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A Stormy Turn for the Better
Jewish Studies in Russia
After a long hiatus under Soviet rule, Jewish Studies in Russia has taken a
stormy turn for the better since Perestroika. Schools and institutions for
adult education have been established. Numerous publications, research
institutes, and information centres now address Jewish topics. The emphasis is on ethnographic field work and history, especially with regard to
the 20th century. But Russian academia still refuses to recognise Jewish
Studies as an independent field of study. A decline in private donations
has hit Jewish Studies in Russia particularly hard. And to this day, official
schoolbooks remain silent about Russia’s Jewish heritage.

After flourishing in the late 19th century, Jewish Studies in Russia languished
throughout the Soviet era. Only since the end of the 1980s has the field begun to reassert itself – quite literally out of nothing. The first new specialists were individual
enthusiasts, academics who often came from quite different fields of study. The reawakening of national consciousness, the struggle to emigrate, and participation in
Russia’s democratisation had also stirred a desire among the Russian-Jewish intelligentsia to take a closer look at Jewish history and culture.1
Academic work in Jewish Studies developed primarily within Russian academia, not
within Jewish organisations. Not every field of Jewish Studies had been forbidden in the
Soviet period. For example, the study of Dead Sea Scrolls undertaken by the Leningrad
branch of the Institute of Oriental Studies of the Academy of Sciences enjoyed official
recognition. There was also an Israel department within the Institute of Oriental Studies
of the Russian Academy of Sciences. Within the philosophy faculties of major universities, first and foremost at the state universities in Moscow and Leningrad, some aspects
of Hebraic Studies and Biblical Studies could be addressed. This “official” side of Jewish
Studies, which often had a political propaganda component, gradually underwent a transformation and ultimately provided the foundation for the field’s further development.2
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The first attempts to legalise unofficial Jewish Studies was made in 1981, when the
editors of the Yiddish monthly Sovyetish Heymland set up a Moscow HistoricalEthnographic Committee within its editorial offices.3 In a short time, this committee
was able to find the most important academics who wanted to study Jewish topics.
Among those that gathered around what was then the only Jewish publication in the
Soviet Union were many later well-known figures, such as Rashid Kaplanov, Il’ja
Dvorkin, Igor’ Krupnik, Mark Kupovetskii, Abram Torpusman, Valerii Engel’, Anatolii Khazanov, Vladimir Chernin, and Mikhail Chlenov. October 1987 saw the
founding of the Jewish Historical Society, which offered lectures on Jewish history
and culture. In 1989, the Leningrad Society of Jewish Culture was formed. Among
the forums for Jewish research topics were the Leningrad Jewish history seminar,
annual symposiums on the “Ethnography of Petersburg-Leningrad” at the Leningrad
branch of the Institute of Ethnography, the ethnographic commission of the Moscow
branch of the Geographic Society, and many others. Shaul Shtampfer, a professor at
the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, played a major role in founding Jewish Studies
in Russia. While working at Rabbi Adin Steinsalz’s Academy of World Civilisations
in Kuntsevo (Moscow), Shtampfer advised numerous up-and-coming academics and
provided them with literature from Israel and the West.

Reconstruction
In the last 20 years, Jewish Studies has gone from unofficial associations that
emerged from the semi-underground circles to full-fledged, partly state academic
institutions and education facilities. Most of these institutions combine research and
education under one roof.
In the early 1990s, research and education centres for Jewish Studies began to appear
throughout Russia and the post-Soviet realm. One of the first major events was an
international conference called “The Historical Fate of Jews in Russia and the USSR:
the Beginning of Dialogue”, which was held in Moscow in December 1989 and included historians from the Soviet Union, Israel, and the United States.4 In November
1989, the Petersburg Open Jewish University was founded. At about the same time in
Moscow, the Jewish University in Moscow, the Maimonides State Jewish Academy,
and the Department of Jewish Studies at the Russian State University for the Humanities were established. In Ukraine, the International Solomonov University in Kiev
opened its doors in 1992.
The oldest establishment of Jewish higher education in Russia is the Petersburg Open
Jewish University, from which the Petersburg Institute of Jewish Studies (Peterburgskii
Institut Iudaiki, PII) emerged in 1997.5 The institute is the only accredited private establishment of higher education in Russia that specialises in Jewish Studies. It has a history
and a philology faculty and trains qualified specialists in the history, culture, ethnography, and epigraphy of East European Jewry. These topics also represent the core of the
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institute’s research and publication output. In the 1990s, PII organised a series of expeditions to record and preserve key elements of Jewish material culture.6 To foster cooperation among Jewish general education schools founded after 1991, PII organised
conferences on Jewish pedagogy and published the journal Evreiskaia Shkola [Jewish
school] from 1993 to 1996. Together with the Chais Centre at the Hebrew University,
Jerusalem, PII published the journal Evreiskoe obrazovanie [Jewish education] from
2000 to 2004, as well as a range of educational and teachers manuals.
