize was blocked last minute by the composer Isaac Dunaevsky (also Jewish), who suggested that Pulver’s score relied too much on folk music.30 By September 1948, it had been performed more than two hundred times and seen by 140,000 people.31 Regional theaters adopted the play as well. Efraim Loyter directed and produced it for the Odessa State Jewish Theater (located in Balta after the war) in 1948. Newspapers raved about the performance too and proclaimed that the theater had a bright future. One journalist wrote, “Participants of the wedding carnival carried glasses filled with wine and went down into the audience to raise the traditional toast, ‘Lechaim.’ Spectators laughed and cried at the same time. They enjoyed the play and they mourned their losses.”32

Although Moscow GOSET never produced Ikh Leb, by Pinchevsky, it staged a number of plays depicting Jewish resistance. The Marvelous Story, by Moshe Broderzon, performed in 1945, told of the survival of a Jewish woman named Nekhama, rescued from the ghetto by the Red Army. Itsik Fefer’s The Sun Does Not Set, which premiered in February 1947, centered on the Jewish resistance under the German occupation.33 In June 1947, the theater also presented Peretz Markish’s Ufshtand in Ghetto.34 That play was criticized for including secret messages about the homelessness of Jewish people and implicitly suggesting the possibility of a new homeland.35 Ultimately, in 1948, such criticisms were used to construct accusations against Markish of anti-Soviet espionage, but the play was adopted by almost all Soviet Yiddish theaters between 1947 and 1949. Staging the play was not prohibited officially, because Markish’s arrest was kept secret.

Although the Moscow State Yiddish Theater’s repertoire celebrated life, victory, and survival, its leadership and its actors experienced tragedy after tragedy. The director Solomon Mikhoels, a public figure and chair of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee, came under close scrutiny starting in 1946, as did other committee members. Mikhoels, with his history of extensive travel, including his wartime tour of the United States, Canada, Mexico, and Britain, became the regime’s prime target. According to some sources, Stalin believed that Mikhoels was working with his international contacts to spy on him through his estranged family.36 Mikhoels made the almost perfect starting point for the wider campaign against Soviet Jewish intellectuals. In January 1948, Mikhoels was instructed to travel to Minsk as a member of the Stalin Prize Committee to review a play that had been nominated. On January 12, his body was found lying face down in the snow on a deserted road in Minsk. Officially, he was said to have been killed in a vehicle accident.37 On January 15, more than ten thousand mourners filed past his body at the entrance to the Moscow theater’s auditorium. Eynikayt published two full issues devoted to his importance and influence, complete with contributions by Ilya Ehrenburg, Itsik Fefer, Yehezkel Dobrushin, Alexander Fadeev (then the chairman of the Soviet Writers’ Union), Peretz Markish, and many others.38

On February 17, 1948, Veniamin Zuskin replaced Mikhoels as director of the Moscow State Yiddish Theater. The following year, the theater was pressured to close. Measures included cuts to funding and restrictions on plays by Jewish authors in favor of generic Soviet ones and reworkings of such Yiddish classics as Hershele Ostropolyer and The Sorceress. The only new play by a Yiddish playwright staged after Mikhoels’s murder was Isaak Hoberman’s comedy Life Is Worth Living.39

The theater offered subscriptions, but they sold poorly. One reason was that audience members worried about the government tracking them. The company reduced its staff, added more performances, and stayed afloat longer than anyone might have expected, but some of the actors began looking for jobs in other Moscow theaters.

In the summer of 1948, the company embarked on a tour to Odessa and Leningrad. In November the same year, the Committee for Artistic Affairs ordered the troupe to return to Leningrad for dates in December. On December 24, Zuskin was arrested in his hospital bed for attempts to promote Jewish nationalism. Five days later, he was fired retroactively, and Moisei Belenki, the director of the Moscow Yiddish theater school and the editor in chief of the Moscow Jewish publishing house Der Emes, was appointed in his place.40 Between December 24, 1948, and early February 1949, David Beregelson, Yekheskiel Dobrushin, Shmuel Halkin, Solomon Lozovskii, Peretz Markish, Der Nister, Isaac Nusinov, and other members of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee and theater supporters were arrested. On November 14, 1949, the theater was officially shut down.

The Moscow State Yiddish Theater died prematurely. The government shut it down at the peak of its relevance to its audience and the excitement for its authors. Heaps of further plans were never realized. Although Soviet authorities tried to present the theater’s end as a natural consequence of financial losses, the truth was that despite the radical funding cuts, the theater continued to function, almost on enthusiasm alone. Its authors, its players, its staff, and its audience had been excited to be a part of an institution that signaled that Jewish culture, against all odds, had survived the war.

The theater’s demise was not an isolated event. Everyone involved understood that it signaled the beginning of the end of organized Jewish culture in the Soviet Union. With some variations, what happened to the Moscow State Yiddish Theater also happened at smaller Yiddish theaters across the country. Although the process of dissolution appeared identical in each case, the blow felt unique and personal to the workers and audiences at each individual theater.



Ukrainian Jewish Theaters

Unlike Moscow GOSET, the Kyiv State Jewish Theater, one of the largest Jewish theaters of the country, was returning to a city destroyed by the war. Its building had been shattered by German shelling, along with the rest of the Kreschatnik neighborhood, and the company survived in Kazakhstan. After the war, in 1944, with no home to return to, the troupe relocated “temporarily” to the Ukrainian city of Chernivtsi.41 The actors and directors might have preferred Kyiv, but Chernivtsi proved an inspired choice. Before the war, the city had been a vibrant center of Jewish culture, and after the war, it became home to a diverse Jewish community. Chernivtsi native, Soviet- and Romanian-born survivors of the Transnistria ghettos, discharged Red Army soldiers, and returning evacuees and refugees all welcomed the Yiddish theater. The actor and director Moisei Loev described in his memoirs the genuine excitement of Jewish residents of Chernivtsi when they spoke about the theater in 1945: “People at the market praised the theater’s dances, music, actors, and plays.”42

Loev’s colleague, the actor Dmitri Zhabotinsky, recalled in his diary in the 1960s that although the actors had hoped to return to Kyiv, they were overwhelmed by the love and respect that Chernivtsi Jews showered on them. “We were reborn and flew higher,” he wrote of the time.43 Many shows were sold out. The works of Sholem Aleichem and Abraham Goldfaden consistently retained their charm and relevance, never falling out of favor with audiences. Plays like Vagabond Stars, Tevye the Dairyman, Enchanted Tailor, Hershele Ostropolyer, and The Sorceress offered more than mere entertainment—they provided a sense of escape and a chance to gather and connect with the community.44 Adapted from Sholem Aleichem’s novel, the play Vagabond Stars was brought to the stage in 1946. Under the direction of Goldblat, it struck a powerful chord with viewers, resonating deeply for its poignant themes of displacement and perseverance, and it quickly secured its place as a cherished favorite among theatergoers.

A key distinction between the situation in Moscow and the Kyiv-Chernivtsi theater lay in the presence of Holocaust survivors among the latter group, in addition to individuals who had endured the war in Kazakhstan. Borukh, Leah, and Genya Rintsler had survived their internment in the Balchi camp, located approximately sixty-seven kilometers north of Mohyliv-Podilskyi. The actor Shoel Wolfson had also endured Balchi, though his wife lost her life there. Erna Lebl survived the war while confined to the Bar Ghetto in the Vinnytsia region of Ukraine, but her husband, the actor Etinger, succumbed to starvation in Balchi. Similarly, the actors Moisei Berenshteyn, and the actress Roza Zingler survived the war while living in the Zhmerynka Ghetto in Ukraine.45 In addition, some actors of the Odessa State Jewish Theater (Odessa GOSET, which was merged with Kharkiv Gosset in 1942) were assigned to Kyiv as well. In other words, many of the theaters’ workers were experiencing displacement and recovering from wartime traumas.

The play I Live by Pinchevsky, which was staged in the Odessa GOSET in 1945 and, as discussed earlier, was rejected by Moscow’s theater, probably resonated in a different way with these actors and with the audiences in Odessa compared to the audience in Moscow, where most actors survived the war in Central Asia. In addition to raving reviews, Pinchevsky himself was quite impressed with the production. He liked that Moyshe Goldblat both directed the production and played the lead. When he shared that impression with Itsik Fefer when they met in Moscow in 1948, Fefer was surprised that the play was allowed to proceed because of its “excessive nationalist spirit.”46 It is probably because of this spirit, which did not camouflage Jewish resistance, that the audience found the play so appealing, but it is, of course, also what got the attention of censors, who eventually shut the play down. Pinchevsky himself was arrested in 1950, and this play was at the core of his interrogations. Eventually Pinchevsky wrote a rebuttal to the investigation, asking investigators to consider that even though writing I Live was a mistake because of its overt emphasis on Jewish suffering, it still possessed Soviet spirit: “Even my deeply vicious play ‘I Live’ is essentially a Soviet one, although a mistake. My goal was to show to the entire world how the Soviet Army saved Jews of the entire planet.”47

Pinchevsky was arrested in 1952 but was released in 1954. Upon his release, he demanded that his manuscripts be returned to him, and although a lot of them were indeed sent back, I Live was not. It stayed in the archive as evidence.48 Pinchevsky died in 1955 from the complications of ailments that he acquired in the Gulag. His play, which cost him his life and freedom, remained in obscurity.

Everyone involved in Yiddish theaters walked the thin line between fame and recognition and the danger of exposure for political crimes, harassment in the press, or imprisonment in the Gulag. Receiving an award did not protect one from being a pariah the next day. For example, when Itsik Fefer’s play Lechaim was scheduled to premiere on December 3, 1948, Fefer was expected to be there as the guest of honor, but he could not go because he was already under investigation. On January 24, 1949, one month after his arrest, Lechaim was removed from the repertoire. Similarly, David Hofshteyn went to Chernivtsi in 1948 and promised to write a play for the theater, but he was arrested before he was able to start. In the theater itself, people sometimes went literally from stage to prison. Naftole-Gertz Kon, a poet who had spent much of his life in jail, first in prewar Poland and then during the 1930s in the Soviet Union and in postwar Poland as well, often did poetry readings in the theater. In 1948, he was jailed again with other Yiddish activists, although his report about the situation in Chernivtsi was at the center of his case.49 Similarly, the poet Meir Haratz, from Bessarabia, who had survived in Transnistria, was arrested in 1949, soon after the public reading of his work, and then sentenced to five years in the Gulag. He returned to Chernivtsi in 1955 and was allowed to leave for Israel in 1972.50 The Kyiv-based writer Abram Kagan read chapters of his novel about Sholem Aleichem prior to sending them to the publisher. Kagan was arrested a few days later, in January 1949.51

Despite the arrests and the loss of the state subsidy (1948), the theater’s activities continued into 1950. For some time, leading actors donated part of their salary to the theater to keep it going. In 1949, the company premiered thirteen new plays—a record number for any theater—to try to survive commercially. Even without the state assistance, however, the repertoire still had to be approved, and whatever was officially permitted did not find favorable reception with audiences. The Ukrainian National Committee insisted that plays address contemporary life and “did not have to focus on Jews.”52 The theater considered staging The Old Teacher, based on Vasily Grossman’s short story (one of the first literary work on the Holocaust in Ukraine), but due to negative reviews that came from the repetkom committee (a division of the Committee for the Arts Affairs that approved theater repertoires), it was not allowed. Finally, out of five plays that the theater chose, only one was produced: Iosele, based on the short novel of the same name by the nineteenth-century author Jacob Dinezon. The others that season came from translations of works by Soviet writers. However, in 1948, an MVD (Ministry for Internal Affairs) surveillance unit caught Goldblat saying, “they force us to stage translated works, but the Jewish public is not interested in those.”53

Like the Moscow theater, the Kyiv Jewish theater went on tour with its least controversial and most crowd-pleasing repertoire, Vagabond Stars. From 1948 to 1950, the company visited Bershad, Kharkiv, Kyiv (twice), Lviv, Odessa, and Chișinău. The actor Dmitri Zhabotinsky remembers the schedule as so tight that the actors flew to performances on planes, a rare extravagance at the time.54 Moisei Loev confirms that demand was sometimes so high that impromptu performances for cash were organized on just a few days’ notice in places like Vinnytsia, where residents simply did not let the actors go home. On January 14, 1948, when news of Solomon Mikhoels’s death reached the theater, the scheduled show was canceled, and Vagabond Stars was presented as a requiem to the murdered Moscow theater director.55

In an attempt to boost ticket sales, Goldblat invited the popular Yiddish singer Sidi Tal to perform a few guest roles, organized dual-language lectures, hosted morning programs for children, and sold subscriptions. None of his efforts, however, could save the theater. Even tours outside of Odessa and Mykolayiv, both Ukrainian towns with a significant Jewish population, were no longer permitted after 1949.56

On January 31, 1950, the Ukrainian Ministry of Culture gave the theater two weeks’ notice to close permanently. The company’s last show was Isaac Dunayevsky’s operetta Volnyi veter (Free wind), performed in Russian. During the final scene, the actors and their audience cried together.57 Just like the Moscow theater, this one was shut down on the pretext of lack of popularity. Many of its leading actors, directors, and authors were arrested. Some, like Pinchevsky and Kon, went to the Gulag for the second time (the first was in 1938); others were imprisoned for the first time and endured Gulag after having survived the ghettos.

Kyiv-Chernivtsi theater never got to return to Kyiv permanently, but at least it had a few vibrant years before the end. Other Jewish theaters in Ukraine had an even shorter life span. For example, the Odessa State Jewish Theater had to downsize and merge with Kharkiv GOSET when they were both in Uzbekistan. Some actors were reassigned to Kyiv, others to Birobidzhan, and a small group returned to Odessa. There, they found out that their prewar building was reassigned to another theater. The troupe itself was relocated to a much smaller town, Balty, located about two hundred kilometers north of Odessa. Balta’s population was about seventeen thousand people (in 1959), with about fourteen hundred Jewish families living there after the war. Balta was a part of Transnistria, but by 1945, most Romanian Jews who had been deported there during the war had already left. Still, the Jewish population of the town was vibrant: consisted of returned evacuees and war veterans. This was the place where theaters went on tours during the summer, not where they had their permanent home. The theater mounted a few productions before its director, Iosif Mindlin (1894–1959), was arrested and sent to the Gulag in 1951. In the winter of 1949, during a performance in Krivoi Rog, the theater officially closed.58

The narrative surrounding the tension between stage and prison has one notable exception: the story of the singer and actress Sidi Tal. Hailing from Chernivtsi, Tal made her mark in Yiddish theaters in Chișinău and Romania before the war. She returned to her hometown in 1940, when it was incorporated into the Soviet Union, eventually finding herself in Tashkent during the conflict. Alongside her husband, the producer Pinchas Falik, Tal established a Yiddish cultural brigade in Tashkent in the early 1940s, performing for wounded soldiers in hospitals throughout Uzbekistan.

By the spring of 1946, the ensemble returned to Chernivtsi, where it launched a theater featuring Jewish miniatures (skits) under the auspices of the Chernivtsi regional philharmonics, led by Mikhail Kostyanski. Tal held concerts in Yiddish, with Falik managing her performances. Despite being under constant KGB surveillance, neither Tal nor her husband was arrested. Although the theater had to scale back its activities and diversify its repertoire following the closure of the Kyiv theater, in 1952—during a time when many prominent Yiddish cultural figures faced imprisonment—Sidi Tal, along with the singer Raisa Mostoslavskaya and the reciter Yakov Goldman, formed a concert company, one of the few Soviet groups that performed Yiddish music and monologues in the early 1950s.59 Thanks to their dedication and the efforts of a few other passionate individuals, a semblance of Yiddish public culture persisted in Chernivtsi into the 1960s and 1970s.60 Most of those who were involved in Yiddish theater in Ukraine during the 1940s, however, did not return to it later. Dmitri Zhabotinski passed away in poverty, while Pinchevsky succumbed to illnesses endured in the Gulag. Goldblat, though not arrested, was barred from reengaging in Jewish cultural production. He relocated to Kazakhstan in 1951, working in a drama theater until 1959, before returning to Ukraine, where he never resumed Jewish theater projects, passing away in 1974.




Minsk: The Belarusian State Jewish Theater

The Belarusian State Jewish Theater, also known as the BelGOSET, was founded in 1926 by Mikhail Rafalsky and then, after Rafalsky’s arrest and execution in 1937, was headed by Viktor Golovchiner. The Touring Jewish Theater was led by Lev Litvinov. In 1939, the latter toured the newly annexed “western Belarus,” which included Bialystok, Baranovichi, Pinsk, Grodno, and Slonim. The Belarusian State Jewish Theater was more stationary, based in the former choral synagogue in Minsk.61 Its set designer was Alexander Tyshler (1898–1980), one of the Soviet Union’s most important modernist painters. On June 28, 1941, while on tour in Vitebsk, the company’s actors fled the city, many of them with their families. Actors who had left their families behind in Minsk rushed to evacuate them, too, but all were then swept into the Minsk Ghetto, where almost all of them were killed.

During the war, the Belarusian State Jewish Theater ended up in Novosibirsk and became the only Jewish theater in Siberia aside from Birobidzhan. During its tenure there, the company presented almost three hundred shows.62 In addition to its star performers and talented set designers, the theater benefited tremendously from the fact that, during the war, it was able to hire the composer Oscar Feltsman (1921–2013) to write scores for its musicals. Feltsman was later to become one of the most successful songwriters in the Soviet Union by composing the widely popular hit “Lilies of the Valley” (1959) and songs about the Soviet cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin, the first human in outer space in 1961. At the Belarusian Yiddish theater, Feltsman wrote music for the play Nekome (Revenge), directed by Viktor Golovchiner in Novosibirsk in 1943, and for Lebedik and Freylekh (Lively and merrily), which included Yiddish songs and elements of Jewish weddings and was directed by Lev Litvinov.63

By 1944, other Belarusian theaters had begun the process of returning to Minsk, but the Belarusian Jewish theater was denied permission to do the same until the summer of 1946. Actors and other workers were given a place to live in the half-destroyed theater on Volodarsky Street. The roof had a hole in it. Company members found space to live behind the scenery, and the dressing rooms were converted to living quarters. With the auditorium badly damaged, the company performed twice a week at the Yanka Kupala Belarusian Drama Theater and on other days sought audiences outside of Minsk. Almost every day, the players traveled to cities and towns throughout the republic to perform plays and give concerts.64

Upon the players’ return, Minsk theater focused on contemporary repertoire, unlike its counterparts in Moscow and Chernivtsi. Aside from the staple Vagabond Stars and Tevye by Sholem Aleichem, Moyshe Gershenson’s Hershele Ostropolyer, and a new play by Shmuel Halkin, Musician (about a Jewish musician trying to succeed in the Pale of Settlement), all others dealt with the war.65 One production was based on Konstantin Simonov’s script Under the Chestnuts of Prague. Another was adapted from Peretz Markish’s Ufshtand in Ghetto and presented under the title Belovezhskaya Puscha, the name of a forest area in the Brest/Grodno region of Belarus that had had a strong partisan movement.

In 1946, after the Communist Party resolution “about the repertoire of dramatic theaters and measures to improve it” (the one that led to the removal and arrest of Pinchevsky in Kyiv), Minsk theater’s director, Viktor Golovchiner, was forced to resign. The company still did not turn away from the Soviet-situated repertoire. Instead, it staged two new plays devoted to the Great Patriotic War: The Forests Roar, by A. Brat and G. Linkov (directed by N. Loiter), and Submariners, by G. Vitenzon and M. Singer (directed by Abram Shtein). Knowing that Minsk theater was interested in contemporary repertoire, writers tried to pitch their projects there. For example, in March 1947, Peretz Markish went to Minsk to discuss his new play, Moscow, 1941, focused on the onset of the war, with Stalin as a main character. According to some accounts, the theater ultimately rejected the play because of worries over who would be cast as Stalin.66 In 1948, the play It Is Worth Living, about the liberation of a Belarusian town, was considered, as was another play about Jews feeling welcome in Belarus and five other new plays. None was produced.

Instead, in 1948, the theater lost its state subsidy, and the company tried to stay afloat by cutting staff and touring Lithuania and Latvia. Ultimately, however, like its counterparts, the Belarusian State Jewish Theater did not survive. On February 8, 1949, Nikolai Gusarov, the first secretary of the Belarusian Communist Party, wrote a memo to Georgi Malenkov, then second secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, suggesting that Mikhoels’s death in Belarus intensified anti-Jewish sentiments in the republic.67 He recommended shutting the theater down. It was done on March 12, 1949. The focus on contemporary repertoire did not help Minsk Jewish theater to survive. And, unlike in Ukraine, Yiddish public life did not return to Belarus even after the collapse of the Soviet Union—there were simply not enough Yiddish speakers left by 1980s for that to happen.



The Birobidzhan GOSET

The story of the Birobidzhan State Yiddish Theater (BirGOSET), named after Lazar’ Kaganovich, serves as a poignant illustration of how Yiddish theaters faced insurmountable challenges when circumstances took a turn for the worse in 1948. Unlike other Soviet Yiddish theaters, BirGOSET operated in a republic where Yiddish was recognized as one of the official languages. Moreover, unlike its counterparts, this theater did not have to dismantle its sets, board a train, and hurriedly establish itself in front of a new audience. Throughout the war, it continued its performances in the same venue. In theory, closing such a theater should have been impossible; however, its postwar fate reveals that the suppression of public Yiddish culture was not only systematic but also relentless, as even in Birobidzhan, a method was found to enforce this suppression.