PII’s contribution of to the development of academic Jewish Studies was extremely
important. In addition to sponsoring the aforementioned expeditions, which marked the
start of the systematic study of Jewish traditions and epigraphy in the former Pale of
Settlement (1791-1917) and in Central Asia, the institute’s lecturers and staff prepared
and published a series called Trudy po iudiake [Works on Judaica], the first publication
of its kind in Russia for 70 years. Several international conferences dedicated to the
study of the Jewish cultural heritage in the former Soviet Union were arranged. Finally,
in the 1990s, PII also revived the tradition of publishing of academic reference works on
Judaica, a tradition going back to the pre-revolutionary European Historical and Ethnographic Society. These included archival and bibliographic editions that opened up a
tremendous wealth of sources and literature for academia.7
The private Jewish University of Moscow (Evreiskii Universitet Moskvy, EUM)
opened in 1991.8 Since 2003, it has been known as the Simon Dubnov Advanced
School for Humanities (Vyshshaia gumanitarnaia shkola imeni S. Dubnova, VGSh).
It now has three faculties: history, philology, and social psychology, with the three
strongest disciplines being East European Jewish History, Biblical Studies, and Sociology. The first Russian-language academic journal in Jewish Studies, Vestnik
evreiskogo universiteta v Moskve [Messenger of the Jewish university in Moscow],
started publishing in 1993. The Moscow magazine Diaspora, which appears under the
aegis of VGSh, also plays an important role in the study of Russia’s Jewish communities. 9 VGSh has been experiencing serious financial difficulties since September 2005
and is now on the verge of being forced to close.10
The Maimonides State Classical Academy (Gosudarstvennaia klassicheskaia akademiia imeni Maimonida), formerly the Maimonides State Jewish Academy, was founded by a decree of the government of the Russian Federation in Moscow on 29 December 1991.11 With that, one of the first institutions in the field of Jewish Studies
acquired state status. The academy has the widest possible range of faculties, includ———
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ing medicine, law, and music. Several of them offer special courses on Jewish topics;
Jewish Studies in the actual meaning of the word is located with the Faculty of Jewish
and Hebraic Studies. The chairman of the faculty is the renowned ethnographer Mikhail Chlenov. The faculty specialises in Modern Hebrew and Semitic Philology.
There is a compulsory two-year programme in Yiddish language and literature. Academy graduates teach Hebrew (both modern and Biblical) in practically all the Jewish
grade schools and schools of higher learning in Moscow.
In 1991, the Institute of History and Archival Science in Moscow introduced a programme of study called Jewish Languages, Culture, Texts, and Archives. This was the
result of co-operation with the Jewish Theological Seminary and the YIVO Institute
for Jewish Research in New York. Originally, this was to train specialists to read,
analyse and record systematically the Jewish documents held in Russian archives.
With the integration of the Institute of History and Archival Science into the Russian
State University for the Humanities (Rossiiskii gosudarstvennyi gumanitarnyi universitet, RGGU), the range of tasks for the Department of Jewish Studies already at the
University for the Humanities broadened considerably. In 1993, the university’s Department of History and Philology established the programme Jewish Languages,
Literature, and History. Given the presence of these two programmes, the RussianAmerican Centre of Biblical and Hebraic Studies (Rossiisko-Amerikanskii Tsentr
Bibleistiki i Iudaiki, TsBI) opened at RGGU; the Department of Jewish Studies was
merged into TsBI.12 The American partner programme was called Project Judaica.
Since 2001, TsBI has published the series Judaica Rossica, which was turned into a
magazine in 2004. At present, TsBI, together with separate faculties at RGGU, trains
experts in Jewish history and culture: archivists, historians, philologists, cultural anthropologists, and sociologists, who have specialised in intercultural relations and the
contemporary ethnic identity of Jews and have mastered Hebrew and Yiddish.
RGGU’s offerings include courses in medieval and modern Jewish philosophy, Hebrew palaeography, modern and contemporary Jewish history, socio-linguistics of
Jewish languages, and the history of antisemitism. Courses in Biblical studies and
Biblical Hebrew are offered not only at TsBI but elsewhere at RGGU: the Institute of
Oriental Studies and the Theology Faculty. Since early 2008, budget cuts have put he
TsBI and RGGU in a difficult financial situation.
Among the Moscow schools of higher learning offering Jewish Studies are the Institute for Jewish Studies TURO, which is run by Shlomo Gendel’, and the Institute for
Progressive Judaism, which existed from 1992 until April 2008.13
Founded in 1993, the private Institute for the Study of Israel – which was known from
1995 to 2005 as the Institute for the Study of Israel and the Middle East and was renamed the Institute for the Middle East in 2005 – is the largest Russian centre dedicated
to the study of Israel. Emphasis is given to research in politics, economics, and religion
in contemporary Israel. The institute also boasts an extensive publishing programme.14
In Ukraine, the International Solomonov University (Mizhnarodnyi Solomonovyi universytet, MSU) in Kiev is the oldest institution of higher education that trains special———
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ists in Jewish Studies.15 The MSU’s Department of Jewish Studies trains historians
and philosophers.

Networks and Exchange
The Sefer Centre for specialists in Jewish Studies has a special place among the institutions and organisations mentioned here.16 It came into being at the initiative of two
professors in Jerusalem, Nehemia Levzion and Shaul Stampfer, as an independent
department of the International Centre for University Teaching of Jewish Civilization,
which is located at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem. The Sefer Centre was officially registered in December 1994. Its goals are to network scholars and co-ordinate
the activities of various organisations. Among the up-and-coming scholars, the centre
is a highly recognised institution.
The annual international interdisciplinary conferences that have been organised under
the aegis of the Sefer Centre since 1994 are very productive for academic exchange.17
The differentiated system of sections, the growing number of participants from around
the world, and the diversity of topics convey an impression of the state of the Jewish
Studies in the post-Soviet realm and make these conferences the highlight of the Jewish
academic year. The academic level of the first Sefer conferences was rather low: Many
participants, especially those from the provinces, lacked the academic tools of the trade,
and they were not aware of the state of international research.18 Gradually, however, the
level has grown considerably as the publications show.
Since summer 1996, Sefer has organised similar conferences for young scholars.
Every year since 1997, the most interesting contributions from these conferences have
also been published in collections within the series Tirosh – Trudy po iudaike. Together with the Institute of Slavic Studies of the Russian Academy of Sciences, Sefer
conducts an annual conference dedicated to topics related to the Jewish-Slavic cultural dialogue. Another Sefer activity are the Jewish summer and winter schools for
students and doctoral candidates. Each year up to ten such schools take place with
several hundred participants. Furthermore, since 2003, field schools have been organised where methods of field research are taught.
The Sefer Centre holds continuing education courses and re-education seminars for
university instructors, who are overwhelmingly from the provinces. Since 1997,
young specialists have been sent to Israel for a year-long internship within the framework of the Eshnav programme. The programme is aimed at young scholars who are
pursuing their research projects and young instructors who are preparing classes on
Jewish topics. The Sefer bureau organises lecture series and courses by leading experts at provincial universities.
Sefer’s multi-faceted activity touches on many areas of Jewish education and academic research. The centre offers methodical help in the conception of curricula in the
field of Jewish Studies, organises themed seminars, and offers help in putting together
academic libraries.
———
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From Flourishing to Waning
By the mid-1990s, the number of new institutions in the field of Jewish Studies declined somewhat. But the market for research and teaching, which had looked satiated, began to grow again and went through a second boom at the turn of the century.
In 1998, the Centre of Jewish Studies and Jewish Civilisation (Tsentra iudaiki i
evreiskoi tsivilizatsii) was founded under the auspices of the Institute of Asian and
Africa Studies at Moscow State University on the basis of a tripartite agreement between the Moscow State University, Jewish University of Moscow, and the Hebrew
University in Jerusalem. The centre’s director was Arkadii Kovel’man, historian of
antiquity and Talmud specialist, on the Russian side and Professor Israel Bertal on the
Israeli side.19 The centre offers bachelor and master’s programmes in Jewish history,
philology, and the economics of modern Israel. The centre’s offering of courses is
compiled with the Chais Center for Jewish Studies in Russia, an affiliate of the Hebrew University, and is co-ordinated with the programme at the Simon Dubnov Advanced School for Humanities. The centre also offers individual courses at the historical and philosophical faculty of Moscow State University. The chair of Jewish Studies
created at the centre in 2005 is held by Kovel’man.
An analogous institution was created along the same lines at the Faculty of Philosophy and Political Science at St. Petersburg University and – the Centre for Biblical
and Hebrew Studies (as of 2002, the Centre for Biblical and Jewish Studies, Tsentr
biblieistiki i Iudaiki) was a joint project between St. Petersburg University, the Petersburg Institute of Jewish Studies, and the Hebrew University in Jerusalem.20 In
addition to Biblical studies, this centre teaches medieval studies and the history and
culture of East European Jewry. In 2003, it began to publish a multi-lingual journal:
Jewish Studies. Texts and Research. The Center “Petersburg Judaica” (Mezhfakul’tetskii tsentr “Peterburgskaia iudaika”) of the European University at St. Petersburg opened its doors in 1999.21
Since 2002, special courses in Jewish Studies have been on offer in St. Petersburg and
Moscow for older school students. These courses were initially developed by individual Jewish schools of higher learning and are co-ordinated today by an interuniversity centre.