Toward the end of the war, in 1944, the Jewish autonomous region marked its tenth anniversary. The theater’s celebrations included not only general references to Soviet successes but also stories of Jewish perseverance: the heroism of the ancient Maccabees, the survival of Jews under the Spanish Inquisition, and the ultimate defeat of the “Hitlerite cannibals.”68 That same year, the new Soviet anthem was performed in Yiddish and broadcast on the radio. At the end of August 1944, the Yiddish newspaper Birobidzhaner Shtern was renewed for publication. Isroel Goldmakher, the Jewish autonomous region’s USSR Supreme Soviet deputy, called the Birobidzhan State Yiddish Theater one of the most important factors in the construction of the Jewish autonomous entity. The statement might have been meant to congratulate the theater, but it also called to mind that the theater was the only remaining Jewish cultural institution in Birobidzhan.69 In fact, in 1944, Stalin sent a telegram thanking the theater troupe for collecting funds to meet the needs of children of soldiers at the front.70

During the war, Birobidzhan was treated differently compared to the countries of Central Asia and other parts of the Soviet rear. For example, unlike these places, Birobidzhan was a closed military zone because of its proximity to Japanese-occupied Manchuria. Jewish refugees, therefore, were not allowed to go to Birobidzhan. An exception was made for people who could work in the Yiddish theater. These included Leonid Gazinski, the former director of Kyiv’s Yiddish theater for young spectators, who was evacuated to Uzbekistan and then appointed as director of the Birobidzhan Yiddish theater. Gazinsky raised fifty thousand rubles from various state structures to arrange the transfer of evacuated Jewish artists, musicians, and actors to Birobidzhan.71 (An average monthly salary was about three to four hundred rubles at the time.) New actors included Mozes Likhtenshtein and Khonon Levenshtein from Poland, who had performed in Granovsky’s Yiddish theater in Petrograd, and Zakhar Yagoda from the Kharkiv Yiddish variety theater. L. Davidov was appointed as chief artist. Other newcomers included the conductor Shloime Faintuch, who had once led Kharkiv’s Jewish Symphony Ensemble. Thus, despite restrictions, the theater’s cast got enriched by world-class artists during the war. By August 1944, twenty evacuated artists left the Birobidzhan theater to form a new ensemble, with Faintuch as artistic director.

The theater’s repertoire included satirical sketches that were not performed in other Soviet Yiddish theaters, such as Haman and Hitler and Hershele Ostropolyer Meets Nar-a Din.72 Some plays made their trial run in Birobidzhan before they ended up in other theaters. For example, Pinchevsky’s I Live was staged there in 1944, a year before it went to Kyiv, and just as in Kyiv, it got mixed reviews in Birobidzhan. Hirshel Bloshtein criticized the choice of the main character as a rabbi, rather than as a Soviet scientist, worker, or engineer, but another reviewer, in The Birobizhdan Star, praised the play’s optimism: “He lives, just as his people live, not having bowed his head before the invader.”73 Similarly, Ufshtand in Ghetto appeared there, and it was not criticized for nationalism, as it was in Ukraine.

Like other Yiddish theaters, BirGOSET toured during the war: At the end of 1944, the company went on tour to Khabarovsk, in Russia, and in January 1945, it stopped in Novosibirsk, where it met with actors from the Belarusian State Jewish Theater. In Central Asia, the company stayed for the rest of that year entertaining the remaining evacuees and refugees. Almaty, in Kazakhstan, served as its main base, housed at the Dzhambul Philharmonic Society’s hall. In 1945, according to some estimates, one hundred thousand people attended the performances, although some historians suggest that in these tours, the theater actually failed to attract an audience and went back to Birobidzhan disappointed.74

In the spring of 1946, the company returned to Birobidzhan. Its building was still not finished, and the theater performed in various venues, with a repertoire featuring Ikh Leb and Wandering Stars. May 1946 marked the thirtieth anniversary of Sholem Aleichem’s death, calling for a commemorative event. In addition, Birobidzhan authorities named a central street after the writer. The following year, in 1947, the company hosted an event to commemorate Y. L. Peretz’s ninety-fifth birthday. The theater presented an unusual production of Peretz’s works, even ones that included references to God and biblical characters.

An important (and unique) play, Er iz from Birobidzhan (I am from Birobidzhan) by Buzi Miller, went onstage in the fall of 1947. Miller was a Birobidzhan-based writer who created a play about a Red Army soldier named Natan Rayzman.75 Rayzman leaves Birobidzhan for Ukraine to recruit new settlers for the Jewish autonomous region. When war breaks out, he gets stuck in Ukraine and enlists in the Red Army. His fiancée, Asia Bargrtoi, works in a military hospital. The play deals with Rayzman’s encounters with the Holocaust, and it names Babi Yar, Auschwitz, Treblinka, Buchenwald, and—significantly—a site within the Soviet Union. It also makes clear that Jews were singled out as targets. Miller was arrested in 1949, accused of Jewish nationalism. Er iz from Birobidzhan and other plays he wrote were offered as incriminating evidence.76

On August 26, 1947, the theater removed from its repertoire plays by the classic Yiddish playwright Jacob Gordin and Pinchevsky (months after the Kyiv theater had done so) and introduced new plays with a “more Soviet content.” For example, a new play called To Whom Is Time Subject, by the brothers Tur and Lev Sheinin, portrayed a group of underground fighters who managed to kill a German officer. It had no Jewish characters. Beginning in 1946, the theater appointed a new director, Aleksei Shtein (d. 1950), a former member of Vilna Troupe, who joined the company in Novosibirsk. He tried to create a repertoire that did not repeat the ones from other Yiddish theaters: For example, the theater presented Invasion, by L. Leonov, about an elderly doctor’s apartment that becomes a center of antifascist resistance in a small Russian town.77 Invasion received the Stalin Prize and helped make a name for Alexei Shtein. Shtein believed that the Birobidzhan theater had a future. In early 1948, he met with Peretz Markish, Nokhem Oyslender, Solomon Mikhoels, and other Jewish public figures and authors, hoping to commission them to write for him. When Mikhoels was murdered in January 1948, however, such hopes were crushed.

Birobidzhan was promoted in both the Soviet and international media as the new home for Jews in the Soviet Union. Jewish cultural life was on display. Soviet celebrities of Jewish origin visited the city in 1946: The composers and conductors Dmitri and Daniil Pokras performed there. Der Nister (Pinkas Kaganovich) arrived in 1947 in a special Vinnytsia–Birobidzhan train, accompanied by the Yiddish poet Yosif Kerler, the folklore specialist Iosif Cherniak, and the artist I. Tsimerinov.78 In honor of Der Nister’s arrival, the theater’s players prepared a musical montage based on his story Deer Zeyde mitn eynikl.79 The story takes place in Poland and focuses on a religious grandfather and his Marxist grandson. Both are led to execution by the Nazis, and both show acts of bravery. The grandfather refuses to destroy Lenin’s medallion, and the grandson refuses to desecrate a Torah scroll. They are killed together.

On March 4, 1948, the theater lost its state funding. Although other state Yiddish theaters suffered the same fate, the Birobidzhan theater was in the Jewish autonomous region and might have expected a different outcome, but it did not happen. The theater came under attack for deviating from Soviet ideology and for focusing on Jews. Half the actors were fired, and the orchestra was silenced. Still, the theater planned nine premieres for 1948, including Fefer’s Lechaim, Markish’s Doktor Lameduze, Tevye the Dairyman by Sholem Aleichem, and Goldfaden’s Di Kunilemlekh. Performances took place daily. Tours across Siberia, the Volga region, and Ukraine were planned. The theater also developed a robust repertoire in Russian and even planned to build a separate Russian-language troupe, a unique innovation for a Yiddish theater. On August 14, 1948, however, Shtein resigned. He moved to Belarus to become the director of the Yiddish theater in Minsk, although that theater was to close in 1949. Shtein died in 1950 when officers came to arrest him for Jewish nationalism.

The theater’s last season, 1948–1949, included five plays and 213 concerts in the region. The burst of activity, however, could not save it. On November 5, 1949, a telegram arrived stating that the organization must close due to financial losses. The following month, it did so. Many of its actors were sent to the Gulag. Others left Birobidzhan for other regions.

During 1950 and 1951, some actors, mainly members of the local Russian troupe, formed a Jewish amateur theater collective. With the help of some politicians, they began to lobby for a new theater, without success. The Jewish autonomous region kept its name, but Jewish theater did not return there until 1977.80



Amateur Theater

Perhaps the most important evidence of the genuine hope of building a vibrant postwar Jewish public culture was the development of a decentralized string of amateur Yiddish theaters across the Soviet Union. Led by people from diverse backgrounds, including former professional actors, schoolteachers, and enthusiastic amateurs, Yiddish theatrical groups, choirs, and ensembles began to appear in places with Jewish populations. By 1945, for example, such groups existed in Berdychiv, Riga, Bobruisk, Slavuta, Baku, Lviv, Tashkent, Vilnius, Daugavpils, Baku, and Birobidzhan.

Sometimes, amateur groups replaced professional theaters. This happened in Baku, Azerbaijan. The Baku Yiddish Theater operated until the end of 1939 and then was transferred to newly occupied Bialystok, Poland. By 1941, the theater had been forcibly closed, and its actors were working at Russian-language theaters in Baku. During the war, some of the actors had been evacuated to Tashkent, but by 1945, many had returned to Baku. A group of twelve actors of the Baku theater formed a troupe called the Baku Jewish Dramatic Ensemble, led by Osip Ziskind. During its first meeting, the company decided on a repertoire that included Itsik Fefer’s Lechaim, Peretz Markish’s Ufshtand in Ghetto, and possibly one other play.81 On January 1948, the players organized an evening to commemorate the thirtieth anniversary of the death of Mendele Moicher Sforim, one of the founders of modern Yiddish and Hebrew literature. As part of the event, they staged Der priziv (Conscription), based on Sholem Yankev Abramovich’s melodrama. The artists performed in various parts of Baku until 1952.

In the Ukrainian city of Berdychiv, a Jewish amateur theater group began rehearsals as soon as evacuees and veterans started returning in 1945. The Jewish club had been destroyed during the German occupation, so approximately twenty people, led by a teacher, Iosif Frenkel, rehearsed in a club affiliated with a Berdychiv machine-building factory, “Komsomolets.” According to a short report by G. Borko, published in Eynikayt, Frenkel was connected with the folklore section of the Kyiv-based Department for Studies of Jewish Culture and asked them for help with the repertoire. Afterward, he organized a concert and a number of short theatrical performances based on Sholem Aleichem’s stories “Agents” and “Doctors.”82

Similarly, I. Dogim, a former Yiddish actor, organized a Yiddish theatrical workshop in Vilnius that in 1946 premiered a play based on Sholem Aleichem’s novel The Bloody Hoax.83 In Odessa, in 1947, the Yiddish actor Kh. Piasetsky organized a group of amateurs to present the Yiddish play Di tsvey Kuni-Leml. It proved so popular that it unexpectedly ran for three straight days. R. Garmize, in a short write-up, said that excitement was so high among Odessa spectators that he only wished the troupe could find a better hall than the small one it used at the bread-making factory.84 In Bobruisk, an amateur theater collective staged productions based on Sholem Aleichem’s stories (“People” and “Mazel tov”), Korneychuk’s play Platon Krechet, and Goldfaden’s play Di tsvey Kuni-Leml.85

Amateur theaters had even fewer resources than professional ones did, but they made up for the lack with genuine enthusiasm from their actors, directors, costume makers, and audience members. Perhaps a desire for normalcy and to hear the Yiddish language from a stage and the need to laugh were what kept the productions going right until the moment in 1950 when public displays of Yiddish culture became unacceptable. Ultimately, the existence of the amateur companies exposed the government lie that Yiddish theater was unpopular and must end. The Soviet Jewish public craved Yiddish theater in any form and genuinely mourned its loss.




Culture That Could Have Been

When one examines the history of Soviet Yiddish theater between 1945 and 1950, a pattern emerges. From 1944 to 1946 and from Minsk to Birobidzhan, one notices an incredible burst of creativity: emerging new repertoire, a record number of performances, extensive collaborations. In 1947 and 1948, companies toured extensively. Between the end of 1948 and the beginning of 1950, the theaters experienced their painful, crushing demise. The official pretext was the same for all theaters: financial unsustainability. But, of course, ideological factors were at play, because the available sources, such as interviews, scholarly articles, and memoirs, emphasize that during the mid-1940s, these theaters enjoyed their peak of popularity.86 They were bursting with energy, tried new things, and commissioned original plays. Archives contain dozens of unpublished drafts of plays by Peretz Markish, Yehezkel Dobrushin, Rokhl Boymvol, David Bergelson, Shmuel Halkin, M. Gershenzon, A. Goldes, B. Kuger, Noakh Lurye, Itsik Fefer, Yankel Sheynin, and many others.87 The plays usually focused on the wartime experiences of Soviet Jews, were almost always based on true stories, and were often set in small towns devastated by the war.

In the minds of playwrights and audiences, Soviet Yiddish theater had a bright future. Certainly, no one imagined ever enjoying full artistic freedom, but people hoped for continued state funding, restored buildings, and a vibrant, imaginative atmosphere. None of those hopes were realized. By 1951, Yiddish theaters were forcibly closed across the Soviet Union, including Birobidzhan in Russia’s Jewish autonomous region. Small, amateur troupes continued here and there, but not until the 1960s did some state-sponsored Yiddish theatrical activity return to Soviet cities. By then, Yiddish theater had become exoticized and marginalized. Yiddish plays no longer addressed the present, focusing instead on a past shtetl life that never was. Yiddish theater has never fully returned to the post-Soviet public space. The reasons are many: Its history was suppressed, the Yiddish vernacular began to wane, and there were no actors, directors, or screenwriters able to produce content that could both pass censorship and attract the Soviet public. When the curtain fell on the last shows of 1949 and 1950, professional Yiddish theatrical production effectively ended in the Soviet Union for generations.







7JEWISH STUDIES IN SOVIET RESEARCH INSTITUTIONS


The Last Attempt

In January 1944, the Soviet Jewish ethnomusicologist Moisei Beregovsky (1892–1961) defended his PhD dissertation (kandidat) in the field of Klezmer music at Moscow Conservatorium, the first dissertation on that subject in the world.1 Two months prior to his graduation, in December 1943, his direct boss, the linguist and activist Elye Spivak, then a member of the Soviet Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee, was awarded a doctor of science degree for his work in Yiddish linguistics by the Ukrainian Academy of Science. Titled “New Word-Creation,” the thesis addressed formations of vocabulary of the Yiddish language in the Soviet Union. He based his paper on a book he published in 1938.2 In 1947, Lev Zinger defended his kandidat dissertation at the history department of Moscow State University. His thesis was titled “Socioeconomic Consequences of the Solution of the Jewish Question in the Soviet Union.”

Jewish cultural scholarship in the Soviet Union experienced a remarkable renaissance between 1944 and 1947. Despite challenges such as state-imposed censorship, physical losses from the war, and other limitations, the Soviet Union emerged as a hub for advanced research in Jewish music, culture, and literature during the 1940s. Alongside general higher education institutions, a specialized entity dedicated solely to Jewish studies was established: the Kyiv-based Department for Studies of Jewish Culture, affiliated with the Ukrainian Academy of Science. Elye Spivak led the department and chaired its linguistics section, which included prominent linguists like Moisei Shapiro, Ruvim Lerner, and Moisei Maidansky. The literature department was chaired by Efim Loytsker, who oversaw scholars such as Moisei Mezheritsky, Abram Velednitsky, and Naum Oyslender. Moisei Beregovsky directed the folklore section, supervising the junior ethnographers Ida Shaykes and Inna Shargorodskaya.

Despite the small size of the department, it pursued an ambitious research agenda. Spivak and Shapiro worked on a comprehensive Russian-Yiddish dictionary, slated for publication in 1947, while Beregovsky and his team conducted folklore expeditions in liberated Ukraine. From late 1944 to early 1947, these expeditions documented hundreds of Yiddish songs and folktales from Jews who had returned from evacuation or who had survived the war under Romanian occupation. The team visited regions such as Kamianets-Podilskyi, Pechera, and Bershad. Meanwhile, the literary section focused on studying the works of Sholem Aleichem and other Soviet Yiddish writers, with Loytsker working on a monograph about David Bergelson. In Moscow, Yehezkel Dobrushin, a prolific Soviet literary critic, also wrote a monograph on Bergelson and reviewed numerous literary works in journals.3

The Department for Studies of Jewish Culture was the only Soviet institution whose sole mission was to conduct academic research in the field of Jewish studies, but there was talk at one point of creating a sister organization in Belarus.4 Such an initiative would have been difficult. Most Jewish studies scholars in Minsk had been fired or arrested or both during the Great Terror of 1937–1939. Yiddish scholars who had worked at the Belarusian Academy of Science had never regained their positions. They had survived the war but no longer had an institutional home. For example, Uri Finkel (1896–1957), a Yiddish literary scholar formerly working in the Jewish section of the academy, wrote a number of articles after the war on Sholem Aleichem, Avrom Goldfaden, and wartime Soviet Jewish literature. Only one of his books, a literary analysis of the works of the Yiddish writer Sholem Yankev Abramovich (known as Mendele Moicher Sforim) was published in 1947. None of his other works ever appeared.5 Like many of his colleagues, Finkel turned to journalism in the mid-1940s. He wrote pieces on partisan movements and other Jewish wartime endeavors but published no academic research.6 In the late 1940s, he worked on a history of the Jewish community of the Belarusian town Rakov, adding details from the 1930s and 1940s to existing chronicles. After his death, the document was secretly sent to Israel and deposited in an archive there.7 It remains unpublished and has not been studied. Another literary scholar, Hirsh (Grigorii) Berezkin (1918–1981), survived an NKVD shooting in 1941 (he was first arrested by NKVD, whose officers then shot prisoners) and the German roundup of 1941. After the war, he never returned to Jewish studies but was accused of Jewish nationalism and arrested in 1949. He was acquitted in 1956. In Lithuania, the position of the chair of the Jewish Language and Literature Department at Vilnius University, held before the war by the world-famous philologist Noakh Prilutzky, was discontinued.8 In 1941, Prilutzky was murdered in the Vilna Ghetto. Some scholars, like the literary critics Meir Weiner and Aaron Gurstein, were killed in combat. The folklorist Abraham Yuditsky died during the evacuation. A year before his death, he wrote two essays: one about a group of evacuated women who created a knitting co-op in Fergana, Uzbekistan, and another one about ethnic relations among evacuees from Kyiv.9

Like Yuditsky, many other Jewish studies scholars experienced a sense of urgency that took them out of their comfort zone as historians, demographers, sociologists, and literary specialists. They became documentarians of the historical moment they were experiencing. Yakov Kantor, a Kyiv-based demographer who before the war had studied population statistics of Soviet Jewry, wrote several texts between 1942 and 1947 documenting Jewish life in Georgia and Central Asia. He covered the wartime experiences of Georgian Jews, conducted surveys of Jewish women in the Soviet Union, and wrote a Marxist analysis of Soviet Jewish history.10 During the same period, the Belarusian historian Israel Sosis completed two monographs, one on the history of Jews in the Soviet Union, the other on Jews in Belarus in the nineteenth century.11 Neither was published.12

The Moscow-based demographer Lev Zinger published a study of wartime experiences of Soviet Jews.13 In 1945, he also published Soviet Jews in Evacuation, the last of his socioeconomic surveys.14 Although some of his analytics was ideological, much of the data he collected remains valuable.15 Another of Zinger’s studies, still unpublished, was an analysis of Soviet Jewish evacuees, the first study of Jews on the Soviet home front. One problem with the manuscript is that it has no footnotes. How he came up with such numbers as 73,620 Jews evacuated to Kyrgystan in 1944 is a mystery.16 The same goes for the gender distribution among evacuees in Kazakhstan, Kyrgystan, and the Chelyabinsk region.17 The study makes a significant contribution to our understanding of the experience of evacuated Jews, however, from the position of a scientist who himself lived through the events. For example, Zinger gives a detailed analysis of how medical professionals, including the Moscow-based physiologist Lina Shtern, helped establish medical research facilities and hospitals in Kyrgystan. The author also describes the contributions of evacuated Jewish collective farmers in tree-planting work in western Siberia and the efforts of Jewish doctors from Moscow and Kharkiv to curb a typhus epidemic in the Pavlovgrad region of Kazakhstan.18

Soviet scholars and activists also laid the foundations of Holocaust studies. Some were ghetto survivors themselves, such as the journalist Hirsh Smolar, who wrote the first book on Jewish resistance in the Minsk Ghetto.19 Others survived the war in the Soviet rear, such as the historian Ber Mark, who published one of the first monographs on Jewish resistance in the Warsaw Ghetto.20

Academic works published in the Soviet Union from 1945 to 1948 are only the tip of the Soviet Jewish scholarly iceberg. They were the projects whose authors survived the war, that managed to pass Soviet censorship, and that got completed before the crackdown on Jewish public and intellectual activity. Most other works of the period were blocked at the time, including those that still resonate with scholarly interests today. One was The Black Book of Soviet Jewry, also known simply as The Black Book, edited by the prominent Soviet Jewish writers and journalists Ilya Ehrenburg and Vasily Grossman, a collection of testimonies and reportages about the Holocaust in occupied parts of the Soviet Union. Others included The Red Book, an anthology of Jewish heroism in the Red Army and the partisan movement during the war, and studies of Yiddish folklore among survivors of Transnistria.21 Despite significant ideological and financial limitations, Jewish scholars persisted in laying the groundwork for Jewish studies. In this chapter, we look at examples of unfinished projects to get an insight into issues that interested Soviet Jewish scholars and that possibly led to their arrest and even death.



Studies of Jewish Music, Literature, and Linguistics

In May 1944, both Moisei Beregovsky and Elye Spivak returned to Kyiv, where they resumed their work at the Department for Studies of Jewish Culture. In November 1944, Spivak prompted Beregovsky to launch several field expeditions to the newly liberated areas of Ukraine. Their goal would be to collect Yiddish folklore from survivors. The two scholars formed a team that included Ruvim Lerner (1912–1972), the folklorists Hine Shargorodskaya and Ida Shaykes, and the poet Sholem Kupershmidt (1881–1968). The members traveled to Pechera, Bershad, Shargorod, Bratslav, Tulchin, Zhabokrich, Vinnytsia, Chernivtsi, and several other towns in Ukraine. They interviewed hundreds of survivors and collected 263 original songs.22 They also produced pages of ethnographic notes stating the name and age of every informant and where they had survived the war. At least one-third of all the interviewees were children and teenagers younger than eighteen in 1945. Sometimes, the collectors asked survivors to write down all the words of a song, creating handwritten documents. The team’s audio recordings, professional transcripts, and handwritten materials amount to an extremely rare archive representing the direct voices of Holocaust survivors, including children and teenagers in Transnistria.