Among the new institutions was also the International Research Centre for Russian
and Eastern European Judaism (Mezhdunarodnyi issledovatel’skii tsentr rossiiskogo i
vostochnoevropeiskogo evreistva), which opened in Moscow in 2003. It is headed by
Oleg Budnitskii and awards stipends to scholars in Jewish Studies.22 The centre combines scholarly research with the functions of a foundation. Together with the Sefer
Centre, it organised the VIII Congress of the European Association for Jewish Studies
in Moscow. At the end of 2007, International Research Centre de facto suspended its
activities due to a shortage of funds.
———
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The Centre for Middle Eastern Research (Tsentr blizhnevostochnykh issledovanii),
part of the Moscow State Institute of International Relations, came into being in 2004.
The director is Andrei Fedorchenko, a leading specialist on the Israeli economy.23
The new boom is not limited to the Russia’s two major cities. There is, for example, a
Centre for Israel and Jewish Studies (Tsentr Izrailevedeniia i Iudaiki) at the Ural State
University in Ekaterinburg.24 The Krasnoiarsk Institute for Social Workers cooperates primarily with the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC) and,
since 2000, has organised conferences under the rubric “The Jews in Siberia and the
Far East: Past and Present”.25
Jewish higher religious education has also developed in Russia. In February 1989, Rabbi Adin Steinsalz founded the Academy of World Civilisations under the auspices of
Soviet Academy of Sciences. Since 1992, the academy has been known as the Institute
for the Study of Judaism in the CIS (Institut izucheniia iudaizma v SNG). Within the
Academy of World Civilisations was the educational centre Mekor Khaim, the first
legal Jewish religious educational establishment in the Soviet Union.26 Today there are
several yeshivas in the country, most of which belong to the Tomchei Tmimim (“supporters of the pure ones”) network of the Chabad-Lubavitch movement. There is also a
Jewish school of higher learning for women, the Institute Makhon Khamesh, under the
auspices of the Federation of Russian Jewish Communities. The Institute Makhon
Khamesh offers religious and secular education.27 In 2003, the Chabad founded a similar
institution for boys in Moscow: the International Institute of the 21st Century (Hebrew
University) (Mezhdunarodnyi institut XXI veka [Evreiskii universitet]).28
New centres for Jewish Studies also came into being in Ukraine. In 1998, the eastern
Ukrainian branch of the International Solomonov University opened in Kharkiv. It has
an international centre for research of the khazar culture and publishes its own journal.
Additional facilities that deal with the study of Jewish culture are the Ukrainian Institute
for Holocaust Studies and the Judaica Institute (founded 1993), from which the Centre
for Research on the History and Culture of East European Jewry emerged.29 This centre
also has de facto suspended its activity due to financial difficulties. In 2008, a restructuring of the National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine resulted in the creation of a Centre
for Jewish History and Culture (Tsentr ievreiskoї istoriї i kul’tury).30
The offerings in Kiev include an interdisciplinary programme in Jewish Studies at the
Kiev-Mohyla Academy. Jewish Studies are also offered at Donetsk State University
and the Horlivka Pedagogical Institute as well as via individual courses in L’viv,
Simferopol’, Mykolaїv, Chernivtsi, and elsewhere in Ukraine. In Odessa, the Orthodox religious organisation Or sameach supports training in the field of Jewish Studies.
It includes a secondary school, a cheder, a yeshiva, and a local branch of the Crimean
University for the Humanities. The Maor Centre, which was recently founded in
———
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Ukraine, co-ordinates the activities of all Ukrainian schools of higher learning that
offer Jewish Studies.31
In Belarus, the most important centre for teaching Jewish Studies was the International Institute of the Humanities, founded in 1999 as part of Belarus State University. Its
programme was divided between Jewish art and culture. Since the authorities liquidated the institute in 2004, the key centre for Jewish Studies has been the Museum of
the History and Culture of Jews in Belarus, in Minsk.32
In Moldova, Jewish culture is researched at the Moldovan Academy of Sciences within the Institute of Interethnic Research and the Institute of Cultural Heritage. Hebrew
is taught (together with Romanian!) at the State University of the Republic of Moldova. Corresponding offerings are to be found at the State University at Tbilisi in Georgia and the Kyrgyz-Russian Slavic University in Bishkek.33
Until recently, it was possible to characterise post-Soviet Jewish Studies as enjoying a
period of vibrant growth. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, an institutional foundation for a steady stream of new research topics and young scholars was created.