Beregovsky later described his feeling of emptiness that accompanied him on the trips. Survivors in devasted small towns and villages told stories of an abandoned mine or factory or group of cellars where Jews had been murdered in the early days of the war. He found the sites almost unbearable to look at. The songs the team collected often called desperately for the deaths to be commemorated. For example, on September 2, 1945, Beregovsky came to Zhabokrich, a small town in the Vinnytsia region of Ukraine. He met a hairdresser named Semyon (Shikl) Gershberg, who said that on July 29, 1941, German and Romanian soldiers, together with some locals, shot 432 Jews in three cellars on the outskirts of the town. Gershberg survived the shooting because his neighbor hid him.23 When he found out what had happened to his family and neighbors, he wrote a song about it. For Beregovsky, Gershberg sang it for the first time:


In ’41, the Jews were led into four cellars.

The people were driven thirty or forty at a time

and every one of them fell from a bullet.

They drove men and women with young children in their arms;

a while later, they could no longer be recognized,

because the heat of the cellars and the smoke from the bullets

had burned up their faces.

For three days, the murderers went into the Jewish houses

and each of them was led by a collaborator,

and the people lay deep in blood

and waited for death every minute.

In the red cellar, Jewish blood boiled on every post.

During the slaughter, many women lost their minds.

The screams of the women and the cries of the children

were so heartbreaking they could move a stone to tears.

Now imagine what the town of Zhabokrich went through;

sing this song and truly believe in its words.

Tell the world, every last person,

that the town of Zhabokrich was turned into a cemetery.24



Gershberg’s song offered a rare Jewish perspective on what had happened in Zhabokrich.25 The lyrics served two functions. They documented the violence that Gershberg witnessed from the neighboring house where his friend had hid him, and they served as a tacit plea that the events not be forgotten. Beregovsky wanted to ensure that songs and stories like Gershberg’s would be preserved and studied.

During these field trips, Beregovsky and his colleagues produced hundreds of pages of ethnographic notes. Based on the materials, he and Lerner prepared a monograph titled The Creativity of Jewish People During the Great Homeland War. In 1946, they sent it for consideration to the Der Emes publishing house. Der Emes solicited an external review from the Yiddish poet and critic Yehezkel Dobrushin, who wrote a devastatingly negative critique. The songs and stories collected in the volume are of “low literary quality,” he said, and should not be published.26

Upset with the assessment, Beregovsky traveled to Moscow to consult with the Yiddish poet Itsik Fefer, by that time the second in command at the JAFC. Fefer connected Beregovsky to his contacts in the Jewish section of the Moscow Writers’ Union, leading to a second, anonymous review of the manuscript. It recommended publication pending some revisions, and a contract was signed with Der Emes for publication in 1949. The book, however, never appeared. Der Emes was shut down in 1948. Beregovsky and Lerner’s manuscript still lies in the publisher’s archives, which are divided between St. Petersburg and Kyiv. In 1950, Soviet interrogators used the conversation with Fefer as proof of Beregovsky’s nationalist and anti-Soviet activities. Beregovsky was banished to the Gulag until 1956, after which he returned to Kyiv.

In 1946, Elye Spivak published his monograph Di shprakh in di teg fun der foterlendisher milkhome (Language during the days of the homeland war).27 It was the first postwar Yiddish publication in Kyiv. It identified new Yiddish vocabulary circulating in the Soviet Union, on the basis of a linguistic and philological analysis of Yiddish poetry by David Hofshteyn, Shmuel Halkin, Peretz Markish, Ezra Fininberg, Abrahm Kahan, and others, as well as speeches by Solomon Mikhoels and articles in Eynikayt. Spivak found an increased use of the words “heymland” and “foterland,” both meaning “homeland,” and the emergence of diverse terms associated with the battlefield and the war.28 Spivak focused on words such as shiser (shooter), tsung (literally “tongue” but meaning “captured soldier”), knup (resistance) and aroysraykhern (literally “smoke out”). His section on battlefield terminology (batalishe vortbildung) constitutes fourteen pages of the fifty-three-page monograph.29

Spivak also included a short section on vey, having to do with the specific Jewish experience of the war. He discusses words such as getele (little ghetto), geto-yid (ghetto Jew), geto-vent (ghetto walls), getto-yedies (ghetto news), geto lid (ghetto song), and der letster yid (the last Jew). The words are listed as coming from poetry by Avrom Sutzkever and other materials from the Vilna Ghetto.30 Several words are credited as coming from the Transnistria region and from Minsk. The section on the destruction of the Jewish community is the shortest in the book, but it is also the most noteworthy. It details Jewish life in the Soviet Union under Nazi occupation. One footnote even contains a full Hebrew-language citation from the biblical book of Ezekiel.31 Spivak had access to many Yiddish materials: testimonies from The Black Book, folk songs and stories submitted for publication in Eynikayt, and songs and stories collected by the team member Sholem Kupershmidt between 1941 and 1942.32

The ideological constraints under which Spivak worked are evident. For example, he does not mention the word nekome (revenge), which became prominent in the vocabulary of Soviet Jews, privately and publicly. Titles of plays included the word. A partisan detachment in Lithuania called itself Nekome (its commander was Abba Kovner). Numerous works of poetry and prose centered on revenge, but Spivak chose not to include the word in his vocabulary study. Religious terms such as yeshue (rescue, salvation) do not appear, either.

Above all, the fact that words can never fully describe the horrors that Jews witnessed and experienced remains unaddressed. Expressions such as erger fun toyt (worse than death) appear in numerous sources, but Spivak highlights instead the Yiddish words for battles, weapons, and homeland. His goal was to discuss aspects of Yiddish language that could be seen as conforming to the ideological line of shared experiences and heroism of all Soviet peoples, rather than specifically Jewish people. Still, his monograph remains the only study of Yiddish vocabulary in the Soviet Union during the war.33

Elye Spivak’s true passion, one that allowed him not to worry so much about political appropriateness, was a project he worked on in the 1930s and during the war: the creation of a Russian–Yiddish dictionary. He had finished a draft by mid-1945, and it was due to be published by Der Emes in 1947. Just as Beregovsky’s book died on the vine, however, Spivak’s project also failed to appear. Instead, long after his death and the deaths of almost all his collaborators, including the linguists Moisei Maidansky and Ruvim Lerner, the dictionary finally saw publication in 1984. Its editor was Moisei Shapiro, the only surviving linguist to have worked with Spivak.34

When the Department for Studies of Jewish Culture was shut down in the 1949, authorities cited two reasons. One was that the people involved were promoting Jewish nationalism and Zionism, but the main reason given was “low productivity.” Essentially, the members were accused of being lazy and inefficient. On the surface, the argument might seem to have had merit. Only Spivak’s study saw publication in the immediate postwar period. A deeper look, however, tells a different story. Every scholar working for the department had developed their own, ambitious research agenda. Each had embarked on difficult-to-study topics. One had set out to analyze the folklore of a recently traumatized population. Another had sought to discuss new, Yiddish literary works of the Soviet Union. Yet another had begun in-depth research into the Yiddish language, a daunting challenge without a developed network of public culture. Certain fields, such as the contemporary history of Jews, were off-limits, and studying literature and folklore without discussing history or using a comparative perspective was a formidable challenge. All Soviet humanities professionals were limited by the need to fit their scholarship into the regime’s ideological framework. The task was especially difficult for scholars studying Yiddish, as they worked within severe ideological restrictions. Nevertheless, the researchers for the Department for Studies of Jewish Culture managed to produce solid analytical work.

Conducting research was difficult, but publishing results was close to impossible. Soviet Yiddish academic book publishing had ceased to exist in the 1930s. The only remaining Yiddish outlets were three general-audience periodicals and newspapers—Der Shtern, Heymland, Eynikayt—and the almanac Birobidzhan. Eynikayt published short surveys and reported scholarly activities, which normally might have appeared in academic journals, rather than in newspapers. In the highly restricted climate of approved topics for scholarly research, articles on Jewish history, culture, and language had almost no chance of appearing in an academic journal of a non-Jewish language. Therefore, the department scholars faced a double bind: Yiddish-language academic publishers did not exist, and Russian- and Ukrainian-language academic publishers, whether of books or journals, did not consider Jewish studies a field worth advancing. All this went on against the backdrop of built-in marginality of Yiddish-language scholarship. Similarly, in the United States, Yiddish-language studies did not reach beyond a very small circles of scholars.

Given such circumstances, what the department researchers accomplished was impressive. They worked within a tiny budget, with few opportunities to collaborate with scholars in related disciplines. Spivak’s study of the everyday language patterns in Yiddish during the war remains the only serious treatment of the subject in the period when the language was last spoken beyond small academic and literary circles. Beregovsky’s achievements in Jewish ethnomusicology revolutionized the field of Jewish music studies and remain relevant sixty years after his death. Given that all the work was accomplished in a short period after the war, in conditions specifically designed to hamper scholars and keep them from succeeding, the achievements were remarkable.



Journalists as Scholars: The Black Book(s), the JAFC Literary Commission, and Holocaust Research

Another organization that played a significant role in advancing Jewish studies was the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee of the Soviet Union. Although the committee’s mandate did not include academic research, it launched several important academic projects and employed several scholars and journalists to complete them. The most significant of these was The Black Book of Soviet Jewry, one of the most important collections of primary documents ever about the history of the Holocaust in the Soviet Union. The story of the development of The Black Book is often overshadowed by what happened to it later: the history of its publication, its change of editor in chief, and the tragic fates of the members of its editorial board. Because of its devastating outcome, as well as some inaccuracies and flaws in its structure and narrative, the volume never made it into the ranks of standard collections documenting the Nazi crimes against European Jews in the West.35 The book itself, however, involved more than four hundred contributors and represented the thoughts and ideas that mattered most to people who lived through the most devastating chapter in modern Jewish history.

The work of documenting the devastation began almost as soon as the Nazi invasion began in mid-1941. Ilya Ehrenburg, one of the Soviet Union’s most prominent writers and journalists, received letters, pleas, poems, and notes from Jews almost daily. They came from people living under occupation or at the front and from soldiers serving in the Red Army. Ehrenburg’s mail included narratives reporting atrocities; diaries recording everyday challenges, including starvation, disease, and astonishing escapes; and amateur drawings and poetry. He received hundreds of pieces of correspondence during the first year of the Nazi–Soviet war, and by 1943, he had accumulated more than a thousand. Among the letters were numerous testimonies and appeals from Soviet Jews. In mid-1943, Ehrenburg began assembling the documents, and by the end of the year, he began thinking about systematizing the materials into an anthology.36 Ehrenburg’s idea was to collect the letters, diaries, and stories that arrived at his address, edit them for clarity and style, and publish them in a single volume.

At the same time, Jewish Red Army soldiers and survivors were sending similar materials to the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee in Kuibyshev. Although the committee was conceived and functioned as an international lobby and fundraising organization, when it moved to Moscow in 1944, people often came to its offices on Kropotkin Street to tell their personal stories and to share their sorrow.37 Gradually, the organization became a major center for collecting documentation of Nazi atrocities within the Soviet borders of 1941.38 In May 1942, the organization established two commissions: one for collecting materials on Nazi atrocities against the Jewish population and another for collecting materials on the participation of Jews in the war. In the summer of 1943, leaders of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee decided to publish the documents and literary works as a book, later known as The Black Book.39

The idea for The Black Book came from the United States in 1942, when a group of Jewish organizations, notably the American Writers Committee led by Chaim Zhitlovsky, sent a telegram to the JFAC inviting it to collaborate on a project documenting atrocities.40 It was Albert Einstein’s idea to invite members of the JFAC to the United States and to launch a Black Book together.41 In the spring of 1944, the two initiatives merged. The JFAC appointed Ehrenburg to head the Black Book Literary Commission, a group of Jewish and non-Jewish writers, to oversee the collection and preparation of materials.42 The project became wide-reaching in nature, supported by the highest levels of Soviet executive power and three international organizations: the World Jewish Congress; the Committee of Writers, Artists, and Scholars, chaired by Einstein; and the Vaad Leumi, or Jewish National Council of Mandatory Palestine.43 On the Soviet side, the commission’s editorial board included eight people, all leading figures in Soviet Yiddish culture: the actor and theater director Solomon Mikhoels; the writers David Bergelson, Itsik Fefer, Leyb Kvitko, Peretz Markish, and Shmuel Halkin; the physician Boris Shimeliovich; and the linguist Eliahu Falkovich. With the exception of Falkovich and Halkin, the members would not live to see 1953. Solomon Mikhoels would be murdered by Soviet authorities in 1948. Most of the others would be shot on the night of August 12, 1952, the infamous “Night of the Murdered Poets.”

Significantly, none of the commission’s many editors or contributors was an actual historian or social scientist. The historians and social scientists Jacob Kantor, Lev Zinger, and Isaak Mintz, all of whom were working on other projects related to the history of the Jewish experience in World War II, were not consulted or otherwise involved in The Black Book. The reason may have been that the original goal of the book was to provide material for criminal proceedings or for the press or another form of wide outreach, not to document history.

In 1943, the commission’s priority was to highlight Nazi crimes to motivate the army and the rest of Soviet society to fight the war. Promoting the Soviet war effort among the international Jewish community was also of primary importance. The American side was more interested in bringing perpetrators to justice for crimes against Jews, not just against all civilians.44 In 1944 and early 1945, providing detailed evidence of Nazi crimes for prosecution emerged as a greater priority for the Soviet side as well.

When the Soviet State Commission for Investigating Nazi Crimes, founded in November 1942, eventually gathered some 250,000 reports on Nazi crimes committed against civilians on Soviet territory to be used at legal proceedings, it exchanged some of these documents with the JAFC. Some of the official material of the State Commission eventually made it into The Black Book.45 But by 1945, the commission members began to think of the project as a memorial to the murdered victims, who were often without gravestones. In the immediate postwar years, the issue of how to continue to live among the people portrayed in The Black Book as villains became central.

The number and expertise of the people involved in the project were formidable. Ilya Ehrenburg and Vasily Grossman, both celebrities, served as the editors in chief. Ehrenburg started the project but quit over a disagreement with the board in 1945. Grossman took over. Both men are listed as editors in chief in the published versions. Many of the individuals involved had strong personal connections to the material. Grossman also took charge of the section on Berdychiv, where he had lost his mother in the early days of the war. The Yiddish poet and former partisan Avrom Sutzkever was responsible for the section on Vilnius, where he had lived before the war. That section, as well as Grossman’s section on Treblinka, were included in the American version of The Black Book as well.46 The writer Lydia Seifulina (1889–1954) wrote about Crimea, where her niece, Lyudmila Shapiro, had survived the war. The poet Vera Inber (1890–1972) was assigned to write about Odessa, where she had been born.47 For assistance, Inber recruited Dr. Adesman, who had treated her father before the war and had survived the occupation of Odessa. He helped her identify where the atrocities took place and compiled a list of people he knew who had been murdered.48 One of the leaders of the resistance in the Minsk Ghetto, Hirsh Smoliar (1905–1993), worked on the section about Minsk.

Not a single contributor could say that they were detached from the material or could claim “objectivity.” For everyone involved, the project was as much personal as public. Editors and authors formed an impromptu community of Holocaust survivors and Jewish intellectuals who edited other survivors’ testimonies for larger audiences.49

The material included diaries, letters, poems, notes, and formal narratives. Here are some examples:


	• A list of members of the Jewish intelligentsia, with their families, who perished in the massacres at Babi Yar, in the Ukrainian capital of Kyiv, including forty-four doctors, eight lawyers, and three engineers.50

	• A stenographic record of a conversation with the survivor Nisim Noim about Vaivara and other concentration camps in Estonia.51

	• The recollections of Dr. Israel Borisovich Adesman and the list he compiled of sixty-one Odessa doctors who perished, recorded by his wife, Rakhil Iosifovna Goldental, in 1944.52



Authorities kept a close eye on the project. In their view, the book had to be suitable for domestic propaganda purposes, which meant that certain subjects, such as the uniqueness of Jewish suffering, were off the table.53 During the first editorial session to discuss the book’s content, on October 13, 1944, Ilya Ehrenburg famously stood his ground: “We are not the authors of the book, the Germans are the ones writing it.”54 He also emphasized that documents selected for publication needed to state facts, rather than an author’s thoughts about those facts.55 In addition, he stated his belief that professional journalists and writers, such as Grossman, Seifulina, Sutzkever, Kvitko, Vera Inber, and others, would be much more capable of providing “good material” than random letter writers would.56 On the other hand, among the documents that Ehrenburg cited as critically important was a horrific good-bye letter in Hebrew from a woman and her daughter in Baranovichi, Belarus, to her father in the United States:57


Mister Vishnet. Orange, U.S.A.

[Letter in Hebrew]

31 July 1942

Dear Moshkele and all my loved ones,

On 25 July a terrible massacre took place here, as well as in other towns. Mass murder.

Only 350 people are left. 850 died a terrible death at the hands of the murderers. Like puppies thrown down toilets, children were thrown alive into pits. I will not write much. I think someone may survive to tell you about our ordeals and our bloody end. We have managed to survive for a time … but for how long? Every day we wait for death and weep over our dear ones. Your loved ones, Moshkele, are no more. But I envy them. I shall end this; it is impossible to write, and I cannot convey to you our suffering. Be healthy, all of you. The one thing you can do for us is to avenge our murders. We cry out to you: Revenge! I kiss you passionately and bid you farewell before we die.

[Postscript in Polish]

Dear Father,

I am saying goodbye to you before I die. We long so much to live, but all is lost—they won’t let us! I am so afraid of this death because they throw small children into the mass graves alive. Farewell forever. I kiss you, kiss you.

Your J. A kiss from G.58



Ehrenburg insisted that materials from both the largest murder sites and the smallest be included, especially if they were so emotionally strong that “they can move a stone to tears.”59 One such letter came from Sorochyntsi, a village in the Poltava region of Ukraine:


HOW THE WOMAN DR. LANGMAN PERISHED (SOROCHYNTSI)

A gynecologist named Lyubov Mikhailovna Langman lived in Sorochyntsi. The people loved her, and for a long time, peasant women hid her from the Germans. Her eleven-year-old daughter was hidden along with her.

When Langman was in the village of Mikhailovka, a midwife came and told her that the village elder’s wife was having a very difficult delivery. Langman explained to the midwife what had to be done, but the mother’s condition was getting worse by the hour. Faithful to her duty, Langman went to the elder’s cottage and saved both the mother and the child. Afterwards, the elder told the Germans that a Jewish woman was in his hut. The Germans took Langman and her daughter out to be shot. At first Langman pleaded, “Don’t kill my little girl!” But then she held her daughter close to her and said, “Shoot! I don’t want her to live among the likes of you!” The mother and her daughter were murdered.60



While Ehrenburg focused on stories by survivors, Ilya Trainin (1886–1949), a former director of the film production and distribution organization SovKino and a professor of law, was more interested in the legal power of the documents.61 He insisted that the official orders issued by the German authorities to gather, murder, and bury Jews had to be in the book as well. He believed that publishing original documents related to the investigation of Nazi crimes would enhance The Black Book’s significance and power. Trainin and Vassily Grossman wanted the documents to serve as proof that the destruction of the Jews was systematic.62 Ehrenburg, while generally in agreement, was adamant, however, that the book contain no moralizing, no polemics, no discussion.63 It had to be, he said, a monument.64 Vasily Grossman shared his view: “All materials that we have are stories of people who have miraculously survived, but our job is also to tell the story on behalf of people who lie in the earth, and who cannot say anything. We have to speak of the 99 percent of the people who were led to Babi Yar, not about five people who escaped the shooting there.”65 The writer Rakhil Kovnator (1899–1977) elaborated, “The book speaks with the voices of those who live in the earth. It contains an enormous amount of human suffering. I think that no other document has a similar impact as our book. No materials from the Nuremberg trials can replace these documents.”66

The editors faced two, contradictory challenges. For the domestic audience, the story of Jews being killed had to fit within the Soviet narrative that all ethnic groups suffered equally. For the international audience, the story had to show the Red Army and Soviet Union protecting Jews.67 Vera Inber, who was responsible for the Odessa section, wondered whether she could speak about the atrocities committed by the Romanian occupiers, given that Romania had surrendered in 1944 and had become a satellite of the Soviet Union. Others were concerned about whether information about Soviet citizens who collaborated with the Nazis could be published.68 Grossman worried about potential hostility from non-Jewish Soviet readers. If the word “Jew” appeared too often in the book, they might get annoyed.69 He decided that “Jew” could stay, but all collaborators or perpetrators identified as “Ukrainians” would instead be called “polizei.”70 Ehrenburg wanted to emphasize that not just Jews were targeted but all Jews were targeted. Both Grossman and Ehrenburg agreed that they had to word the point carefully. Any mistake could shut the project down. Ehrenburg suggested that they specifically address the subject in a short introduction.71

Another challenge was how to balance stories and numbers. Ehrenburg refused to publish statistics about the dead. As he correctly assumed, numbers were not yet known. “Some people suggest there were 600,000 killed, others speak of 2,000,000,” he said. “Statistics would kill reliability.” Instead, editors focused on soliciting the widest possible range of materials. A form letter asking dozens of journalists to write articles about the killings of Jews was sent out.72 The response surpassed all expectations. Materials flew in: reportages, photographs, articles, and notes.73

Vasily Grossman, who took over from Ilya Ehrenburg as editor in chief in 1945, summarized the achievements of The Black Book as being an objective representation of the lives of Soviet Jews under Nazi occupation, a collection of documents that could serve as court evidence of Nazi crimes, a wealth of materials showing that where there are friendships and other types of supportive relationships there is always hope, and an irrefutable argument about the existence of a concerted Jewish resistance.74

Every member of the editorial board agreed that the project was urgent, and every one of them also worried that the book would never be published. Discussion of “permissions” and “suitability” featured prominently in the minutes of their meetings. Their concerns were justified. In the end, they had to publish the book in the United States, in English, with significant cuts. Even in a country free of Soviet censorship and ideological constraints, the book was not fully able to reach its public.