However, organisational efforts alone do not yield scholarly results. It will take a
certain amount of time until a new generation can produce full-fledged academic
work. If the positive trends of the late 1990s and recent years continue, Jewish Studies
in Russia could in the near future achieve important results and reach international
standards. However, in late 2007 and early 2008, the situation changed noticeably.
One part of the institutions ceased operating, and another is now in financial crisis.
The private institutions have been hit hardest, but state schools are struggling with
insufficient funding as well.
Jewish Studies in the post-Soviet realm were initially financed mainly by the JDC,
which was replaced by the Jewish Congress of Russia and a number of private foundations outside Russia. In the meantime the JDC has completely suspended its activities in this field, while the Jewish Congress of Russia has cut the means for education
and research by 60 per cent. At most, the Petersburg branch of the Jewish Congress
and the private foundation Avi Chai are willing to provide noteworthy subsidies to
build up Jewish Studies, but their possibilities are limited. The financial crisis is rooted less in political causes than economic ones, for example, ineffective fundraising
and confusing Russian legislation on non-profit status. As far as state academic structures are concerned, their budgets are not being cut, but those budgets have not been
adjusted to meet the general increase in the cost of living in Russia. As a result, they
are gradually experiencing a lack of funds.

Jewish History
History is one of the most fruitful areas of Jewish Studies in Russia. The rapid development of the past 20 years particularly in this field shows, for one, that there is a
———
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great need for historical research and, for another, that the field was previously underdeveloped. The number of academic publications on Jewish history and culture in
Russia is overwhelming. Alone the Russian-Israeli publishing house Gesharim –
Mosty kul’tury has put out over 300 books, with a total number of 1 million copies.34
Academic titles also appear at the same publishing house in the series Biblioteca
Judaica, however, the works here involve mostly translations. The spectrum of publications stretches from periodicals to source editions, from collections to monographs.
Regional topics are at present one of the most popular fields. The history of the shtetl,
religion, and culture, migration, assimilation, and other aspects of Jewish lifeworlds in
the past and present were not researched in the Soviet era. Even the most elementary
information in these fields was off-limits to researchers. After the end of the Soviet
Union, this deplorable situation prompted a large number of studies into local history
based on sources from provincial archives.35 This work has primarily served to collect
data. Systematic analysis remains to be done.
The opening of the archives has given historians previously unimaginable opportunities. Academic or pseudo-academic publications containing source materials make up
a considerable part of the publications in Jewish Studies. One of the largest archival
science projects is the series Documents on the History and Culture of Jews in the
Archives of Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus, which was initiated by the Centre for Biblical and Judaic Studies at RGGU, guides to the sources in post-Soviet archives. Between 1997 and 2006, descriptions of the archives of Moscow, Kiev, and Belarus
appeared.36 Another six volumes are planned, with the next one covering the archives
of St. Petersburg. Vaad of Russia, the Holocaust Centre, and the Centre for Research
on the History and Culture of East European Jewry each have their own Archive projects. Collections with archival material on certain topics – for example, the pogroms
on Russian, Ukrainian, and Belarusian territory during the Civil War era, the activity
of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee, agitation and propaganda material, etc. – have
been appearing.37
The huge interest within the Jewish community in everything that belongs to national
history and tradition helps to fill in the gaps of knowledge. Among the publications on
Jewish history, there are numerous reference works, textbooks, and non-specialist literature. Since 1994, the Russian Jewish Encyclopaedia has been published amid a controversy surrounding its content. There have been six volumes thus far. Similar publica———
34
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tions have been planned for Ukraine and Uzbekistan. The Kratkaia evreiskaia entsiklopediia, which appeared in Israel, and the re-print of the standard 16-volume
Evreiskaia entsiklopediia, which appeared at the publishing house Brokgaus-Efron,
have circulated widely. A comprehensive university textbook for schools of higher
learning, Istoriia Evreev Rossii [History of the Russian Jews], has been in existence
since 2006.38
With Russia’s active Middle East policy, Israeli Studies have grown rapidly in Russia.
Holocaust research, which simply did not exist in the Soviet Union, has undergone
considerable development. As early as 1989-1990, there were groups collecting and
examining oral testimony on the history of the Holocaust. In 1992, the Holocaust
Information Centre was founded in Moscow under the direction of the historian and
philosopher Mikhail Gefter (1918–1995). In 1997, the Holocaust Foundation was
added. The information centr has the most Holocaust researchers in the post-Soviet
realm. Their goals are to keep the memory of the victims of the Holocaust alive, to
build museums and exhibitions, to embed the topic in the curricula of schools and
institutions of higher learning, to hold commemoration ceremonies, to set up monuments for the victims, as well as to collect documents, testimony, and memoirs. The
centre has published several dozen books on the subject and is working on an encyclopaedia of the Holocaust on the territory of the Soviet Union.39 The Holocaust
Foundation runs summer schools and continuing education seminars for teachers at
secondary schools and institutions of higher learning.