An English edition of The Black Book appeared in New York in the spring of 1946. To celebrate the publication, ten to fifteen thousand people gathered in New York’s Madison Square Garden to “demand justice for six million Jewish dead.” This rally assembled numerous politicians, intellectuals, artists, and leading representatives of Jewish organizations in the United States, as well as a broad press contingent, all there to celebrate the publication.75

The US edition contained both Soviet-produced materials and others, independently collected and organized. “The globe is too small to hold both mankind and fascism,” Itsik Fefer wrote in the epigraph.76 The book also acknowledged that an American “Black Book Committee” had been established to sponsor and publicize the book, a body that included such celebrities as Albert Einstein, Eleanor Roosevelt, Stephen Wise, and Thomas Mann.77

The bulk of the US edition was devoted to the experience of Jews in western Europe. Events in the Soviet Union and Poland made up ninety-nine pages of a section called “Annihilation,” which included materials from the Baltic states, and thirty-three pages of a section titled “Resistance.” The imbalance came not because the Soviet editors had failed to produce material (in fact, they had sent 525 typed pages) and not even because of the endless censorship queries.78 It came because the Soviet editors and contributors were operating from a country where the war was still raging and where Nazi forces were still “writing new material” by committing more atrocities. In fact, according to Itsik Fefer, some executive members of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee received an urgent telegram from Andrei Gromyko, later the Soviet foreign minister but at the time the Soviet ambassador to the United States, asking for any, even imperfect materials to be sent: “something … anything,” otherwise The Black Book would appear without any Soviet materials at all.79 Prior to the publication of the English text, it was then back-translated into Russian so that Mikhoels, Fefer, and Grossman could read it. In their response, sent after a delay of nearly three months, they demanded the removal of certain sections and criticized parts of Einstein’s preface. Einstein made corrections, but his preface was scrapped.80

The reception of The Black Book in the United States was mixed. Some people, including the historian Frederic Ewin, a professor at Brooklyn College, praised it, especially its attention to the Jewish resistance. Its biggest achievement, Ewin also said, was “not the incredible statistics of slaughter, but the almost matter-of-fact accounts of eyewitnesses, and the testimony of the accused.”81 Less impressed was Hannah Arendt, the German-born American political theorist. In her review, published in Commentary in 1946, she criticized the volume’s overly journalistic style, its poor organization, and the impossibility of using the book for political purposes because the facts presented could not be trusted. “The Black Book fails because its authors, submerged in a chaos of details, were unable to understand or make clear the nature of the facts confronting them,” she stated.82 She did not mention the testimonies of survivors. She criticized the accounts of the Jewish resistance in the Warsaw Ghetto as “poorly-written.” The biggest problem, Arendt stated, was that the authors “failed to make the German nation look as guilty as the Nazis made Jews look.… In drawing up a bill of indictment on the part of the absolutely innocent Jewish people against the absolutely guilty German people, the authors of The Black Book overlook the fact that they lack the power to make the whole German nation look as guilty as the Nazis made Jews look—and God forbid that anyone should ever again have such power!”83

The authors failed to do so, she said, because they were too busy writing from the perspective of Soviet ideology, which she despised. “Fabricating a false reality according to lying ideology, propaganda and the publicity of the style embodied in this book can only succeed in making a true story sound unconvincing,” she wrote. “And the account grows all the more unconvincing as the events themselves become more atrocious. Told as propaganda, the whole story … does not even sound true.”84

From January to May 1946, B. Z. Goldberg, who coordinated the Black Book project in the US, made a trip to the Soviet Union. He met with many members of the JFAC and of course with the editorial group of The Black Book. They discussed a number of joint Soviet–American initiatives, including a book about Jewish resistance during the Holocaust and a literary journal in Yiddish that would be published simultaneously in Moscow, New York, and Tel Aviv “as an indication of Jewish national unity,” and Goldberg tried to invite Mikhoels and Fefer again to the US to do a theater production with them. But nothing came of these plans.85 In fact, when Fefer and other members of JFAC were arrested, their having met with Goldberg incriminated them as evidence of their espionage activity.

After the US edition appeared, the quest to publish The Black Book in Russian in the Soviet Union continued. Arguably, with all the disagreements, budget shortages, organizational confusion, and yes, the ongoing war, the hardest part of the project was getting permission to publish the book for a wide Soviet audience.86 In mid-1945, the contents and structure of the manuscript were finally approved. Toward the end of the year, after numerous reviews, deletions, and corrections, the Black Book Literary Commission under Vasily Grossman completed the edit. The manuscript was submitted to the Der Emes publishing house. The director complained of more last-minute corrections, but the censors cleared the book for release. In April 1946, the presidium, or standing executive committee, of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee was told that the book would be out soon. In late November 1946, Ehrenburg, despite his ongoing conflict with the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee, lent his support to a final push. He cosigned an appeal that spoke of “the evil wreaked on the Jews by the German fascists during the war years” and of “a necessary book for the Soviet reader in which so much labor and emotion has been invested.”87

In the end, all efforts were in vain. The final decision came from Joseph Stalin himself. “Why highlight this (Jewish) suffering when all our peoples suffered?” said the general secretary of the Communist Party.88 His remark killed any chance that the book would appear in print in the Soviet Union.

The project’s creators, however, refused to give up hope. To them, the book was too important to let go. Even after Mikhoels’s murder in January, 1948, Itsik Fefer appealed to Dmitri Shepilov, later the foreign affairs minister and at the time a senior propaganda official, for permission to print a limited number of copies. They would be held by some institutions and in closed sections of some libraries. The request was denied.89 Soon afterward, Fefer and many other editors and contributors were arrested. The Russian edition of The Black Book that they had so doggedly researched and compiled would not be published until 1980 in Israel and in 1993 in Lithuania.

Hundreds of people became involved in contributing, editing, producing, and illustrating the book. They formed a community of activists, journalists, poets, writers, artists, medical professionals, and lawyers, Jews and non-Jews. The community was short-lived and its activity severely punished, but those involved produced what has ultimately proved to be an indispensable work commemorating the people who perished in the Holocaust and created what is now also seen as a monument to the book’s contributors who lost their lives to Stalinist terror.

The Black Book lived up to other aspirations as well. Portions of it were indeed eventually used as legal documents. Although the tome was never used for political action as Solomon Mikhoels had hoped, it did play a political role. After all, how many books had the highest level of the Soviet government involved in the editorial process? Andrei Gromyko, Andrei Zhdanov, and Stalin himself—truly the highest echelons of the Soviet regime—were aware of its production and deemed it important enough to get involved. Because of their involvement, the project was shut down. Ironically, had the editors been less ambitious, they might have succeeded in getting the book published in the Soviet Union. Had they prepared the materials in Yiddish instead of Russian, for example, and reduced the scale of the project, it might have come out. After all, Der Emes managed to publish works by Hirsh Smoliar, along with other Black Book contributors and two pamphlet-size Yiddish texts from The Black Book.



The Red Book: Jews in the Partisan Movement

The Black Book was not the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee’s only large book project. A comparable amount of effort was devoted to the collection of materials for a book titled Jews in the Partisan Movement, also known as The Red Book. Whereas The Black Book was an international project, with stakeholders around the world and with the highest-level Soviet leadership involved, The Red Book emerged more organically from stories, letters, and reportages sent to Eynikayt during the war. Hundreds of authors, including soldiers, officers, nurses, doctors, and partisans on the front lines, contributed.

Ilya Ehrenburg brought up the idea of the anthology at the second meeting of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee. His idea was that such a book would help to combat widespread bigotry against Jews in the Soviet Union and especially help to debunk the myth that Jews sat out the war in Tashkent.90 The goal did not seem to be a priority for the Soviet higher-ups, however, who said a book about Nazi atrocities against Jews would resonate better with readers abroad than would stories of Jewish heroism. Still, the subject interested Soviet Jewish intellectuals. In a summary of what stories Eynikayt published and what materials were sent abroad, the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee provided a revealing look at what the authors covered and in what quantity:


1. Participation of Jews in the Patriotic War and their heroism, 1,886 items.

2. Jews in the partisan movement, 700 items.

3. Life and work of Jews in the Soviet Rear and rebuilding the destruction, 1,521 items.

4. Jewish cultural activity: literature, theater, science, folklore, 1,127 items.

5. Fascist atrocities against the Jewish population, 1,413 items.91



Under the working title The Red Book, the volume was scheduled for publication in early 1946. During the summer of 1945, Itsik Fefer, Shakhno Epshtein, and other editorial board members sent letters to prominent officers, soldiers, and especially leaders of partisan movements asking them to contribute their stories. Here is how Fefer explained the mission to Nikolai Konischuk (1914–1948), better known as “Partizan Kruk”:


We know that you headed a Jewish partisan unit that accomplished many glorious deeds against our enemy. We ask you to write, in as much detail as possible, the history of your unit and its structure, short bios of exceptional members and something about yourself.

The format does not matter. We need facts, photos if you have them, all signed and explained.…

[The book] will commemorate your comrades who fell for the freedom of our Motherland and will honor those who heroically fought under your leadership.92



Similar letters were sent to dozens of other addressees. By July 13, 1945, the writers Rakhil Kovnator and Shmuel Persov (1890–1950) put together a final outline.93 The plan was to begin with Jewish participation in the partisan movements in Ukraine, Belarus, Lithuania, Latvia, Moldova, and the Bryank Forest in Belarus, written by Jewish recipients of the Heroes of the Soviet Union medal, the highest distinction in the country. Part 2 would profile scouts, bombers, commanders, doctors, women, children, and other Jewish partisans. Part 3 would be devoted to the Jewish partisan detachments in Belarus. Part 4 would speak about family camps of partisans. The book would also have sections on the role of partisans in rescuing Jews from the ghettos and the help ghetto residents gave to the partisan movement. In addition, the volume would feature several photographs and archival documents about the everyday life of the partisans. A section on sources would include solicited narratives, such as the one quoted in the letter to Konischuk, as well as group and individual oral history interviews.94

Talking about the representation of Jews among recipients of the Hero of the Soviet Union medal is not unusual in today’s scholarship, but doing so at that time was controversial. The first person to research and publish the list was Miriam Ayzenshtadt (1909–1950), better known by her pen name, Mira Zheleznova. Born in Kyiv in 1909, she studied in Leningrad and became a professional journalist in Moscow in 1934. She worked as a correspondent for the Literary Newspaper and Komsomol Pravda. In 1941, she was evacuated to Frunze in Kyrgyzstan; then, in the summer of 1942, Ilya Ehrenburg invited her to join Eynikayt, where she focused on Jewish contributions in the Red Army. Later, she joined Ehrenburg and Grossman to work on The Black Book. With the help of her husband, a highly positioned official named Leonid Aizenshdadt, she was able to obtain a list of 135 Jews who had been awarded the Hero of the Soviet Union order.95 Although stories of Jewish heroism during the war proved less popular in the West than stories about atrocities did, her list made international headlines.96 It showed several things: (1) Proportionately, there were just as many Jewish Heroes of the Soviet Union as Russian ones; and (2) Jews actively and bravely fought in the war and were not just victims.

When the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee was shut down, Zheleznova was arrested and accused of espionage and Zionist propaganda. She was held in jail for 229 days but interrogated only once. The accusation against her was the number 135—the number of Jewish Heroes of the Soviet Union.97 On November 23, 1950, she was shot, among the first of the committee members to be accused of various bogus crimes and executed.

Three paid writers on the editorial board—Shmuel Persov, Rakhil Kovnator, and Hirsh Smoliar—wrote or edited the major share of material for The Red Book, but more than forty other authors contributed items. They followed a standard plot structure: A character of humble origin is introduced, and an act of heroism or modesty or good relations with people of other ethnic groups is recounted. With all the standard elements that had to be included in order to make the entries publishable, astonishingly little could be learned about the featured individuals. At the same time, the book contained a wealth of information, and its structure has never been replicated. There has never been a book like it since, and had it been published, The Red Book would almost certainly have revolutionized the field of Russian Jewish studies.

Some contributors managed to publish variations of their stories as separate books. Four works about Jewish participation in combat hold a special place in Soviet-Jewish historiography: Avraham Sutzkever’s book on the Vilna Ghetto, which devotes an entire chapter to the fighting in the ghetto and the forest; M. Elin and D. Gelpern’s book on the partisans from the Kovno Ghetto; Hirsh Smolar’s book From the Minsk Ghetto, which includes sections describing the resistance in the ghetto and the partisan movement; and Misha Lev Partisan’s Roads (1948) about partisans and Jewish POW experiences.98

In 1947, Smolar’s book on Jewish partisans in Belarus appeared in a Russian translation under the title Avengers of the Ghetto. The Russian version deemphasized the fact that the Jewish situation during the war was unique and that Jews had nowhere to turn if partisan units rejected them. Non-Yiddish readers were given a more sanitized version of the story, one that focused as much on the suffering and heroism of people of various Soviet ethnicities as on the Jewish contribution to Soviet warfare.99 When Smolar immigrated to Israel, he made changes to the book and brought Jewish heroism back into focus.

Just before the demise of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee, it also published a book in Russian called The Partisan Brotherhood: Reminiscences of the Combat Activities of the Jewish Partisans of the Great Patriotic War.100 Most of the items in the collection were penned by non-Jews, and in no case were special motives ascribed to Jewish partisans. On the contrary, emphasis was placed on the sense of brotherhood between Jewish and non-Jewish fighters in the partisan units.

Not all the work that went into The Red Book can be said to have been wasted, but the publication’s suppression set back Jewish studies for decades. The stories of Soviet Jewish war heroes, the accounts of Jewish solidarity, the tales of Jewish resistance in the ghettos and partisan movements, the local histories—almost all the material collected for the volume remains obscure even today. In fact, we are still waiting for a book similar to the one outlined by Kovnator, Persov, and Smolar immediately after the war.

[image: ]
The scope of Soviet academic research in 1945–1953 reveals the tremendous potential of Jewish studies. The scholarship was ambitious and groundbreaking. Enthusiastic and competent people did their absolute best in conditions of severe ideological control over what they were allowed to research, analyze, and publish. Although the individuals discussed in this chapter number fewer than two hundred people, out of a Soviet Jewish population of almost three million, the scope of their research in such areas as Yiddish philology, Jewish ethnomusicology, and early Holocaust studies (before the term was coined) was impressive in the context of what was going on internationally. Moreover, projects like The Black Book and The Red Book mobilized not just professional writers and scholars but eyewitnesses, people with a sense of history, individuals who wanted the stories of their communities to be known and studied. The excitement and grassroot activities around these initiatives began to create a civil community.

In the Soviet Union, training students in Jewish studies essentially ceased in the 1940s. Exceptions included elite programs focusing on Israeli studies in the context of international relations and “scientific atheism” studies. After the 1940s, every publication in the field was a result of an elaborate and difficult process—a monograph containing fragments of Beregovsky’s dissertation in 1962, a monograph about Sholem Aleichem in 1963.101 The fact that so many people risked so much to try to make the material public suggests that the study of Jewish culture still mattered at a time when the future of Jewish intellectual life seemed destined to lie permanently outside Soviet borders. In fact, a revival of Jewish intellectual life began in the Soviet Union in the late 1980s, but most of the researchers and writers who developed it in the 1940s did not live to see it. Most ended up in the Gulag, and most of those who survived the Gulag were unable to resume their research even after Stalin’s death.







8JEWS IN THE PUBLIC SPHERE AND THE END OF SOVIET JEWISH INSTITUTIONS


The story of the suppression of Jews and Jewish culture under Stalin often overshadows the fact that Jews were highly visible in Soviet public life, even during the height of repressions against them during the mid-1940s to early 1950s. Lazar Kaganovich was the highest-ranking Jewish politician in the Soviet Union during the 1940s; he served as minister of construction in 1944–1947 and then chairman of the State Committee on Material-Technical Supply for the National Economy in 1948–1952. Another notable but less prominent story is that of Svetlana Alliluyeva, Stalin’s daughter, who married Grigory Morozov, a Jewish man, in 1944—a union that Stalin disapproved of. Many members of the Politburo were married to Jews, most notably Vyacheslav Molotov, who held the post of minister of foreign affairs until 1949 and then first deputy chairman of the Council of Ministers of the Soviet Union and was married to Polina Zhemchuzhina, of Jewish origin.

Jews were prominent among Soviet celebrities of the time, including musicians, actors, scientists, chess players, athletes, film directors, and writers, many of whom achieved national recognition. Despite the general hostility to and distrust of Jews in the late 1940s and early 1950s, they were well represented among recipients of the state’s highest honors, such as the Stalin Prize. The journalist and writer Ilya Ehrenburg won the Stalin Prize twice, in 1948 and 1951. The artist Boris Efimov, known for his antifascist cartoons and caricatures published during the war, received the prize in 1950 and 1951. The children’s writer and accomplished translator Samuil Marshak also received the prize twice, in 1949 and 1951. The opera singer Mark Reizen won in 1949 and 1951, as did the film director Yuli Raizman (1950, 1952), the astronomer Grigory Shayn (1950), and the physicist Lev Landau (1949), who later won the Nobel Prize in Physics in 1962. Mikhail Botvinnik became the first Soviet world chess champion in 1948 and went on to inspire generations of Soviet children to take up chess. Other Jewish figures, such as the singer Leonid Utesov (the stage name of Lazar Vaysbeyn), the actress Faina Ranevskaya, the singer Isabella Yurieva, and the actor Mark Bernes also became household names. The writer Vassily Grossman described the Soviet Union as “without Jews,” yet these individuals were highly noticeable and widely recognized as Jews.1

The significant representation of Jews in Soviet culture and science during the 1940s can be partially attributed to the Soviet policy of wartime evacuation. This policy prioritized the protection of prominent writers and scientists, including many Jews. Although Jews were not the only beneficiaries of this policy, these Jewish celebrities constituted a large proportion of the surviving Soviet Jewish population.

The degree to which these artists incorporated Jewish elements into their work remains a subject for study. For instance, one might explore how many Yiddish melodies entered the repertoires of performers like Utesov and Bernes, how the Holocaust influenced Boris Efimov’s works, or how Mikhail Romm’s films addressed Jewish themes. Similarly, the prominence of Jews in fields such as physics, nuclear weapons research, biology, and engineering raises questions about the factors behind their success. For Soviet Jews, these achievements were a source of pride, symbolizing Jewish contributions to the country’s progress.

After the war, despite the horrors of fighting, evacuation, ghettos, and killing centers, Jewish artists and intellectuals in the Soviet Union strove to rebuild their cultural community with determination and creativity, as creators of both Russian-language products and ones designed for Jewish audiences. Tragically, these efforts were systematically crushed, especially when it came to Yiddish culture. Even as Stalin awarded prizes bearing his name to Jewish celebrities, the MGB was preparing files against them or conspiring to eliminate them. One stark example is Solomon Mikhoels, who received the Stalin Prize in 1946 but was murdered in early 1948.

The question on why the policies changed remains open. Attributing the change to the antisemitic inclinations of Joseph Stalin (such as unhappiness with his daughter’s marital choices) does not seem to provide insights on the question of “Why now?” At least five other theories exist. One blames the victims, suggesting that growing Jewish nationalism after the war was indeed impeding the Party’s goal of unifying the Soviet Union. Another one posits that Soviet authorities suppressed Jewish institutions and arrested and shot its leaders as a signal to the larger Soviet population that certain Jews were acting as a fifth column, delaying the rebuilding of the country and sabotaging its success. A third theory speculates that authorities targeted Jewish cultural institutions to antagonize the West as part of Soviet strategy in the developing Cold War. A fourth calls the moves a response to the new Israeli government’s choice of the United States as its main backer, instead of the Soviet Union, a blow to Soviet plans in the Middle East. Finally, it is also possible that this was simply a populist move—the postwar socioeconomic situation in the country was difficult, with the country in ruins and overrun by famine and with so many people suffering from posttraumatic stress disorder. Finding a common enemy could work as a distraction. Whatever the reason, however, one thing is certain: Soviet suppression of the Jewish cultural revival was unforeseen, vicious, and devastating for the future of Jewish life in the Soviet Union. The Yiddish writer Peretz Markish called it “a spiritual destruction of Soviet Jews.”2

The sequence of events is well documented. The crackdown on Yiddish officially began on January 12, 1948, with the death of Solomon Mikhoels (born Shloyme Vovsi in 1890), head of the Moscow State Jewish Theater and chairman of the Soviet Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee. He received a lavish state funeral at the Moscow Jewish Theater, attended by thousands of people—writers, actors, politicians, scientists, and other admirers of his talents. Pravda published a glowing obituary. Special commemorative ceremonies were conducted in the United States, Australia, France, Argentina, Palestine, Yugoslavia, and elsewhere. Albert Einstein and Marc Chagall sent condolences.3 At the funeral itself, however, rumors were already circulating that Mikhoels’s death in an automobile crash was no accident. Polina Zhemchuzhina, the wife of Vyacheslav Molotov, whispered to the theater director Veniamin Zuskin and the Yiddish poet Itsik Fefer that Mikhoels had been murdered.4 The poorly staged death had been carried out, later accounts confirmed, on direct orders from Joseph Stalin.5

The Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee continued to function after Mikhoels’s death, but its activities seemed to have a built-in expiration date. When the State of Israel was proclaimed in May 1948, the committee offices received many letters from Soviet Jews both supporting the creation of the state and condemning the committee for not doing more to help the fledgling country. Many letter writers expressed strong wishes to go and help. Often, out of loyalty to the Soviet state, the committee members forwarded the letters to the Party’s Central Committee, and sometimes the letter writers were arrested on charges of anti-Soviet activity.6 Loyalty to the state at the expense of people who trusted the committee, however, would ultimately do nothing to spare the committee’s leaders.

On September 16, 1948, the Yiddish writer David Hofshteyn, a member of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee, was arrested in Kyiv. Under interrogation, conducted under severe duress, he stated that the committee leaders shared Jewish nationalist and Zionist views and were conspiring against the Soviet Union. On November 20, 1948, the Politburo leadership approved the shutdown of the committee: “It became a center of anti-Soviet propaganda and regularly delivers anti-Soviet information to Western intelligence bureaus. Because of this, the print media of the committee should be shut down, all its files should be confiscated, but for now arrest no one.”7

The last issue of the committee’s Yiddish newspaper, Eynikayt, was published on November 20, 1948. On the same day, the newspaper’s archive and all the committee’s documents, including three thousand books, were moved to the Lubyanka Building in Moscow, the Ministry of State Security headquarters, for investigation. Five days later, the Yiddish publishing house Der Emes was closed due to, in the official explanation, “low readership.”8

After a lightning investigation, on December 4, 1948, Viktor Abakumov (1908–1954), the minister of the MGB, reported to Stalin. He could confirm, the minister said, that the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee, along with Mikhoels, Fefer, and the others in charge, was an anti-Soviet organization dedicated to undermining the nation.9 Two weeks later, Abakumov showed Stalin reports from the interrogations of David Hofshteyn. The reports supposedly confirmed that Fefer, Mikhoels, and Bergelson were Jewish nationalists working closely with American Zionists.10 At the end of December 1948, Fefer and Veniamin Zuskin were arrested, Zuskin by being removed from the hospital bed where he lay in a medically induced coma.

On January 13, 1949, the physician Boris Shimeliovich, another committee member, was arrested. He was beaten daily for three months until he signed the first transcript of his interrogation. The historian Iosif Yuzefovich, also a committee member and arrested the same day, refused to sign any implicating document. The pretext for the arrests was the so-called Crimean Affair. Leaders of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee were accused of wanting to create a Jewish autonomous region in Crimea, an idea that had been circulating for a long time. After failed attempts in the 1920s, a Jewish autonomous region was instead created in Birobidzhan in 1934. When Mikhoels and Fefer visited New York in 1943, they revived the Crimean possibility and wrote the “Crimean letter.” They probably did so in hopes of boosting their fundraising for the Soviet war effort, but in 1947–1948, the suggestion was used as evidence of anti-Soviet sentiment.11

Between January 1949 and the end of 1953, other leading intellectuals were arrested They included the writers Leyb Kvitko, Peretz Markish, David Bergelson, and Shmuel Halkin; the politician Solomon Bregman; Eynikayt’s executive editor, Grigorii Zhits; Eynikayt’s deputy editor, Semyon Rabinovich; the head of the committee’s publishing house Solomon, the committee’s editor in chief, Solomon Haikin; the Der Emes director, Lev Strongin; the Jewish Theater School director, Moisei Belenki; the academician Lina Shtern; and the criminologist Lev Sheynin.

Almost all members of the committee’s presidium, or executive council, ended up behind bars. Exceptions included General Yakov Kraiser, the academician Alexander Frumkin, and the Party functionary Moisei Gubelman.12 Other staff members involved in publishing articles on wartime Jewish life in the Soviet Union and heroism among Jewish Red Army soldiers were also arrested. They included Mira Zheleznova and the translator Chayka Vattenberg Ostrovskaya.

The arrested committee members and the people affiliated with them were held in Lubyanka prison, in a special wing for enemies of the people (political prisoners). They were brutally interrogated, deprived of sleep, and beaten. In March 1950, they learned the details of the accusations against them. For a year, the interrogations stopped, except those for Itsik Fefer, but at the end of 1951, they were renewed by a new team of MGB leaders. The outgoing team had been removed for their “softness” toward the prisoners. The hard-line Mikhail Ryumin took charge of the investigation of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee and of preparing the case for trial.

In the spring of 1952, Ryumin’s investigation concluded. The evidence included 122 clues, the most important of which was the manuscript of The Black Book, the committee’s documentation project on the Holocaust, consisting of twenty-seven volumes (6,211 pages) of testimonies, diaries, letters, interviews, and other documents.13 Those who were arrested were accused of counterrevolutionary activities and crimes against the state, espionage, and promotion of Jewish nationalism. Fifteen were sent to trial, which lasted months, and on July 18, 1952, the military council announced a verdict of death by firing squad for all except Solomon Bergman and Lina Shtern. By that time, Bergman was lying unconscious in the hospital. Shtern, a biochemist and physiologist, was sentenced to ten years in prison and five additional years of banishment to Kazakhstan. Apparently, Stalin wanted to keep her alive so that she eventually could continue her medical research on longevity.14

All of those who were convicted immediately appealed. On August 7, 1952, the appeals were denied, and five days later, in an event that became known as the “Night of the Murdered Poets,” the thirteen prisoners were shot in the cellars of Lubyanka. They included five Yiddish poets and writers: Itsik Fefer, Dovid Hofshteyn, Peretz Markish, Leyb Kvitko, and David Bergelson. With them were the former director of the Soviet Information Bureau, Solomon Lozovsky, the physician Boris Shimeliovich, the actor Venyamin Zuskin, and five others. The Yiddish writer Der Nister died in camp, and the literary critic Isaac Nusinov had died in the prison. The executions and other deaths of some of the most talented Jewish individuals in the Soviet Union marked the end of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee.15

The executions of the thirteen were the most notorious, but many other outrages followed. In relation to Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee activities, 110 more people were arrested: 5 died during interrogation, 10 were shot, 89 were sentenced to prison.16

The persecution of the committee members and their associates took place in relative anonymity. Few individuals, aside from family members and close colleagues of the accused, knew that these individuals were arrested (families did not find out about executions until many years later). Parallel to these actions, however, the Soviet government conducted a broader, systematic attack on all major Jewish cultural institutions and organizations, an offensive that had an impact on a wide network of people.

By 1949, the four remaining Yiddish schools in Birobidzhan, Chernivtsi, Vilnius, and Kaunas were shut down, and many teachers were arrested. In 1950, Kyiv’s Cabinet for Jewish Culture was shut down. By then, most Yiddish theaters were closed too, usually under the pretext of “low popularity.” Many of the actors and directors had ended up in jail. In mid-February 1949, Yiddish Moscow International Radio stopped broadcasting. In early 1949, the Yiddish literary monthlies Heymland (Moscow) and Der Shtern (Kyiv) were closed, as was the Yiddish section of the Soviet Writers’ Union.

The Yiddish writers Yehezkel Dobrushin, Isaac Nusinov, Der Nister, Shmuel Gordon, and Noakh Lurje were arrested in Moscow. Abraham Kalan, Grigori Polianker, M. Talalevsky, Itsik Kipnis, Haim Loytsker, Elye Spivak, and others were arrested in Kyiv. Isaac Platner was arrested in Belarus.17 In Moldova, five Bessarabian Yiddish writers were arrested in 1949: Moisei Altman in Chernivtsi, Yakov Yakir and others in Chișinău. A separate case was made in Moscow against the Bessarabian Yiddish writer Yakov Shternberg.18 Birobidzhan was devastated—writers and local functionaries were arrested.19 Elye Spivak died in prison while being interrogated in 1950. Yehezkel Dobrushin died in exile in 1953. Arn Kushnirov, editor of Heymland, died in 1949 from a stress-related disease.20 In Tbilisi, Aron Krikheli, the director of the Jewish Museum, was arrested in 1949 and sentenced to ten years in prison for Zionist activities. The museum was shut down, and its unique artifacts, including its collections of Georgian Jewish books, clothes, and jewelry, were stolen.

Two writers involved in the creation of The Red Book—Samuel Persov and Mira Zheleznova—were sentenced to death on November 22, 1950.21 Somehow evidence of Jewish heroism among the partisans and in the Red Army was interpreted as skillful espionage. Persov and Zheleznova’s close collaboration with the metal industry, when they were covering the achievements of Jewish workers in the weapons and transportation sectors, became the pretext for a series of arrests at a Moscow auto construction factory named after Stalin, the Zavod Imeni Stalina, or ZIS. The catalyst for the investigation came from a line in Itsik Fefer’s statement made under duress. He stated in September 1949 that “writer Persov documented the work of Jews in the industry when he wrote a series of pieces called ‘Jews of Stalin’s Factory in Moscow,’ and therefore produced a detailed account of the work of the factory itself, [which was] sent abroad as part of Persov’s espionage work.”22 Persov’s contacts at the factory, including ZIS’s deputy director, Alexei (Aron) Eydinov (1908–1950), were arrested in 1950. The same thing happened to M. Ayzenshtadt’s (Zheleznova’s) contacts. After Eydinov’s interrogation, during which he was severely beaten, forty-eight people in positions of power at the factory were arrested, forty-two of them Jews.23 Eydinov was shot on the same day as Zheleznova and Persov.24

On February 3, 1949, the senior Soviet propaganda official Dmitri Shepilov wrote a memo to Stalin recommending that Jewish writers’ sections be disbanded: the Moscow branch (forty-five people), the Kyiv branch (twenty-six people), and the Minsk branch (six people). He also recommended that the periodicals Der Shtern and Heymland be closed, giving the contradictory rationale that the writers and publications promoted Jewish nationalism and had no readers. He cited Der Nister’s work for Der Shtern, Peretz Markish’s poetry, and Hirshel Bloshteyn’s journalism as examples of Jewish nationalist sentiment. In his memo, Shepilov also indicated that the head of republican politburos, Nikita Khrushchev, who was then the first secretary of the Central Committee of the Ukrainian Communist Party, supported his recommendations. On February 9, 1949, Stalin signed an order to disband the unions and the journals.25

The third-largest crackdown on Jewish workers, after the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee and the ZIS factory, was directed at the Kuznetsky metal factory in Stalinsk (renamed Novokuznetsk in 1961). The factory was home to several Polish Jewish refugees during the war. In 1942–1943, a small synagogue was even operating on its premises. After the refugees left in 1945–1946, authorities began investigating the synagogue’s activities and uncovered that some Soviet Jews had both frequented it and donated to it. The investigation especially directed its efforts toward officials—mostly Jewish—who had failed to close the synagogue. Yakov Mintz (1909–1952), the deputy director of the factory, received the most severe punishment. He was fired, then expelled from the Party, and finally arrested and accused of running a Jewish nationalist circle. In late 1950, thirty-five people in positions of power were fired from their posts. Another seven, all Jews, were arrested. In 1951, the entire leadership of the Kemerov region was accused of supporting Zionist activity.26 Degtyar, Leschiner, Liberman, and Mintz were sentenced to death and executed on the same day, September 18, 1952. As a result of these campaigns and mass arrests between 1948 and 1953, thousands of prominent, distinguished Soviet Jews found themselves behind barbed wire in Stalin’s Gulag.


The Arrests

Ester Markish, the wife of the Soviet Yiddish poet Peretz Markish, later described in her memoirs the sequence of events of the arrests of leading Jewish intellectuals. She referred to the process as a “pogrom”:


On November 17, 1948, people came to work as usual. Moisei Belenky, the editor-in-chief [of Der Emes publishing house] was talking to Strogin, the director. Suddenly, just like in films about Hitler’s times, trucks full of MGB members drove by. Soldiers dressed in civilian clothes entered the printing room and turned off the machines. It became quiet.

“Your press is shut down,” one of the pogromists announced.

They entered the second floor, kicked the editors out, ordered Belenky and Strogin to prepare “the liquidation act.” …

After the publishing house closed, [Peretz] Markish lost all hope.… He did not work on new things. He sorted his archive and re-read his manuscripts without correcting them.

On the night between December 24 and 25, Itsik Fefer was arrested. The same night, Zuskin was arrested in his hospital bed. They took him wrapped in a blanket, and he woke up in Lubyanka prison.27



After Fefer and Zuskin were arrested, Peretz Markish noticed people following him wherever he went. When people called to report arrests, he would say “so-and-so got sick,” not “so-and-so got arrested.” Ester Markish recorded in her memoir,


For the entire day of January 19, friends and strangers called and asked if [Peretz] was healthy. On the morning of January 23, we buried poet Mikhail Golodnyi, who was hit by a car. Was it an accident? Was he murdered?

The night between January 23 and 24, 1949, David Bergelson, Leyb Kvitko, and Moisei Belenky were arrested. No hope remained. [Peretz] asked Simon [his son] to pack the manuscripts of his novel Footsteps of Generations and his latest book of poems Forty-Year-Old. Simon packed them and put them into a folder labelled “My archive.”

I got sick and went to bed. No one cooked, no one cleaned. On the evening of January 27, [Peretz] took the folders with his manuscripts and put them in his desk.… “Forty-Year-Old is my best work,” he repeated. “I want you to keep it.”

At nine o’clock, one of my mother’s cousins came to visit. I stayed in bed. [Peretz], accompanied by my mother and her sister, went to the kitchen to have some tea. I did not feel well. I was falling in and out of sleep. Ever since we were being watched, we could not fall asleep.

Close to midnight, my mother’s cousin came into [Peretz’s] study, and [Peretz] gave her, silently, the briefcase with the manuscripts. She immediately left the apartment. She did not wait for the elevator and took the stairs. She had not even gone one flight down when she heard the elevator stop on our floor.

Our doorbell had not been working for a few weeks, and none of us had thought to call a repairman. When pressed, the doorbell made only the faintest sound. [Peretz] was in the kitchen and did not hear the bell. Then they began banging the door with their fists.

Markish opened the door. He was wearing a coat, a hat, and a scarf.…

He went to look at the children. David was sleeping. Simon was up. I, too, got out of bed.

“Quiet,” the officer said. “Your husband will return soon. One of our people will stay with you so that you are not scared.” …

Accompanied by six people, [Peretz] left the apartment.28



Peretz Markish never came home. On August 12, 1952, he was shot without his family ever seeing him again. In 1955, posthumously, he was fully acquitted of any crime. Both his sons pursued literary careers, following in their father’s footsteps. David became a writer, and Simon became a literary scholar. They helped publish their father’s works. A comprehensive edition of Markish’s poems, translated into Russian by several accomplished poets including Anna Akhmatova, appeared in 1957.29

After an arrest, the lives of everybody in the family changed. In Ester Markish’s memoir, she described the process of gradual intimidation, alienation, and harassment. She and her children were not allowed to answer the phone. Officers were always in their house, going through her husband’s documents and books. For days after the arrest, any friends and family who came to visit would have their names taken, and they would be detained, not allowed to leave until after midnight.

Like most families of those who were arrested for political reasons, Ester Markish’s family was “trapped,” she wrote.30 Two of the apartment’s four rooms were sealed. The colonel warned Ester that if the seal were broken, she would go to jail for ten years. She was suffering from shock but was not allowed to call a doctor. The apartment was in disarray. She considered suicide for herself and her children, but her son David overheard her talking about it and begged her to stop. He wanted to live, he said.

Neighbors began to spread rumors that Peretz had been exposed as an American spy or that authorities had found a bag of dollars in his apartment. Most people were afraid to talk to the family. They did not want to be caught in the trap. For Ester, the only source of information about her husband was in a lineup outside the prison, where she waited to send him some food and learn his whereabouts. That is where she heard about torture, for example. People who were standing in the lines had a lot less to lose than others did. Their family members had already been imprisoned and possibly tortured. Those in line also shared the same problems: isolation, loss of professional contacts, public condemnation, and often loss of a job. Sometimes, these people managed to support each other morally. Ester described her interaction with the literary critic and author Alexander Borschagovsky (1913–2006), who had been denounced as a “fierce cosmopolitan” and expelled from the Soviet Writers’ Union. To support himself, he worked at a factory. Borschagovsky told her, with pride, that his former colleagues had come to give him some money to help. Markish herself wrote that she was reluctant to accept rare offers of help, as she was worried about jeopardizing people’s lives.31

In Ester’s memoir, she described the process of losing family networks and friendships. Some people stopped talking to her. Others invited her in to apologize that they could no longer be friends. Still others, when they saw her, crossed to the other side of the street. Every time somebody offered to help her, she considered it a miracle. At one point, a friend of a friend hired her, provided that she use her maiden name, to take care of his blind wife and do secretarial duties. The job helped her survive. In a similar act of compassion, her son Simon was not expelled from university, even though his father’s arrest was known to the dean’s office.

Ester was prepared to go in jail, especially after she heard that wives were being arrested as well. In 1952, the wives of the writers Nokhum Levin, Shmuel Persov, and Iosif Rabin were all arrested. Ester was spared, but in February 1953, she and her children were deported to Kazakhstan for ten years. One month later, Stalin died, and in 1954, they returned home.

In Kyiv, the arrests of writers had similar impacts on their families. Rumors from Moscow seemed to have been the only source of information. Here is what Bella Kipnis (1922–), the daughter of the Yiddish fiction writer Itsik Kipnis, remembered about the days of her father’s arrest and those of his colleagues:


[David] Hofshteyn was arrested first, on September 16, 1948. He lived in the same building as us, on the ground floor. We found out about his arrest two weeks later. On that day, September 30, my father was hit by a car. He broke his collar bone. A kid came to our apartment and said, “Your father’s head got cut off! They took him to the hospital in two pieces—head and body separately.” I am sure someone told that child to prank us.

We ran to the hospital in the Pechersk district. As we approached the hospital, we saw [MGB] people standing by the windows. They came to look for him and guarded the hospital so that he could not run away. He was under surveillance. He spent six weeks in the hospital, then came home and stayed there for four or five months, until he got a bit better.

Meanwhile scary arrests began. Markish was taken away, then Kvitko. Everyone was taken away. Then they came for Papa.…

Then a woman named Kulskaya appeared. She was assigned a room [to live] in our apartment. I went to fight against it to the prosecutor, but of course, there was no result. Almost all families of [arrested] writers in Moscow were sent to Siberia. We were probably next.

I went to the office of the Writers’ Union. The head of it was Semyon Sklyarenko, who was also our neighbor. I asked him to help with the apartment. I was a war veteran, but at that time it did not matter. I was labeled “an enemy of the people.” He told me: “There is nothing I can do. Sooner or later, you will be deported from Kyiv.”

Kulskaya settled in with us. Then GB [State Security] came with a translator, went into Papa’s study, looked at his books, and took some. We were not deported.32



Both Bella Kipnis and Ester Markish took for granted that families of the arrested would automatically be subjected to harassment, suspicion, and possibly punishment. Both described the confiscations and near looting that came with the arrests. When Markish referred to the process as “a pogrom,” she was exaggerating in the sense that the arrests were not “classic pogroms” with massive eruptions of violence, but they involved a level of spectacle. When the headquarters of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee, Der Emes, and the Department for Studies of Jewish Culture were closed, the process looked very much like a pogrom. In Kyiv, the department’s archives were seen flying out the windows. When an individual was arrested, neighbors were invited to watch property being confiscated and the detainee being walked out of an apartment building. Staring, whispering, and open ridicule became daily occurrences for families of those who were arrested.

The families of Markish, Kipnis, Zuskin, Fefer, and many others found themselves at the epicenter of crushing state actions, but the impact went well beyond the immediate families. The shutdowns, the firings, and the press campaigns against “concealed” Zionists had an effect on all Soviet Jews. Many Jewish institutions were closed quietly, and many of those who went to jail or were sentenced to death, although they ranked among the elite of Yiddish culture, often had relatively small audiences. The broader Jewish community, however, quickly figured out that things were changing for the worse. One contemporary of these events, for example, noticed that his subscription to Eynikayt suddenly stopped:


I went to the post office to tell them that my last issue of Eynikayt did not arrive. As I was walking there, someone told me: “Do not go. If you were a subscriber, don’t tell anyone.” At that same time, I heard that Jewish writers in Kyiv were being arrested. My parents were friends with one of them. His name was Abram Kagan. He used to live in Berdychiv, not far from us, and my parents knew him well. His son was killed during the war. My mother was friends with his wife, too. Her name was Yena, I think. My mother told me that Kagan was arrested.33



Sometimes, people who attended events organized by Jewish organizations, including theaters but especially lectures or thematic evenings with a smaller number of participants, worried that they, too, might be subject to arrest or other forms of harassment. As one person recalled, “My brother and I walked down the street and met a secretary [of the Kyiv Cabinet for Jewish Culture]. ‘Arrests are happening,’ she said. ‘Our attendees lists are in authorities’ hands. Please, go home and destroy all things connected to being Jewish.’ I had a full set of Eynikayt. I had received some at the front, and my father had also been collecting it throughout the war. I was warned that these needed to be destroyed. I threw them all out.”34

Some people decided to take even greater precautions, destroying anything that could connect them to knowing Yiddish. One memoirist recalled,


Our family had a thick book in Yiddish, Sholem Aleichem’s. My father read Yiddish well, and he knew his shtetl’s dialect. When he read from the book, we were laughing out loud.

Once Dad came home from work early, took the book, and said, “It needs to be burned right away.” He sat on a chair, looked at the book for a long time, and then threw it into the fire. I stood behind him and saw how his shoulders were moving. I looked into his face and saw tears streaming.35



Burning Jewish books became widespread. Writers got rid of their Yiddish manuscripts. Readers destroyed books, newspapers, and magazines. Theatergoers tore apart and threw out program leaflets of plays they had attended. Possessing works written by Jewish authors published in the Soviet Union as late as 1947 became dangerous by 1949 and often criminal by 1950. The creators of Soviet Jewish culture—literature, theater, music, and art—were once respected among the Soviet elite. Now, they and everyone they knew were outcasts. The contrast between their lives before and after, the sudden nature of the change, and the drastic roller coaster of moving from the very top level of Soviet society into this precarious state is an illustration of the suppression of Jewish public life in the country.




Gulag

Many of those who were lucky enough to avoid being tortured and shot by firing squad ended up in the Gulag. The word comes from an acronym of the Russian name Glavnoye Upravleniye Ispravitelno-Trudovykh Lagerey, referring to the Soviet system of forced-labor prison camps. The system became home to the largest concentration of Yiddish writers and cultural leaders behind bars since the liberation of Nazi-run ghettos.

In the late 1940s, the number of prisoners banished to the Gulag almost doubled (from 786,441 in 1947 to 1,533,767 in 1951). Likewise, the number of Jewish internees grew by almost 50 percent (9,540 to 14,374).36 About 1,000 Jews were imprisoned specifically for “nationalist activity,” and another 100 were shot for the same alleged offense.37

One cannot help but wonder what it was like for a Jew to survive the German occupation and see liberation or serve in the Red Army and see victory, witness the Soviet Jewish cultural renaissance of 1945–1947, live to behold the creation of the State of Israel, feel the sense of hope and optimism that life was getting better, and then end up in a remote labor prison, despite having behaved completely within the legal norms of the time.

The arrests and sentences might have seemed especially unjust for survivors of the Jewish ghettos in Transnistria, Lithuania, and other parts of the occupied Soviet Union. They were accused of having collaborated with the occupiers, in whatever form. At least eleven such cases were tried in Moldova. In most of them, Bessarabia Jews were accused of preferential treatment of fellow Romanian-speaking Jewish prisoners at the expense of Ukrainian Jews.38 At least thirty-seven such cases were tried in Lithuania, with Jews accused of anti-Soviet activities, including joining a Zionist club in the ghetto.39

More cases are being uncovered as scholarship on the topic develops, but what is already clear—from the number of Jews put on trial in the 1940s and from the accusations they faced—is that many of them, if not the majority, would not have been found guilty of anything had they not been Jewish. Arrests, public attacks, and accusations continued even after Stalin’s death in 1953, and many of the people who were ultimately acquitted were not released until 1956.

The Jewish culture that developed behind the Gulag’s barbed wire remains a wide-open field of research. Memoirs, diaries, and interviews that have begun to surface, however, give a sense of the experience: what helped people to survive, what did not, how attitudes toward Soviet ideology and the Soviet government shifted, and how such attitudes later impacted the development of Soviet Jewish culture.