In Ukraine and Belarus as well, a number of institutions have been created to address
the history of the Holocaust: Educational centres exist in Kiev, Dnipropetrovs’k,
Kharkiv, L’viv, Minsk, and Brest. All of these organisations organise conferences on
the topic of the Holocaust and publish periodicals and books.40 Until the mid-1990s,
research in Ukraine was dominated by the collection of materials and local studies.41 In
the last few years, the spectrum has grown broader. Dissertations and monographs have
appeared, and a substantial assessment of the tragedy is gradually getting underway.42
Although scholarly research of Jewish history has made remarkable progress in the
past 20 years, general educational and popular publications are predominant. There is
also a lack of translations of standard Western works. Most Russian works focus on
the recent past and do not go beyond the 20th century. This not surprising, for due to
the taboos that existed in the Soviet Union, a large gap in the historiography had come
into being. Works on other periods are therefore clearly underrepresented.
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Ethnography and Anthropology
The flowering of ethnographic research in Jewish Studies in the past 20 years in the end
has to do with the overall development of ethnology, which did not exist as a discipline
in the Soviet Union. Ethnography as an ancillary discipline to history was very limited
theoretically and practically. Only after 1991 was this gap slowly closed.
In 1981, the Moscow-based Jewish Historical and Ethnographic Commission developed a plan to research Jewish monuments in which particular emphasis was put on
non-Ashkenazi communities and Judaising communities. In 1991, researchers from
St. Petersburg began systematically documenting Jewish cemeteries and traditional
Jewish art in Ukraine. The Petersburg Institute of Jewish Studies and the Centre of
Jewish Art at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem conducted several dozen ethnographic expeditions between 1992-2001 in Ukraine, Belarus, Lithuania, Poland, Bulgaria, Romania, Uzbekistan, Georgia, and the Eastern Caucasus. During these expeditions, they measured more than 300 synagogues and described approximately 200
cemeteries.43 Numerous works have appeared based on the results of these expeditions. The Centre Petersburg Judaica also conducts folklore, archaeological and ethnographic expeditions.
Since the start of the 21st century, there has been a growing interest in Khazar culture.
The International Solomonov University has organised archaeological expeditions to
the Don, the lower Volga, and the Northern Caucasus. Colloquia on the matter took
place in Jerusalem in 1999 and Moscow in 2002.44 At the same time, interest in the
Mountain Jews is booming. In March, the first international academic symposium
took place on this subject.45 Research is concentrated on Makhachkala und Nal’chik,
where Iurii Murzakhanov, one of the most important experts, works. Several collections with documents have appeared here as well.46 Since the 1990s, the Karaim have
been attracting greater attention from scholars.47 A catalogue on the Mangup cemetary, where excavations took place in 2004, is due out shortly.
One of the biggest ethnographic projects is the field school in Jewish Studies in the
Crimea, which was organised by the Sefer Centre. The project managed to describe in
full one of the oldest Jewish cemeteries in Eastern Europe: the Chufut Kale cemetery. In
the course of 12 expeditions between 2004 and 2007, approximately 3,400 gravestones
from the 14th-20th centuries were collected. An electronic catalogue is being created.48
———
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These expeditions have collected an enormous amount of material, which must now
be analysed. Unfortunately, the interdisciplinary discipline of ethnography does not fit
in well with the traditional Russian system of higher education. Therefore field studies on Jewish topics are also torn apart and distributed over various related disciplines
such as history, cultural anthropology, philology, or sociology. This in turn makes it
difficult to teach a common method and leads to a certain isolation within academia.

Jewish Philology
Every philology presupposes mastery of the language to be investigated. However,
despite extensive contact with Israel and the abundance of learning opportunities,
most Russian scholars have yet to master Modern Hebrew well enough. The Philological Faculty of the Maimonides Academy, the chair of Jewish Studies within the Institute of Asian and Africa Studies at Moscow State University, and the Institute of
Oriental Studies at RGGU put considerable emphasis on Modern Hebrew. The study
of Biblical and Medieval Hebrew, which was permitted within Soviet academia, remains strong at a high standard. The Soviet tradition of Qumran and Hebraic Studies
continues in St. Petersburg at the Institute of Oriental Manuscripts of the Russian
Academy of Sciences.49 By contrast, at the Centre of Hebraic Studies, which used to
be the Oriental Studies Faculty at Petersburg University, this problem has almost been
eliminated. The chair of Semitology specialises primarily in Arabic philology, and
only two Hebraists work there.