Almost everybody who was arrested for espionage, anti-Soviet activity, or expressions of pro-Zionist sentiment were surprised by the arrests. None of them thought they had been involved in anything harmful to the Soviet state. Some of them held elite social and professional positions and enjoyed corresponding privileges. Almost everyone who was arrested, at least at the beginning, believed the detentions were some kind of mistake. Almost all of those arrested were tortured during interrogation to produce confessions that would land them in jail.

The trauma induced by the torture lasted for many years. Moisei Belenky’s son remembers that for years his father (a writer, philosopher, and former professor and head of the Moscow Jewish Theater School) screamed in his sleep. “I am drowning,” he would cry, a result of being subjected to waterboarding. Belenky spent five years (1949–1954) in prison camps, first at Kuybyshev and later at Karaganda, where he was forced to work to exhaustion. After his release, he taught at Moscow’s Shchukin Theater, resumed his status as a member of the Soviet intellectual elite, and wrote several books, many of which severely critiqued Judaism.40

Aaron Krikheli, the former director of the Museum of History and Ethnography of Georgian Jews, got his teeth knocked out when his interrogator hit him in the face with a gun. He was also beaten by other prisoners but was rescued by a fellow Jewish prisoner, a doctor who treated him and helped him survive.41 Moisei Beregovski (1892–1961) escaped being beaten, but his interrogations always took place in the middle of the night, causing sleep deprivation. Similarly, Shifra Lipshitz, a Yiddish teacher arrested in Birobidzhan in 1937, recalled that her interrogations were always conducted when she was sleep deprived. In addition, she was forced to witness others being tortured. One interrogator inserted needles under the fingernails of one of her friends, who had been arrested with her.42

The Belarusian Yiddish writer Isaac Planter recalled that when he was arrested in 1949, in Minsk, he was beaten until he lost consciousness. He was then interrogated for weeks and beaten with a rubber stick.43 A survivor of the Vilnius Ghetto, Tzivia Wildstein, who became the founding principal of the Jewish School in Vilnius in 1944, was arrested in 1947 and brutally tortured.

After Itsik Kipnis’s release, he suffered three heart attacks and never wanted to go to a doctor because he could not trust the state-funded system to do anything for him.44 Riva Balyasnaya (1910–1980), a Yiddish poet arrested in 1952, lived with a severe mental illness in the aftermath of her Gulag imprisonment. She stopped going outside, even when it was allowed. On her liberation in 1956, she was not well enough to travel home. Her neighbors in Kyiv raised money for someone to pick her up. She had been orphaned as a child, and her neighbors were the only family she had. One of them, Fira Stoayanovskaya, recalled that after Balyasnaya got home, she suffered hallucinations: “I will never forget how she came and said: ‘Don’t you hear, the radio is screaming? Don’t you hear, the dogs are barking?’ She hallucinated for the rest of her life. Then she began to suffer from a severe form of diabetes and eventually died. She was only friends with us, her neighbors.”45

Maintaining family connections proved a crucial factor in maintaining sanity. Letters survive, for example, from Moisei Beregovsky to his wife, Ada; from Itsik Kipnis to his daughter, Bella; and from the poet Shmuel Halkin to his daughter, Emilia. The letters give few actual details about prison life (all correspondence went through the prison surveillance system). Requests for nonperishable foods and other necessities were common. Prisoners were not allowed to report which camp they were in, but sometimes they were able to sneak in small hints, such as what train stations they had passed on their way. Beregovsky mentioned Nevelskaya station, fifty kilometers from Taishtet, followed by Novochunka and Sosnovye Rudniki stations.46 Beregovsky also talked about the cold weather, squirrels, short summers, and the surrounding forests.47

Similarly, in one of Kipnis’s letters home, he talked about the animals he occasionally observed. He was inspired by the freedom they had, compared to that of the Gulag prisoners. Watching the animals allowed prisoners to assert their humanity, despite their inhumane circumstances:


I stepped outside and suddenly saw lots of geese. Of course, our fence is not a barrier for them. Only we are not allowed to cross the fence. They crossed the fence and came to us. And all of us prisoners, including myself, always gave them crumbs of bread, and the geese ate them. Once I stepped outside, and one goose looked very stressed out. He had lost his community. No other geese were around. I wanted to calm him down, but he bit me. Then he heard “ga-ga-ga!” He ran to them with such joy, because he found his own.48



It is possible that the children’s stories that Kipnis wrote long after his liberation from the Gulag were at least partly inspired by his feelings toward the animals he observed in the Gulag. Animals as protagonists in his literary works must have helped him express some of his emotions.

The impact of imprisonment on the creativity of Yiddish intellectuals remains to be studied in depth. What significance can we take, for example, from the fact that, by the 1960s, almost all Soviet Yiddish intellectuals were traumatized not just physically but morally? How do we make sense of the fact that almost all of the members of the editorial board of, and many contributors to, the Yiddish literary monthly Sovetish Heymland, which began operating in 1961, were Gulag survivors who had been tortured? For many, poor health and untreated psychological injuries resulting from the trauma they experienced probably affected them for the rest of their lives.

We know a little more about how people made sense of their experiences in prison and what mattered to them. Maintaining connections with their families was central, as it provided hope. The letters did not serve the purpose of reporting what was going on but merely showed that the letter writer was alive. Even naming all the family members whom the prisoner missed was an act of maintaining family bonds, a link to the life that existed outside the barbed wire. In 1951, Beregovsky wrote to his wife, “I received quite a lot of letters from you. I cannot tell you how much joy they gave me. Please, I beg you, keep giving me joy with your letters. I am interested in all details of your life and work. I am pleased when you write in detail about it. Although I cannot answer all your letters, I discuss all important and small details of your life and work with you in my mind.”49 In another letter, he elaborates, “I have quite a few photographs of you, most of all Ellochka’s photos [his granddaughter]. Frequently I make a little party for myself and invite all of you, in your photographs, and we talk for a long time.”50

When prisoners returned home, many of them spoke about things that they could not write letters about. Kipnis, for example, admitted that he had seriously entertained the idea of suicide but had talked himself out of it. He did not want to traumatize those whom he would be leaving behind.51

What most helped Kipnis and others to maintain stability was making friendships, forming networks, and building mutual supports. It seems that for many Jewish intellectuals, these kinds of networks were built with other Jews. Shifra Lipshitz, for example, survived by making close friends with other Yiddish-speaking women prisoners, often immigrants from Poland like herself, and those involved in Jewish education. They taught one another skills such as sewing and cooking. They helped each other ward off sexual violence or found a person to conduct an abortion. Lipshitz, who was in the Gulag and in exile for more than fifteen years, mentioned that all her friends were former prisoners. After they all had been liberated, she and her friend Ester (whom she befriended in the Gulag) made sure that they traveled to visit their former fellow inmates, no matter where in the Soviet Union they lived.

Finding a group of people to talk to, to cover for each other, and to provide a respite from the exhausting labor was another key to survival. In a memoir about the Gulag, the Ukrainian Hebrew author Tsvi Preigerson (1900–1969) said he became friends with several arrested Jewish intellectuals, including Aaron Krikheli and the Yiddish writer Motl Grubian (who became a doctor in prison thanks to the medical book his wife was able to send him). Speaking Yiddish or Hebrew, receiving letters in Yiddish, and having a common language, he said, was a key element to building such friendships.52 He attributed this solidarity partially to the experience of being in a ghetto under the Romanian occupation, when people learned to survive by relying on each other. He met a lot of former prisoners of the Zhmerika Ghetto, for example, who used the skills they learned there to survive in the Karaganda and Vorkuta labor camps.53

Preigerson, originally from Shepitivka, Ukraine, ended up in prison for being involved in a youth Zionist group. He spoke about his meetings with writers and other members of the Jewish intelligentsia in the Gulag as an opportunity to rejuvenate spiritually. To him, the time when he could rest or be happy was when he could listen to someone sing in Yiddish or learn to sing in Yiddish himself. He also liked reading and listening to poetry written by his fellow inmates.

Many writers continued to write or sing in prison, despite the difficult circumstances. Motl Grubian wrote poetry early in the morning before work, and Preigerson was one of the few people who listened to him read the poems aloud. A prisoner from Telenashti, who had lived in a ghetto during the war, taught Preigerson a Yiddish song, “Mayn shtetele Beltz” (My little town Beltz). He liked it so much that he sang it everywhere and remembers that a Zionist song was composed by someone else to the same tune.54

The Yiddish singer Zinovy Shulman (1904–1977), another prison inmate with Preigerson, did not sing much. He was exhausted from the hard labor and was not able to get permission to work as a performer in camp.55 Shmuel Halkin, who worked in a fire brigade as a dispatcher, kept writing and singing Yiddish songs. Lev Strongin (1896–1968), the former director of Der Emes, worked as a general laborer but in the evenings liked to sing the Yiddish song “Ikh zits un shpil zikh af der gitare” (I sit and play on my guitar), a popular tune often performed in Soviet Yiddish theaters.56 Similarly, Yakov Shternberg, a Yiddish poet and theater writer from Romania/Moldova, often told stories of his work in Yiddish culture and performed songs he remembered from shows that he staged and saw.57 Moisei Beregovsky was running a choir of Gulag prisoners in Tayshet and asked his wife to send him choral scores to perform. In his letter home, he wrote, somewhat ironically, that there was no shortage of soloists, as some leads from the Bolshoi Theater were in the same woodcutting workshop as he was.58 Beregovsky’s choir did not perform anything in Yiddish, but it won a number of intra-Gulag choir competitions.59

The atmosphere of the Gulag, where both political and nonpolitical prisoners discussed the situation that put them in jail, remains to be studied. Discussions about the unfairness of the sentences were common. So were curses toward “the man with the mustache.” Most people asserted that they had never done anything anti-Soviet in their work, art, or everyday life. They even maintained their loyalty to the Soviet Union, although works of literature created in the Gulag often expressed anger, despair, and ambivalence toward the Soviet regime.

In 1952, Shmuel Halkin wrote the following poem in the Gulag:


Un oyb mayn herem-eygul trogt dem nomen “zone,”

Funvanen ikh vel efsher keynmol nit aroys–

Altseyns ikh ze zi do a fule di levone,

Dem shterndikn himl—in zayn gantser groys.

And if my punishment carries the name “zone” [the prison]

From which I will probably never be out

Everything I see here is a full moon

The starry night, in its full magnitude.60



Some writers associated their ordeals with being Jewish, and some made connections between the pogroms, ghettos, and extermination camps of the past to their contemporary situation in the Gulag. Moshe Teif (1904–1966), who was arrested in 1937, served in the Red Army during the war, and then was arrested again in 1951, wrote the following poem condemning close the Stalin associate Lazar Kaganovich (referred to in the poem as “Leizerka-mamzer,” or “Leizerka-bastard”):


Who is the Jew in the picture?

Who is the owner of the inn?

That Leizerka-mamzer, our executioner!

We drank some bitters with him!

Of those whisperers,

that the ears of the Leader were drilled:

“It’s time to drive the Jews away, they say,

to the barracks of Siberia!”61



The image of Kaganovich as an evil whisperer to Stalin who advised Stalin to send Jews to Siberia is noteworthy, but so is the generally self-deprecating style of the poem. It includes self-blame for the current situation and does not condemn the regime itself. Similarly, another poem by Teif takes a deep look at the Jewish commitment to communism, concluding that the price of rejecting the faith of the prophets was just too high:


Surely, Lord, I myself,

Did I dig my own grave?

I spent my life (I do not repent, no!)

Among the blind dogs and I was blind myself.

Well, so what is your covenant about?

Are you our prophet, the great Lenin?

Have mercy to my people!

Your brother, Cain, has aimed his sword.

Is it from the fact that the TRUTH is dying,

What did they write the letter “AYIN” in it?62



The last line of the poem refers to how the word “truth” is spelled in Soviet Yiddish—phonetically with the letter ayin, rather than in Hebrew with the letter aleph, referring to the general Sovietization and de-Hebraization of Jewish culture in the Soviet Union.

Teif often mentions death and the fear of death in his Gulag poems but swears not to give up. He maintains his hope to survive, his faith in people, his memory of his son, and ultimately his humanity. He is determined to make it out of the Gulag alive to tell his own story and that of his people. Like other prisoners, he was writing appeals and requests to be released, and like many, he was finally released in 1956, fully acquitted of the alleged crimes against him. He returned to writing poetry and moved to Moscow in 1961. That year, he accepted the post of poetry editor for Sovetish Heymland. His poems, usually translated into Russian by Yunna Moritz, received wide popularity among Soviet readers. His Gulag poetry was only published, more than forty years after his death, in Israel in the original Yiddish, with only a handful of poems translated into Russian.

Like Teif, many other Gulag survivors had to wait several years after Stalin’s death to see freedom and eventually obtain a full acquittal (cynically referred to in Russian as a “rehabilitation”). It is safe to say that almost all Soviet Jewish writers, actors, poets, artists, and scholars had served prison time largely because they were Jews. This reality was to have a dramatic impact on Soviet Jewish culture for decades.







9THE DOCTORS’ PLOT


The literary critic Lev Levitsky (1929–2005) made the following note in his diary: “On January 13, 1953, at noon … I stepped out of my house and began walking to the Griboedov Canal [in Leningrad] to visit my mother. Near the bus stop, I saw a stand with a newly printed issue of Pravda. I read the editorial about the doctors’ affair. That very second, I understood we had hit rock bottom.”1

Indeed, if anything united all Soviet Jews on that day—no matter whether they were Ashkenazi or Bukhari or Georgian, lived in a small Ukrainian town or in a large Russian city, spoke Yiddish or Russian in their home—all experienced a sinking feeling when they heard about the Pravda editorial. It announced the arrests of nine prominent Soviet medical specialists—six of them Jewish—for allegedly conspiring to murder leading members of the Soviet government, including Joseph Stalin himself. Pravda specified,


The majority of the participants of the terrorist group—Vovsi, B. Kogan, Feldman, Grinshtein, Etinger, and others—were bought by American intelligence. They were recruited by a branch office of American intelligence, the international Jewish bourgeois-nationalist organization called “Joint.” The filthy face of this Zionist spy organization, covering up their vicious actions under the mask of kindness, is now completely revealed.

Relying upon a group of corrupt, Jewish, bourgeois nationalists, the professional spies and terrorists of Joint, through assignments from, and under the direction of, American intelligence, extended their subversive activity even into the territory of the Soviet Union. As the prisoner Vovsi revealed under interrogation, he received directives “about the extermination of the leadership cadres of the USSR” from the USA. These instructions were handed to him, in the name of the spying-terrorist Joint organization, through Dr. Shimeliovich and the well-known Jewish bourgeois nationalist Mikhoels.2



The article was the climax in a series of discriminatory acts against Jewish doctors that began in 1949, and it publicly launched a further series of events targeting mainly Jewish doctors for various alleged conspiracies, collectively known as the “Doctors’ Plot” and also known as “Stalin’s Last Crime,” a variation of the Blood Libel, Stalin’s war against the Jews, and the culmination of Soviet totalitarianism.3 Events of the Doctors’ Plot can easily be seen as proof of both Stalin’s declining mental powers and his antisemitic beliefs.4 It is possible that the idea of a plot was conceived and conducted as a desperate attempt by Stalin to assert his executive power, especially over punitive organs, and to make clear that international success after World War II would not mean relaxation on domestic issues.5

Regardless of Stalin’s motives for the press campaign, the arrests, and the discriminatory measures, the Doctors’ Plot (or “Doctors’ Affair,” as it directly translates from the Russian delo vrachei) stands as one of the most consequential anti-Jewish actions undertaken by the Soviet government after the war. While the regime’s campaigns against “Jewish nationalism” in journalism and literature did not directly impact most Jews, and the closure of Yiddish theaters and publishing houses and the arrests of Yiddish writers only touched specific communities, the accusations against Jewish doctors reverberated across society. The charges of doctors poisoning prominent Soviet officials and allegedly harming their patients put the entire Jewish population in the spotlight. What made the campaign particularly devastating for Jews was the widespread public endorsement it received. A mere eight years after the Holocaust, Soviet Jews once again faced mockery, harassment, discrimination, and the threat of social exclusion. Although the campaign itself was brief—effectively ending just weeks before Stalin’s death and formally concluding soon after—it left enduring scars and long-term consequences.

The roots of the Doctors’ Plot campaign can be traced to the anti-cosmopolitan campaign. In 1949, a number of Jewish professors, including Lina Shtern, Iosif Feygel, and Eliazer Gelshteyn, were fired from their leadership positions at the Second Medical Institute of Moscow.6 Yakov Etinger was also fired from his position as head of the department of internal medicine, and on November 22, 1950, he was arrested. During his interrogation, the deputy minister of state security, Mikhail Ryumin, accused Etinger of listening to the BBC and taking part in conversations critical of the Soviet regime.7

Etinger’s adopted son, Yakov Y. Etinger, had been arrested the previous month. He was a survivor of the Minsk Ghetto and would later recall in his memoirs that, upon his arrest, he was beaten with German-made rubber clubs, the same kind he saw Germans use during the war.8 When asked if his father had been criticizing the regime, the son said no. Both father and son denied disloyalty to the state, but when subjected to Ryumin’s further torture methods—a combination of solitary confinement, cold, and beatings—the elder Etinger confessed to intentionally making a mistake while treating Alexander Scherbakov, director of the Soviet Information Bureau. Scherbakov was obese and a heavy drinker and died of a heart attack at the age of forty-four, but Etinger was tortured into confessing to murdering him. After signing the confession, Etinger himself collapsed and died from “paralysis of the heart,” according to his official file.9

Etinger’s coerced confession in early 1951 was not sufficient to launch a mass campaign accusing all Jewish doctors of harming their patients. The younger Etinger, who had in the meantime been banished to the Gulag, was recalled for further interrogation and torture, this time to get him to say that his father had conspired to make medical mistakes.10

In July 1951, the MGB arrested the cardiologist Sofia Karpay, who worked at the Kremlin Hospital, and accused her of terrorism.11 She, too, was severely tortured and interrogated about medical mistakes made during Scherbakov’s treatment, but she did not sign any confession regarding the accusations against her.12

Under pressure from Stalin personally to move forward, the MGB began to fabricate a narrative. Using statements from Etinger’s senior interrogators, MGB officials concocted the lie that Etinger and other doctors had sabotaged Scherbakov’s treatment.13 The real breakthrough for the campaign came, however, when the cardiologist Lidia Timashuk volunteered a statement alleging a second conspiracy, this time against Andrei Zhdanov.

In August 1948, Timashuk was called to examine Zhdanov, a Politburo member and a former chair of the Supreme Soviet. She diagnosed him as having a heart attack. Zhdanov’s personal doctor, Vladimir Vinogradov, would not confirm the diagnosis, however, and allowed Zhdanov to continue working. When Zhdanov died the next day from another heart attack, Timashuk reported Vinogradov for negligence. At the time, the report was dismissed, but four years later, it was retrieved as evidence that Vinogradov and his colleagues murdered Zhdanov and then conspired to murder Stalin on orders from Britain, the United States, and other Western countries.

In February 1953, the arrests continued. Several elite medical professionals including the professors Zelenin, Gel’shtein, Rappoport, Shereshevsky, Egorov, Preobrazhensky, and Nezlin were picked up. Top MGB officials launched cases against thirty-seven people, including twenty-eight doctors and their wives.14 The doctors were brutally interrogated. Two of them died in the process.

Unlike the arrests and murders of Yiddish intellectuals, the arrests of the doctors were widely publicized. The goal was to create a public campaign against alleged traitors. The Pravda article was a signal that many prewar taboos about how Jews could be portrayed were now officially broken. The accused doctors were identified as Jews, and the organizations they allegedly supported were called “Jewish,” not just “Zionist” or “cosmopolitan”—the previous code words for Jews in the Soviet media. Sentences and phrases from the Pravda editorial were repeated in private conversations, were republished in national and local newspapers, grew into rumors, and blossomed into the Doctors’ Plot.

The plot unfolded in three stages. First came the actual arrests of a small number of doctors, usually in positions of authority. Next came a media campaign condemning both the arrested doctors and Jews in general, much of the material satirical in nature, executed in the form of humoresques, feuilletons, and caricatures. After that came the torrent of gossip, rumor, and wild speculation that penetrated mainstream Soviet society.15 In the weeks that followed the Pravda story, everybody—physicians, patients, and Soviet society at large—seemed to be discussing Jews, usually in a negative way but sometimes defending them.16 Jewish doctors, who constituted about a quarter of all Soviet doctors at that time, were now at the center of attention of both the Soviet punitive system and public discourse.17

In Belarus, the Pravda article opened a Pandora’s box of openly expressed dissatisfaction with Jews, previously not discussed in public, especially in regional hospitals.18 For example, in Brest, the local Hospital Number 1 called a meeting to discuss negligence among Jewish doctors. Some were accused of keeping patients waiting for a long time, others of flagrant self-promotion. The Grodno Hospital administration reported that patients were afraid to be operated on by Samuil Margolin, a Jewish surgeon.19 Similarly, in Minsk, patients and administrators alike expressed doubts about the professional qualifications of Moisei Shapiro and Boris Tsipkin, both of whom held positions as top orthopedic surgeons.20

As the campaign raged, the cardiologist Lidia Timashuk emerged as a newly cast hero for having alleged the negligence of a Jewish doctor years earlier. On January 21, 1953, Pravda reported her receiving the Order of Lenin. A few days later, Timashuk wrote a small note to the paper thanking people for the flood of appreciative letters to her. Then in February 1953, Pravda published a piece signed by the journalist Olga Kolesnikova titled “From the Mail to Lidia Timashuk.” She praised Timashuk for her vigilance and patriotism. The words “Russian patriot” appeared more than once.21

As often happened in the Soviet Union, the combination of messages from the official media and their unofficial interpretation resulted in a complex blend of information circulating in public and in private. Although Timashuk’s name appeared in Pravda only four times, references to her became a fixture in the rumors in circulation, representing, depending on who was describing her, either the best or the worst of Soviet society.22

The Doctors’ Plot provided fertile soil for the resurrection of wartime rumors about Jews—allegations about how they survived by running east, how they love money and use it to sabotage others, how they are parasites on society and get away with “easier jobs,” and above all, how lacking they are in Soviet patriotism. In addition to classic antisemitic tropes, general fears of doctors and modern medicine surfaced as well, combining into easily spread narratives. An anonymous writer sent the following letter to the Soviet Jewish journalist Ilya Ehrenburg, identifying some of the stories being spread in February 1953: “The leaders of the Party and the government did not have the right to claim ignorance about a possible wave of antisemitism that would be provoked after the publication of a piece about doctors and the monsters on January 13. It is hard to report the influence of this piece on backward people, including some Party members. So many bigoted deliriums spread—that Jews give shots and induce cancer, that Jews kill Russian newborns in hospitals, with statistics of 600 babies killed, some people say 1,600 and so on.”23

The accusations sounded strikingly similar to the Blood Libel trope, that Jews kill Christians and use their blood for ritual purposes. In some ways, the 1953 Doctors’ Plot represents a secularized Blood Libel, a metamorphosis of the trope that retains the ritual murder accusation while removing the religious purpose.24

One cannot help but wonder how Jewish individuals, particularly those involved in the medical profession, made sense of the events unfolding around them. Before the war, Jews constituted a significant proportion of medical professionals, making up one-third of all doctors and pharmacists in Leningrad and up to 66 percent of doctors in Belarus, with similarly high numbers in Ukraine.25 While the precise postwar proportion of Jewish medical professionals is unclear, evidence suggests that it remained substantial. In Moldova, for example, from which we do have data, a 1946 Party report on health care in Chișinău identified 69 percent of doctors in the city’s medical institutions as Jewish. By 1949, in the town of Balti, 57 percent of doctors were Jewish.26 Depending on the region, between 3 and 8 percent of all working Jews were employed in the medical field.27 This demographic reality underscores the significant impact of the plot on the Jewish population, as many of its members were deeply embedded in the medical profession.