In the field of Yiddish, there has been no noteworthy progress in the last 20 years.
There are several reasons for this. There are only a few native-speakers of the language left. Many documents are available in two languages so that researchers are not
inevitably forced to consult the Yiddish original; Yiddish has a lesser status compared
to Hebrew. As a result, sponsors as well have less of an interest in supporting the
study of Yiddish. Nonetheless, Yiddish philology in Russia is taken quite seriously.
The leading centre for the study and teaching Yiddish is today – thanks to the close
connections with academic centres in the United States – the TsBI of the RGGU. It
was here that the only modern Russian textbook for Yiddish appeared.50 In addition,
the annual conferences at the Sefer Centre dedicate a section to Yiddish.
An interesting social phenomenon in Russia in recent years, especially in St. Petersburg, is “the return to Yiddish”. Private groups of enthusiasts organise lessons and
courses to popularise Yiddish culture and translate texts from Yiddish into Russian.
The leaders of the movement are Aleksandr Frenkel’ and Valerii Dymshits, who have
both been actively supported by émigré scholars in the West and Israel, such as Mikhail Krutinov and Velvl Chernin.
The study of Jewish literature is at a relatively high level in Russia and Belarus. It
deals with classical Hebrew texts as well as Israeli contemporary literature and jour———
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nalism.51 Research on the specifically Jewish mentality and the study of RussianJewish literature is enjoying some popularity. An important factor for arousing interest in Jewish literature is the large amount of translations from Hebrew and Yiddish
that have appeared in recent years.

Jewish School Education
There is a system of Jewish education in Russia at the moment that runs from nursery
school to postgraduate level. But that does not mean that these institutions have
solved their tasks satisfactorily, especially as their content is fiercely debated.
At the beginning of the 1990s, when Jewish Studies began its renaissance, school
education was not forgotten. At first, there were Sunday schools and experimental
Jewish classes at general education state schools. By 1991, there were 20 Jewish
schools in Moscow alone, both Sunday and day schools, teaching around 650 pupils.52
The exodus of Jews from the former Soviet Union to Israel was at this time in full gear;
the main task of the Jewish schools was to prepare children for the new country and the
transition to Israeli schools. In these transition schools, emphasis was on basic Hebrew
and Jewish culture and history. The main problem facing the schools was the high turnover of students. Children arrived at Jewish schools only a year or two before their
planned departure. New pupils were constantly showing up. This made it difficult to
stick to a systematic plan. The second problem was the catastrophic lack of textbooks
and teachers manuals and the lack of qualified teaching staff. Nonetheless, the system
continued to develop and spread. By 2002, there were around 40 Jewish day schools in
the country, with eight of them in Moscow and three in St. Petersburg.
Financing and organisational support for Jewish school education now lie in the hands
of various institutions, including the Or Avner network and the international Jewish
organisation ORT. In Moscow, the Jewish religious school Mesivta for boys has existed since 1999. In St. Petersburg, a religious Jewish gymnasium Migdal existed
from 1991-2008; it has now closed due to financial problems.53 In 2003, there were
some 10,000 children attending Jewish schools.54 A considerable part of the schools
are supported by the Hephzibah Programme of the Israeli Ministry of Education and
the Jewish Agency. Alongside the day schools, there are approximately 80 Sunday
schools, of which the vast majority of which are financed by FEOR.55
Over time, the situation has changed markedly. The decline in Jewish emigration confronted Jewish schools with a new task. The children no longer had to be prepared for
departure, but for life in their homeland. This required systematic teaching, new textbooks, and methodological literature, and standardising learning goals. The last few
years have seen the development of a number of textbooks on Jewish history for sec———
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ondary schools.56 Curricula and the introduction of teaching goals are being discussed.
The question how a Jewish school should look also has to do with ideological positions
that come with a religious, secular, Zionist, or some other kind of orientation.
A major problem facing Jewish schools is the lack of a unified curriculum. Many
schools follow the example of Israeli schools, although their standards run completely
counter to Russian traditions. The first attempt to design a curriculum on the history
of the Jewish people was made by the New Jewish School in St. Petersburg in 2002.
Since 2003, the development of a special education system for Russia has been supported by the Hephzibah Programme, but these theoretical concepts are far from what
is practiced in the schools and are therefore not often implemented.
However, the spontaneity and unsystematic character of the development of Jewish
education in Russia is not solely due to specifically Jewish issues. The entire Russian
education system is undergoing reforms. Curricula are changing. There is a struggle
over standardisation of textbooks. New examination systems are being introduced.