Oral histories and memoirs shed light on the diverse ways the Doctors’ Plot influenced the perceptions, behaviors, and career paths of medical professionals. Unlike Jews in other professions, medical workers—ranging from doctors and nurses to pharmacists—had no choice but to confront fear and prejudice daily. They became the primary targets of malicious rumors and casual smoke-break conversations and were frequently questioned or challenged about these accusations.



Miracles of Not Being Fired: Jewish Doctors Discuss 1953

Yakov Etinger’s son, Yakov Y. Etinger, suggested in his memoirs that Jewish doctors became the target of the antisemitic campaign because there were many of them. The average Soviet citizen was unlikely to encounter a Yiddish writer but had a good chance of encountering a Jewish doctor. A campaign in which all Jewish doctors were suspected of espionage and of harming their patients would automatically become wide-reaching.28

At some Ukrainian hospitals in Kharkiv, Kyiv, and other cities, Jewish doctors were fired or demoted from their positions.29 In Latvia, where Jews constituted 20 percent of all doctors in 1952, Jewish medical professionals were publicly humiliated and harassed. Israil Drizin, the chief surgeon of Riga’s largest hospital (Number 3), was fired.30 In Kemerovo (Siberia), several Jewish doctors were arrested.31 In Molotov (now Perm), a city near the Ural Mountains, the chief surgeon, named Kats, of the regional hospital was demoted and expelled from the Communist Party, and other Jewish doctors were fired. In Sverdlovsk (now Ekaterinburg), a special commission was created to investigate “abnormalities” in hospitals (a code word for investigating Jews).32

Primary-care providers were the first to experience the consequences of the Doctors’ Plot. Ilya Sh. recalled,


In 1953, I was working in a polyclinic [in Moscow]. At that time, things were brewing. Once, at a staff meeting, the chief of staff, who was Russian, remarked, “You know, there are many things being said right now about nationalities. Do not pay attention to them. We will not let anything happen to you. Work as you always work. No one will be fired or excluded.” That was the end of it. Of course, there were also some unpleasant people. They used to say, “Do not refer me to that Jewish doctor. I want another doctor.” But these were rare cases, and no one seemed to pay attention to this.33



On the surface, Ilya Sh.’s story sounds optimistic, but he mentions patients being afraid of being seen by Jewish doctors. Every doctor interviewed about the period, without exception, spoke of encounters with patients who were similarly afraid. In Ilya Sh.’s story, his superiors were on his side. Many others were not so lucky.

Yulian Rafes (1924–2019) was a doctor who practiced in Dnipropetrovsk, Ukraine, as the head of a general medicine department in a local hospital in 1953. He presented a gloomier picture of how he had to navigate both the fears of his patients and the suspicions of some of his superiors:


I was sick with strep throat, but it was my shift. Dusya [his wife] begged me not to go, but I went to work anyway. I worked all night in an unheated triage unit and as a result got a kidney infection. Then I got really sick. That day was the famous January 13 with the article about “doctors the murderers.” …

I traveled to see Fyodor Kirrilovich Nyushko, the head of the Health Ministry in Kyiv, and told him I wanted to resign. As I Jew, I said that I could not work in an atmosphere like that and cannot give orders.

He answered, “Do you think I can work [ethnically] as a Russian? They condemn me in the Ministry that my wife is Jewish, and I am surrounded by Jews!”

I knew this was not true. Only one other Jewish doctor was in a high position in the ministry. But I appreciated the sentiment.

Nyushko explained that resigning would mean an automatic investigation and advised me “to stay sick” for a while. I went to the hospital and stayed there as a patient.

A friend who was there told me she heard that my department was under investigation and I personally was being investigated. I would have been the perfect candidate for the “doctor the murderer” figure: a known doctor with administrative experience, a Yiddish speaker, and a former subscriber of Eynikayt. Besides, I grew up in capitalist Poland and came from a family with a famous member of the Vilna Bund.…34

I was twenty-nine years old.… Newspapers published exposés on doctors every day. Everyone waited for a sensation related to Jewish doctors in Dnipropetrovsk. Sure enough, an article about Mikhail Golomb, a Sorbonne-educated pediatrician, surfaced. The article claimed he was not educated. Golomb went to the newspaper headquarters and yelled, “This is a piece of shit! …”

Another friend, Fedia Shapiro, a Red Army doctor, heard that he was about to be fired. He went to the regional Party headquarters. He said, “I defended the motherland!”

The official replied, “Where is your motherland?”

“This is my motherland!” Shapiro answered.

“Are you sure? Because I am not!” the official said and showed him the door.35



Rafes told of the range of reactions among doctors, including himself, to the newspaper reports. The bravest act of resistance came from his colleague Fedya, an act that ended, like all other attempts to argue against the sentiment that Jews were traitors, with failure. One observation comes through clearly: Not one person doubts that the article in Pravda put all Jewish doctors—not just alleged spies—in danger. Colleagues, superiors, family members, and patients understood that Jewish doctors were under threat, and each chose a strategy of how to deal with it. Some chose to comply, others to resist, yet others to wait and see. At the same time, every patient who chose to see a Jewish doctor decided to either ignore or actively resist the heavy atmosphere of distrust and rumor.

In writing and in conversation, patients expressed fear about seeing Jewish physicians. Doctors in general were not fully trusted even under normal circumstances, but in the 1950s, the distrust was suddenly officially sanctioned.36 Sometimes, when interviewed later in life, Jewish doctors recalled that patients went to see them only for lack of other available physicians. Other interviewees spoke of their pride in turning antisemitic patients into people who were not afraid of Jews. Still other doctors emphasized that their patients were not scared of them at all. Not a single interviewee in a large-scale project, however, suggested that patients expressed a neutral or admiring attitude toward Jewish doctors or suggested that they did not mention the Doctors’ Plot at all.37 In fact, distrust among patients was commonly mentioned as a serious concern of Jewish doctors, second only to that of losing their job. Studies of rumors and public opinion of this time confirm this sentiment. Numerous calls and letters to Party officials demanded extra checks on vaccine regiments, use of medication to induce (rather than cure) diseases, and investigate, investigate, investigate! One letter raised an issue that in the local kindergarten kids get sick too often and requested to replace Jewish nurses with Russian ones.38

Jewish doctors who worked at prestigious centers, such as medical research institutes or clinics attached to certain ministries, spoke of their fear of being fired or imprisoned. Fira G. (born in 1925 in Efingar, now Pliuschuvka, in the Mykolaiv region of Ukraine), a newly appointed medical research assistant at the Mykolaiv Medical Research Institute, recalled, “The Doctors’ Plot was a horror story. Many doctors in my institute slept with dried bread nearby.39 I was still a young doctor, so I wasn’t in any danger. I was already respected, but I was young. But the older surgeons, other specialists, many were preparing dried bread.”40

The sentiment was widespread that older, more experienced, and at times foreign-trained doctors (of whom there were many still practicing in the 1950s) were in greater danger than younger, Soviet-trained ones were. Many people believed that doctors who were trained before 1917 and who practiced in the 1920s and 1930s maintained extensive contacts with foreign colleagues and could be accused of espionage and treason.41 Whereas in the 1920s and 1930s, patients and doctors alike were in awe of such professionals and their international connections, in 1953, being perceived as such a doctor was a liability.



Fear of Exposure: Every Jewish Name Has a Secret

In the first few months of 1953, Jewish doctors lived under scrutiny. They lived in fear that their secrets might be exposed, secrets about their connections to people abroad, their wartime past, or anything else that might be used against them. Any accusation from a neighbor, a former patient, or a colleague could now be considered as part of the larger Doctors’ Plot, the slander that all Jewish doctors were working together to try to poison or otherwise harm their patients. Having a Jewish name alone presented a danger. Starting in 1932, Jewish ethnicity was recorded in domestic identification documents. Some people were able to erase the word “Jewish” from their passports. Others were able to Russify their names, for example, changing Israel to Igor, Sarah to Sofia, and Hannah to Anna. Many did so during the war, often on the advice of their commanding officer or other superior, who advised that life would be easier with a less-Jewish-sounding name. Others did so when a natural opportunity to change documents arose, such as after getting married or being discharged from the army or returning from evacuation.42 Although many people probably took their own initiative to change their names, in their memoirs or interviews, they always alluded to having the informal support of Soviet officials.

In 1953, being exposed for hiding anything could lead to arrest or at least to harassment and tense confrontations. For example, Semion Sh. (born in 1918 in Kuty, in the Vinnytsia region of Ukraine) recalled that he changed his name in 1939 from Zunya Peysakhovich to Semion Petrovich. During the war, he served in the army and afterward settled in Volodymyr-Volynskyi, in northwestern Ukraine. In 1953, while working as an otolaryngologist, workplace colleagues tried to expose him for hiding something:


When I was a student, right before the war, I worked in Stavropol. I worked as a paramedic at the mental hospital. There was another paramedic there, Luka Matveevich Galushka. When I came to report for duty, he asked [me for] … my name and patronymic. I said, “Shunya Peysakhovich.” He said, “What? What?” He did not like the sound of it. He wrote me down as “Semion Petrovich.” Since then, I kept that name.

After the war, I worked at a hospital in Vladimir. There was a boss at the hospital, an Ossetian named Hasov. He did not like me. In 1953, he would gather all the workers together and read satirical pieces from newspapers about Jewish doctors.

He did it once, twice, three times. The third time, I got outraged. I was sitting there like a dummy. I let him finish, and then I said, “I don’t want to see such meetings here. If you want to read these humorous pieces, read them in the recreation room, Lenin’s corner. Go there during the lunch break and read it there. This is a doctor’s station, a workplace.” Did I say the right thing? Right!



When Semion was asked how Hasov reacted to this statement, he said,


He did react. He was friends with the head of SMERSH (Death to Spies Department).43 Once, I met that former head of SMERSH, the lieutenant colonel. It was a week, maybe a few days, before the doctors were arrested for the Doctors’ Plot. He asked me, “What was the name of your father?”

I say, “Peysakh.”

“Why then are you Semion Petrovich?”

I could not stand it anymore and told him boldly, “Go ask the head of the hospital. I will not answer this question.”

It was my luck that they [the accused doctors] were acquitted a few days later. He was fired from this post, and another one was hired. So this is my story about Peysakh and Petrovich. I was very bold.44



Semion’s story of the atmosphere in his workplace includes significant details about the climate in which Soviet Jews lived in the 1950s. His account of witnessing the reading aloud of satirical stories about Jewish doctors from national and local newspapers, as well as magazines—stories that were published almost every other day in January and February 1953—helps to illustrate his difficult position. On the one hand, he knew that the stories were directed at him as a Jew. On the other hand, they were produced by the official press and therefore could not be criticized in public. The normalization of anti-Jewish discourse, expressions of unapologetic schadenfreude, and loud jokes about doctors told within earshot poisoned many people’s lives.

Non-Jews in positions of authority at medical institutions faced their own difficult choices on how to deal with the Doctors’ Plot, and almost none of these choices, it seems, had to do with their personal attitude toward Jews. Rather, they worried about the stability of their institutions and their ability to provide care and maintain general order. Numerous confidential inquiries from regional and local Party committees in Brest, Bobruisk, Vitebsk, Molodechenskoy, and Polotsk were dispatched to the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Belarus with the goal addressing disputes and accusations. Nevertheless, astonishingly, most Jews attributed their problems in 1953 to the personal views of people in charge, as opposed to the government’s policies. Even fifty years after the Doctors’ Plot, when much was known about the state’s involvement in the affair, people recalling personal stories rarely suggested that their own job losses or other problems resulted from anything other than the personal hostility or prejudice of their immediate superiors. People expressed anger at the system that forced them to sacrifice their career aspirations but rarely expressed anything but sympathy for the heads of the local Party committees who had helped them to obtain their jobs. In fact, the ability to find support among Soviet apparatchiks was one of the most often quoted sources of evidence of personal strengths.




Strategies for Achieving Success in 1953

Soviet Jewish doctors preferred to speak of individual circumstances and personal victories during the Doctors’ Plot period.45 Here is the story of Irina (Fira or Ira) G., who graduated from a medical institute in 1948. She had a passion for studying infectious diseases but was advised to go into epidemiology, a field that she did not consider interesting. She was told that it would be easier for her, as a Jew, to find a job in the less desirable area. In the end, she chose parasitology, which seemed to her at least close to the field of infectious diseases. When she was ready to defend her dissertation in 1953, however, she faced further obstacles:


I arrived at the [dissertation] defense. Elenka Leikina, my senior colleague, told me, whispering, “They’re going to fail you. We were sent tricky questions to ask you so that you wouldn’t pass.” … At the defense, they indeed challenged everything that I said, and at the end, they didn’t pass me.

When they failed me, I ripped up all my visual [aids], left the room, and began crying. Professor [Evgenii] Shul’man, my advisor, followed me, and so did Leikina. Shul’man was the best specialist in parasitology in the country. He told me, “Ira [short for Irina], don’t cry. When they failed my doctoral [post-kandidat] dissertation, I didn’t cry. These people were out of control. You could see that you had been failed for no good reason.”

Then I decided to visit Academician [Konstantin] Skriabin [a leading Soviet biologist].46 He lived in the “Uzkoe” retreat near Moscow. I got there the next day at 9 a.m. I gave him my dissertation. He asked me if I could stay in Moscow for three more days. I said I didn’t have any money, but I would try. Three days later, I came back. He typed a memo with a letterhead that said, “Academician Skriabin, Hero of Socialist Labor.” Then he outlined all the innovations of my approach and stated that, in his opinion, the work met all the requirements of the kandidat degree. But it didn’t help.47



In Soviet microworlds, it was close to impossible to achieve professional success without help from friends and family, usually from echelons higher up within the Communist Party. After the Doctors’ Plot, however, people almost never directly acknowledged that they were helped by a Jewish person in power. On the contrary, numerous stories told of how such help was expected but never obtained. Gennady Shul’man, the son of Evgenii Shul’man (the parasitologist from Fira G.’s story), was a medical scientist who published memoirs about himself and his father. He wrote about his early difficulties in obtaining a job:


After I finished university [in 1953], I was faced with a difficult life. Though I was one of the best students, it was obvious I could not stay at the university [as a scientist] or work in my specialty. I remember printing about a hundred application letters where I suggested that I was ready to work in any area of science, even as a technician in a lab.… What else could I do? I was surprised that all my letters were answered. Though the form of each response was different, the content was identical: “For you, we have no vacancies.” Even my current place of work, the Institute of Biology of the South Seas, where I have been working for forty years, rejected me back then. Only one person wanted to hire me. It was Nikolai Evgenievich Salnikov, who was the director of the Institute of Sea Fishing and Oceanography at the time. I worked there for twelve years.48



In postwar Soviet society, knowing the “right people” was not anyone’s privilege but a necessity for social mobility. In the months of the Doctors’ Plot, it became harder for Jews to help each other, mainly out of fear of being accused of Jewish “nationalism,” a serious disadvantage that could stop or seriously delay one’s professional advancement. Consequently, many non-Jews really did believe that Jews helped each other as a national group.49 Even sympathetic scholars have suggested that Jewish mutual help at higher levels developed as a way for the minority to survive in a generally hostile society.50

While the perception of Jews enjoying comfortable positions within the Soviet economic system prevailed, many Jews complained of their inability to use the help of a higher-ranking family member or to aid in the career advancement of a relative for fear of being accused of helping other Jews. In fact, it seems it was easier for a non-Jew to help a Jew, and vice versa, than for Jews to support each other. In the field of medicine, especially in 1953, the inability to enjoy mutual support seriously damaged the careers of Jewish doctors.




Loss of Networks

Medicine and medical services were vital parts of everyone’s life. Despite the free medical care theoretically available to all Soviet citizens, getting proper treatment was often a matter of negotiation. Problems such as poor-quality training, shortages of medicine and hospital space, and generally insensitive attitudes toward patients by Soviet medical professionals led to a situation in which getting proper medical care depended significantly on personal or family connections in the medical field.51

Many people fired from their medical post lost access to preferred medical care for their family members. Sara K. (born in 1924 in Artemovsk, now Bakhmut, in the Donetsk region in Ukraine) recalled,


The Jewish question began for me on January 13, 1953. I lived through a lot as a doctor. I always said, “It is great luck that my father did not live to see all this.” It is impossible to describe. The humiliation was unbearable. I can only tell you that I worked at a very large military hospital. It was a huge deal for a young doctor. I received incredible training there from the old-school doctors. My mother got sick. Her lung collapsed. I managed to admit her to the military hospital. When the Jewish question arose, my mother was discharged immediately. I was still working there as a staff member. It is impossible to talk about this.52



We may speculate extensively about the reason for Sara’s mother’s discharge (assuming that, indeed, it was done against medical advice). It is possible that the chief of staff of the hospital was worried about the accusation of semeistvennost’—loosely translated as “family-based corruption at the workplace”—a word that quickly changed to refer specifically to Jews. Perhaps discharging the mother allowed Sara to keep her job as a young doctor in a prestigious hospital. The fact that Sara did not blame specific individuals for deciding to discharge her mother suggests that perhaps she understood, even then, that the choice was between her career and her ailing mother’s quality of life. She did blame the system for forcing her to make this choice.

One should not be misled, however, that all Jews were excluded from informal Soviet networks. Oral histories cite numerous instances of individuals being helped or being able to help others through their positions as doctors working in hospitals and clinics. They provided prescriptions for necessary medications and acquired the medicines from hospitals, as opposed to pharmacies, which were always short of supplies.53 Through informal networks, people also negotiated better hospital care. They arranged consultations with the best surgeons and other specialists, secured extra visits from family members, and acquired many other vital services that were unavailable through official channels. Although being a Jew had an effect on what could be achieved through personal networks, such networks did not stop functioning.



Silences and Secrets: Holocaust Survivors Dealing with the Plot

Soviet Jews commonly associated the Doctors’ Plot with Hitler and Nazi ideology. For the non-Jewish public, the conspiracy often aroused anti-Jewish feeling. Sentiments such as “it’s a shame Hitler did not finish them off” resurfaced. While most Soviet Jews either took quiet offense at such statements or reacted both physically and verbally against them, one Jewish group was at a loss as to how to react.54 These were the actual Holocaust survivors. Tens of thousands of them survived the war, most under the Romanian occupation. Immediately after the war, they adopted a code of silence about their experience.55 They feared postwar Soviet investigations into questions of collaboration with the enemy.56 During the Doctors’ Plot, these people faced a triple threat: as doctors, as Jews, and as survivors. Extremely few testimonies exist telling how Soviet Holocaust survivors navigated the Doctors’ Plot period, mostly because they—like few others—had trained themselves to maintain their silence, even decades afterward.

More scholarship needs to be done on how Holocaust survivors navigated the Soviet system, including the doctors among them. Anecdotal evidence suggests that medicine was a popular profession among them. For example, in 2023, out of 117 Holocaust survivors who were members of the local association of former prisoners of ghettos and camps in Moscow, 22 were medical doctors (62 were engineers).57 It remains to be studied how these individuals gained entry into medical schools, the specializations they pursued, and their reasons for doing so. However, it appears that medical professionals who spent part of the war in occupied territories faced greater career development constraints compared to other Jews. Undergoing the background checks required for employment in larger cities or positions of authority carried the risk of exposure. Consequently, many survivors, even those with exceptional potential, chose less competitive specializations or worked in smaller, less equipped hospitals and clinics, often in rural areas.

For instance, the otolaryngologist Semion Sh., previously mentioned regarding his decision to change his patronymic from Peysakhovich to Petrovich, harbored a far more significant secret that he wished to keep from his colleagues. Before serving as an army doctor, he had been a prisoner in the Vinnytsia Ghetto, from which he managed to escape after a few weeks. This information was inadvertently revealed by his wife during an interview. In Semion’s presence, she disclosed—and he did not deny—that his reluctance to have his past scrutinized led him to forgo applying to graduate school or seeking senior medical positions. Instead, he spent his entire career working in a small regional hospital.58

Another survivor, Oleg Mordkovich, faced significant challenges in achieving his dream of becoming a doctor after the war. His parents were killed while escaping a ghetto to join partisans, and he survived by being hidden for one thousand days in a neighbor’s cellar in Ukraine. During that time, he was kept in darkness, forbidden from walking or speaking. This confinement left him struggling to walk properly after the war, and he endured mockery from other children for his unsteady gait.

In an interview with the Spanish journalist María R. Sahuquillo, Mordkovich explained that, to increase his chances of being admitted to medical school, he worked in a morgue. He eventually chose nephrology as his specialization, knowing that more prestigious areas of medicine would be inaccessible to him. For decades, Mordkovich remained silent about his wartime experiences and the loss of his parents. Reflecting on this silence, he said, “We were all afraid to tell people how we hid and how we were in camps. We were afraid to show the world our psychological wounds.… We felt that we lived both for ourselves and for the sake of those who died.”59

The inability to speak openly about wartime experiences created significant obstacles in forming informal support networks. At the time, such networks were often built around shared wartime circumstances—veterans gravitated toward one another, as did evacuees. However, those who survived under German occupation faced unique challenges, especially if they kept their experiences hidden. Their secrecy made it difficult to find others who shared similar histories. In the context of the Doctors’ Plot, this isolation was even more pronounced; survivors struggled to support one another because they could not know who among their colleagues was also harboring a hidden past.

The Doctors’ Plot gave rise to harmful stereotypes that permeated everyday conversations, rumors, and satirical articles in newspapers. Jewish physicians were portrayed as powerful, manipulative figures scheming to poison their patients and seize power. This propaganda dealt its harshest blow to those who were working in elite medical institutions, particularly the “Kremlin doctors” employed in top research facilities and hospitals. For Jewish physicians who had already spent much of their lives concealing their identities and histories, the Doctors’ Plot added new layers of trauma and fear. Although devastating, these fears were thankfully short-lived. The vicious campaign ended abruptly following the death of Joseph Stalin in March 1953.



The End of the Plot

On the March 31, 1953, less than a month after Stalin’s death, Lavrentiy Beria, head of the Ministry of Internal Affairs, signed an order to stop the investigation of everyone involved in the Doctors’ Plot and to release all arrested doctors and their family members.60 On April 4, 1953, the top half of the second page of Pravda displayed the headline, “A Notification from the Ministry of Internal Affairs.” The ministry stated that all arrested persons had been acquitted. Specifically, the notice said that the charges of espionage, terrorism, and sabotage had been dismissed and that all acknowledgments of guilt had been received as a result of interrogation techniques that were not allowed by the Soviet regime. The bottom of the same page contained a two-line notification that Timashuk’s Order of Lenin had been revoked. Her name did not appear in the Soviet press again until after the late 1980s, when the Doctors’ Plot saga was revisited with a revised historical lens.

On April 5, 1953, the day after the notification, fresh rumors began to circulate. According to a number of reports sent to the Ministry of Internal Affairs, people were speculating that “Jews had paid to remove Timashuk as a person with integrity—they can do anything.”61 To many people, Timashuk had become almost a Russian Joan of Arc, a woman who had put her life at risk to save the country from a strong and conniving enemy.62 By contrast, the accused doctors were said to have lacked bravery and integrity: “What is so heroic here, the workers ask, if they can so easily lie and say things about themselves, even under the influence of some [irregular interrogation] methods? What about our ordinary people, who kept silent under torture, when things were burned on their skin and when their body parts were cut off?”63

Predictably, Jews shared a different attitude.64 They celebrated. Some wrote letters to the Central Committee of the Communist Party demanding to “stop the vile antisemitic campaign” for good, arguing that “the campaign resurrects the cursed Hitler.”65 One letter referred to Timashuk as “a conniving creature, a registered Cheberiachka” promoting Hitler’s ideology.66 Happiest of all were the doctors who felt they had escaped imminent arrest. Julian Rafes describes the day in his memoirs:


I remember very well that morning when the radio announced the news of the withdrawal of charges [reabilitatsii] against doctors. Our district doctor, Mariia Timofeevna, was in a very bad mood. I asked her why she was in a bad mood, today was such a great day for all doctors, but she did not answer and sat with a sour face. I realized that she was upset precisely because they were released! …

Nevertheless, one cannot say that the story about the withdrawal of charges started some new policy toward Jews.… Who knows what would have happened had the tyrant not been killed? But antisemitism in the workplace continued. At the same time, something did change.…

In Kyiv, there was a congress of internal medicine. The main hall of Kyiv’s Officers Hall was packed. All of the star doctors were there, but also us rank and file physicians, as well as delegates from other parts of the country. The keynote speaker was Miron Semionovich Vovsi [whom Pravda had identified as a terrorist in its original editorial].67

He came up and stood at the podium. Suddenly something amazing started. The audience exploded with applause, and they did not stop. It was an expression of solidarity of all people. There were very few Jewish delegates, but these were medical professionals expressing solidarity with the colleagues who lived through so much and who were slandered. This was applause for his suffering and the expression of pride in him and the entire medical system. It was an expression of joy that this main “poisoner” would now give his lecture.…

It lasted for ten minutes, and no one cared about the chair, who asked people to calm down. Academician Ivanov attempted to help to start the lecture, but he, too, was ignored.

I think that Ivanov should have been proud. He had been asked to provide an expert-witness opinion against Vovsi. He had understood that he could not write that this was idiocy, but he also … did not want to be part of this dirty, criminal affair. So he got “sick.” He had a heart attack.

Of course it was a lie. But because of this lie, the KGB had to assign the file to another professor, who did what they asked of him. Of course, there were not a lot of people like Ivanov, but they existed, and it was a source of great happiness that such people lived then.68



The vibrant and exhilarating spirit of celebration depicted in this narrative can be likened only to the triumphant narratives of victory during World War II. The dismissal of the Doctors’ Plot stands out as a rare moment when individuals who were critical of the Soviet government’s actions could present themselves not as dissidents but as victors. Interestingly, Rafes devoted significant attention in his memoir to highlighting that the celebrations were not confined to Jews alone; in fact, they predominantly included non-Jews who also rejoiced at the affair’s resolution. This raises the question of whether, without adopting such a collective attitude, Jews could have continued working in Soviet medical institutions without being plagued by the thought of who might have wanted them removed if the Doctors’ Plot had persisted.

[image: ]
The Doctors’ Plot lasted less than three months. A public trial, complete with verdict, was about to be launched, but Stalin’s death, or the interparty politics that proceeded it, ended the affair.69 It might have been short, but the plot against Jewish doctors had a profound impact on Soviet Jews in general and on Soviet society at large.

First, the Doctors’ Plot firmly established a negative association between Jewishness and medical professionals. Afterward, even Jews who had not experienced discrimination or persecution during the war could not help but link being born Jewish with misfortune. On an individual level, surviving the Doctors’ Plot as a Jewish doctor had a huge emotional, physical, and professional impact. Afterward, every one of them had to learn how to function normally again in a society that had proved itself ready to attack them simply because they were doctors with Jewish last names.

Second, the Doctors’ Plot created a glass ceiling for Jews in medicine, especially in the field of scientific research. Often, because their ambitions were thwarted at research institutes, Jewish doctors were driven to the less regulated fields of alternative medicine, such as acupuncture, homeopathy, and hypnotherapy. Although no extensive research has been done in the area, one can observe that Jews were pioneering the development of these fields in the Soviet Union, especially in the larger cities of Russia and Ukraine.70

Above all, the Doctors’ Plot affected Jewish communal settings. Fighting against Jews working in the medical system, undermining their collegiality with one another, and suspecting that Jews were helping each other at the expense of providing quality care to patients could not help but damage the reputation of Jewish doctors. The state conspiracy destroyed for Jewish doctors the ability to make their way in the informal support system of family and social networks that all Soviet citizens relied on. Jewish doctors were deprived of opportunities to help one another, to promote their promising Jewish colleagues, and to train talented Jewish students. To succeed and advance within the system, they had to rely on the help of non-Jews. I think it is safe to say that the Doctors’ Plot significantly damaged the informal Jewish community structure in the Soviet Union. Although the doctors were ultimately cleared of all charges, the fact that the accusations had found support in the first place among their colleagues could not but shake the foundations of collegiality, mutual support, and trust in the medical community. It is quite possible that the events of 1953 also significantly delayed the development of medicine in Russia, as the advancement of medical science is impossible without well-functioning professional networks.

Because many Jewish doctors experienced one sort of discrimination or another in 1953 and because many understood the discrimination to be a direct expression of antisemitism, many began to reassess their attitude both to the Soviet regime and to their Jewish ethnicity. We will never know how many Jewish people were turned away from medical research jobs in the Soviet Union, how many were never allowed to defend their dissertations, or how many chose other careers because of known limitations. One thing, however, we know for sure. In 1953, almost all Soviet Jewish doctors suffered from the state-generated libel known as the Doctors’ Plot, even if they did not get arrested or fired from their jobs.







EPILOGUE


In May 1945, Jewish people experienced a profound mixture of grief and celebration. They mourned the loss of loved ones while cherishing their own survival. Unlike countless family members and friends who perished in mass shootings near their homes in Ukraine, Belarus, or Russia, starved in Transnistria, died on battlefields, or succumbed to disease on overcrowded trains to the Soviet rear, they had endured. Yet their wartime experiences were far from uniform. Jews in small Ukrainian towns emerging from Romanian occupation faced a different reality than those in Kyiv or Minsk. Similarly, life in Tashkent contrasted sharply with life in Moscow, while Georgian Jews, Mountain Jews, and Bukharan Jews each had their own unique tales of miracles, coincidences, and survival strategies. Speaking different languages and shaped by diverse environments, they carried distinct secrets. Their demographics also differed from other Soviet populations—fewer children, fewer elderly, and fewer women. Still, unlike the majority of European Jews who were murdered during the Holocaust, these survivors dared to dream, hope, and plan for the future.

The last eight years of Stalin’s rule were a roller coaster for Soviet Jews, filled with highs and lows. The joy of survival was tempered by fears of violence, such as the 1945 pogrom in Kyiv, and the euphoria of victory clashed with the harsh realities of housing shortages and hostile neighbors, coworkers, and even friends. The creation of the State of Israel, initially supported by the Soviet government, added another layer of complexity and confusion. Some Jews viewed it as a chance to build a communist Jewish state in Palestine, while others celebrated the idea of a Jewish homeland. Soviet leaders, including Andrey Gromyko, however, never intended Israel to be a haven for Soviet Jews. Those who expressed too much enthusiasm for Israel often paid dearly. Soviet secret services meticulously documented private conversations and rumors celebrating Israel, and some individuals accused of Jewish nationalism were arrested for their misjudgment.

For most Soviet Jews, the creation of Israel had little immediate significance in their personal lives. They could not ignore the repercussions that followed, however: the anti-cosmopolitan campaigns of the late 1940s and early 1950s, culminating in the Doctors’ Plot. As this volume demonstrates, these campaigns were rooted in the Soviet leadership’s view that the establishment of Israel transformed Jews into a diaspora nationality, potentially fostering dual loyalties.1 In this way, the creation of Israel had a profound and predominantly negative impact on Soviet Jewish life, marking the beginning of a period of heightened scrutiny and systemic discrimination.

Historians of the Soviet Union have often described life under Stalin’s rule as an attempt to lead ordinary lives in extraordinary circumstances.2 For Soviet Jews, living a “normal” life meant striving for access to housing, education, and career opportunities; building families; raising children; expressing creativity; and fostering hopes and dreams, all within a society that grew increasingly hostile toward them. As this volume illustrates, Soviet Jews navigated these challenges in both large cities and small towns. Many chose to marry other Jews, not solely due to tradition but also to avoid the potential for bigotry within mixed families, should a spouse be susceptible to anti-Jewish sentiments. When raising children, parents often delayed revealing their Jewish identity to shield them from the trauma of discrimination for as long as possible.

During the immediate postwar years (1945–1947), educational and career opportunities remained accessible to Jews. Beginning in 1948, however, Jewish participation in certain fields—such as international relations, journalism, and specific areas of medicine—became increasingly restricted. In the workplace, many Jews compensated for this hostile environment through exceptional performance, while others strategically chose fields with fewer barriers or moved to less hostile regions, such as Central Asia.

Not all Soviet Jews faced these challenges equally. Those in smaller towns without higher education often encountered less hostility compared to their urban counterparts working in research institutions, schools, or medical establishments in cities like Kyiv, Leningrad, or Moscow. Jews who had survived the war under Nazi occupation often faced far-greater difficulties than those who had been in the Soviet rear or on the front lines. These individuals bore the weight of secrecy—whether about their survival strategies, interactions with non-Soviet Jews, or acts of betrayal or sacrifice. Soviet society viewed those who had lived under occupation with suspicion, and Jewish survivors faced the dual stigma of being both survivors and potential “cosmopolitans.” The necessity of keeping such secrets complicated their ability to form friendships or professional networks, which were crucial for navigating a Soviet system reliant on informal connections and favors.

Women who had served in combat during the war faced their own challenges. Despite being eligible for veterans’ benefits, many avoided claiming them, fearing societal judgment that could jeopardize their chances of marriage. These women were often stigmatized as former “field wives,” a label that carried significant shame. This stigma was compounded for Jewish women, who faced prejudice both as female veterans within the Jewish community and as Jews in broader Soviet society, making it especially difficult for them to rebuild their lives. Others hid the existence of family members living abroad or relatives who had been imprisoned in the Gulag, further adding to the layers of secrecy that defined the experiences of Soviet Jews.

But keeping secrets and facing challenges did not deter some people from fostering a strong sense of community. In fact, these adversities often encouraged them to build and strengthen communal bonds. Many were deeply committed to commemorating their murdered loved ones “properly,” in accordance with Jewish traditions. Informal and formal religious groups emerged as individuals sought to honor their relatives. Others organized efforts to fund and construct memorials at mass grave sites. Some took significant risks to ensure that their newborn sons were circumcised. In the western regions of the Soviet Union, especially in the Baltic states and western Ukraine, Jews banded together to establish schools aimed at educating and rehabilitating war-traumatized children.

Among these efforts, the work of the military psychiatrist Iosef Rebelsky stands out. Rebelsky conducted early studies on the psychological impact of the Holocaust on children and helped establish Jewish schools, kindergartens, and orphanages in postwar Vilnius and Kaunas. His findings emphasized the importance of children being educated and socialized among peers, highlighting the broader necessity for Soviet Jews to create communal spaces where they could connect and heal.

Yiddish theaters flourished after the war, offering a crucial outlet for cultural expression. Though barred from returning to major cities like Kyiv, Minsk, and Odessa, these theaters found homes in smaller, more densely Jewish-populated towns like Chernivtsi and Balta. They toured extensively, reaching audiences in remote areas who yearned to hear Yiddish spoken in public, whether from the stage or among fellow theatergoers. The postwar period saw a surge of creative energy among Yiddish writers, journalists, actors, directors, academics, and activists. They penned novels, poems, and plays; organized schools; and worked on projects like the creation of a museum in Vilnius. The folklorist Moisei Beregovsky’s studies of Yiddish music composed during the Holocaust in Ukraine were particularly notable. Poetry readings, amateur theater performances, and concerts became vibrant expressions of a culture determined to survive and thrive. While much of this output was aligned with Soviet ideals and celebrated Jewish contributions to the state, it also paid homage to Jewish resilience and heroism, often featuring Jewish Red Army soldiers and fighters.

One of the most ambitious communal undertakings by Soviet Jewish intellectuals was the creation of The Black Book of Soviet Jewry. This international project sought to document Nazi atrocities against Jews through testimonies and evidence. Hundreds of people, including journalists, writers, and survivors with minimal formal education, contributed to collecting, editing, and compiling the material. Though the book was never published in the Soviet Union, a version appeared in New York in 1946, and its Russian-language publication in 1993 became a pivotal resource for studying the Holocaust in the Soviet Union.

Whether through the pages of The Black Book, Yiddish plays and poems, or concerts of Jewish music, much of the cultural output of this time grappled with the immense loss suffered by the Jewish community. These works became both a tribute to the memory of the dead and a way to imagine a future shaped by collective resilience and shared hope.3

This is where the most profound divergence between Jewish and non-Jewish citizens emerged. For Jewish survivors, veterans, and evacuees, life after the war was an unending tally of losses: parents, grandparents, children, spouses, and countless friends who had been murdered. The devastation was personal and communal, a relentless reminder of the enormity of what had been destroyed. Vasily Grossman’s poignant essay “Ukraine Without Jews” captured the anguish that many people felt but struggled to articulate. It spoke to the stark reality that places where Jews had lived for centuries, places where they were integral and indigenous, had been irrevocably emptied of their Jewish presence. This profound void became a defining feature of the postwar Jewish experience, underscoring the chasm between Jews’ grief and the broader Soviet narrative of victory and recovery. Even when faced with the absence of housing elsewhere, some veterans and evacuees found it impossible to return to places like Berdychiv, Vitebsk, Poltava, or Kerch. For them, these towns were haunted by the ghosts of their murdered loved ones. Every street bore the weight of unbearable memories, and every neighbor seemed like a potential collaborator in the atrocities.4

At the same time, both Jews and non-Jews could not help but notice that Jews in the Soviet Union appeared to be “everywhere.” Figures like Leonid Utesov and Mark Bernes performed popular songs onstage, Ilya Ehrenburg was a high-profile journalist, the physicist Lev Landau won the Stalin Prize, and the chess champion Mikhail Botvinnik represented Soviet excellence in chess on the world stage. They seemed integral to the Soviet establishment rather than its victims. Both perceptions, that the country was empty of Jews and that Jews were everywhere held some truth. On the one hand, two and a half million Jews were killed within Soviet borders during World War II, leaving many areas “emptied” of their Jewish populations. On the other hand, Jewish intellectuals who had built their careers in the 1930s and survived the war through evacuation under Soviet programs to save elites resumed their work after the war. Like other Jews, however, they lived under constant fear of exposure, arrest, or harassment. Their privileged positions offered little protection, as became evident when antisemitic campaigns escalated in the late 1940s and early 1950s.

The attacks on “cosmopolitans,” accusations of Jewish conspiracies, and condemnations of Zionist sympathies were populist measures targeting elite Jews. These campaigns began with denunciations of theater critics, film directors, and journalists, but their most devastating effects were felt by Yiddish-language intellectuals. Solomon Mikhoels, a celebrated director and chair of the Soviet Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee, was assassinated in a staged car accident in Minsk in January 1948. Between 1948 and 1952, prominent Yiddish writers like Peretz Markish, David Bergelson, and others were arrested, accused of promoting Jewish nationalism, and either executed or sentenced to years in the Gulag. Yiddish theaters were shuttered, and community organizers faced brutal interrogations and sentences. Even celebrated figures like the photographer Evgenii Haldei, known for his iconic image of the Soviet flag over the Reichstag, were dismissed from their positions.

The assault on Jewish intellectuals extended beyond the cultural sphere. Figures like Lina Stern, a world-renowned physiologist, were sent to the Gulag, while others, like Mira Zheleznova and Shmuel Person, were executed for their efforts to document Jewish heroes of the war. The culmination of this persecution was the Doctors’ Plot in 1953, in which predominantly Jewish doctors were accused of conspiring to assassinate Soviet leaders. This campaign sowed widespread fear among Jews, regardless of their level of assimilation, linguistic preferences, or religious practices. Jewish doctors faced heightened scrutiny and harassment from colleagues, superiors, and patients alike.

Stalin’s death in March 1953, shortly after Purim, brought a collective sigh of relief among Soviet Jews. For many, it signaled the end of rumored mass deportations and a hope for the cessation of the Doctors’ Plot and eventual liberation from prisons. His successors adopted a more lenient approach, curbing mass arrests and loosening restrictions on expression.

Yet framing the last years of Stalin’s rule, particularly 1948–1953, as a period of uniform suppression oversimplifies the complexity of Soviet Jewish life. Despite devastation, hostility, and violence, these years also witnessed remarkable efforts at regeneration and cultural revival. Yiddish activists, journalists, writers, and performers worked enthusiastically to build grassroots Jewish culture, including theaters, schools, religious activities, and museums. These initiatives, often carried out against immense odds, reflect the resilience and determination of Soviet Jews to rebuild their communities.

These activities flourished in territories annexed by the Soviet Union in 1939–1940, such as the Baltic states, Bessarabia, and northern Bukovina. Survivors from these regions, accustomed to functioning Jewish communal structures, collaborated with Soviet Jews who were more familiar with navigating bureaucratic hurdles. Together, they established schools, museums, and minyans to commemorate the dead. Cities like Chernivtsi, Vilnius, and Kaunas became vibrant centers of postwar Jewish public culture, demonstrating the persistent will to preserve Jewish identity even in a climate of severe repression.

This volume has explored Soviet Jewish history from a grassroots perspective, emphasizing the everyday experiences of ordinary people rather than focusing solely on top-down policies. Stories like that of Vladimir Y., a watchmaker from Belarus, provide valuable nuance. After serving in the army, Vladimir settled in Leningrad, married, and started a family during what he described as some of the happiest years of his life, despite occasional accusations and investigations related to his work. His experience illustrates the complexity of Soviet Jewish life in this period—marked by both challenges and moments of personal fulfillment.5

Vladimir’s experience stands in stark contrast to that of Mira Zheleznova, whose scholarly dedication led to a tragic end, or that of Tsviya Wildshtein, a Holocaust survivor and teacher from Vilna who ended up in the Gulag for organizing a school for the children of survivors in Vilnius, or that of Victor Kogan-Yasny, a pioneering doctor and scientist who also endured severe repression during the Doctors’ Plot. Born in 1889, Kogan-Yasny was a trailblazer in Soviet endocrinology, becoming the first scientist in the Soviet Union to produce insulin, which he did in a laboratory in Kharkiv in 1923. He defended his doctoral dissertation on endocrinology in 1924, built the first Soviet endocrine clinic in 1930, and developed a national protocol for the rehabilitation of wounded soldiers during World War II in 1944. Despite these monumental achievements, Kogan-Yasny became a target during Stalin’s antisemitic purges. On February 7, 1953, he was arrested on charges of promoting Jewish nationalism. Though he was released on May 1, 1953, following Stalin’s death, the ordeal cast a dark shadow over his life, with that year marking one of his most harrowing experiences.

These stories underscore the diversity of experiences among Soviet Jews during the late Stalinist era. While individuals like Vladimir found moments of relative happiness amid the broader challenges, others paid a steep price for their dedication to their professions, communities, and cultural heritage. Their lives reflect the complexities of navigating a society fraught with suspicion, repression, and hostility, even as they strove to rebuild and sustain Jewish life. Vladimir, Kogan, Zheleznova, and many others are central figures in this book, their stories interwoven with those of their contemporaries to create a tapestry of Soviet Jewish life in the late 1940s and early 1950s. These narratives reveal the dual reality of how Soviet Jews both contributed to and endured the Soviet regime during this tumultuous period. This book has deliberately avoided framing these years as either the “black years” of despair or the “triumphant years” of progress, recognizing the complexity that defies such simple categorizations. Instead, it has delved into the agency, emotions, dilemmas, successes, and failures of Soviet Jews as they navigated an existence fraught with challenges yet driven by the pursuit of a normal life in a society that often denied them that possibility.
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