Under these conditions, it is not so astonishing that to this day there are still no state
standards for national history. Whether this is for better or for worse remains to be
seen. On top of all these problems come financial difficulties. The Jewish school
system is at present underfinanced.

Jewish History in Textbooks and Curricula
In Soviet history textbooks, there was practically no mention made about the Jews.
During Perestroika, a decentralisation of the education system got underway. This led
to a growing number of school books. This tendency has grown stronger over the
years. The various textbooks are written from different political points of view, and
Jewish history is accordingly depicted in different ways. The spectrum of topics in the
context of which Jews are mentioned stretches from the Khazar Khaganate, to the
census of 1897 and the Second World War, to the dissident movement and refusal to
grant permission to emigrate during the Brezhnev era, to the resumption of diplomatic
relations with Israel. They are conspicuously missing in the texts on the
Khmel’nyts’kyi Uprising (1648), the partitions of Poland, the non-Russian population
of the Russian Empire and religious affiliation of its subjects, antisemitism during the
era of Aleksander III, the last years of Stalin’s rule, and the Suez War in 1956.57 There
are, however, a small number of textbooks that discuss subjects such as the pogroms
in the Civil War, Jewish agricultural settlement in the Crimea, Stalin’s domestic policy and the Soviet Union’s pro-Arab policies during the conflict in the Middle East.
A recent analysis of textbooks on Russian history for the latter years of high school
from 1996 to 2007 shows that Jewish themes are hardly any better represented than in
the Soviet era. The frequency with which Jews are mentioned has somewhat increased
but the difference is minimal. All of the textbooks on the history Russia fail to make
any reference to the annihilation of the Jews during the war, or they make only insufficient reference to it. The term Holocaust does not crop up in any of the books ana———
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lysed.58 And the prevailing ideological direction of textbooks in the spirit of the Orthodox Church does not help the situation. Under these conditions, there is practically
no place on the pages of textbooks for Russian citizens of Jewish, Moslem, or any
other faith. But wherever Jewish history is studied only by Jews and the rest of the
population in the country is left with only vague and negative notions, the consequences will inevitably be an “intellectual ghetto”.59
The textbooks for universities are much more varied than those for schools, as almost
every Russian university publishes its own textbooks. If we limit the overview to the
literature in circulation at the largest universities, it can be said that Jews regularly
come up in courses on the history of foreign countries, but far from always in Russian
history.60 Perhaps this has something to do with the fact that the texts on the history of
other countries are only for students of history faculties and ancillary fields, while
those on Russia’s history are for students of all faculties. For example, the textbook
on Russian history for non-historians that is published almost annually by Moscow
State University mentions Jews three times: Jewish heresy, the events of Second
World War, and in the population list of the Russian Federation.61 Stalin’s “campaign
against Cosmopolitism” and the “Doctors’ Plot” are mentioned in the book, but without any indication of their specifically antisemitic thrust.62 Such important subjects as
the Pale of Settlement, numerus clausus for Jews, and the pogroms are not touched
upon. Judging by the textbook here, the nationality question did not exist in Russia at
all; more precisely, it arose only during Perestroika.63 This book omits the Polish
uprisings of 1830-1831 and 1863 as well as Stalin’s resettlement policy of 1944.
Thus, the impression is created that the Jews were not particularly “disadvantaged”.
The history textbook for the humanities in general that St. Petersburg State University
publishes is no better. In the history of Russia before 1917, Jews are mentioned only
once: in the context of Sergei Zubatov’s “Independent Jewish Party”.64 Jews received
a little more attention in a textbook for future professional historians.65
The situation in Ukraine is much more optimistic. The study of the Holocaust was
included in the curriculum of a non-Jewish university there in the mid-1990s, the
History Faculty of Zaporizhzhia State University. In 2000, the Ukrainian Ministry of
Education and Science sent out a letter of instruction about the need to teach the Hol———
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ocaust in Universities in Ukraine. The introduction of this into schools soon followed.
Not long thereafter, the Holocaust became a part of the curriculum for schools. Standard textbooks containing material on the Holocaust began to appear in Ukraine in
1998. The different textbooks address the subject in varying levels of detail, with
much being left up to the teacher.66

Conclusions
The rapid development of Jewish Studies in the past 20 years and the present crisis,
which is primarily a financial one, show that the field has yet to find a secure place in
Russia’s academic system. On the one hand, concrete works on Jewish topics easily
connect with various academic disciplines; on the other hand, Jewish Studies is often
not accepted in the consciousness of the academic community as an independent and
new, but as merely another configuration of knowledge.67 Jewish Studies is not recognised as an autonomous, complex academic discipline, and in the nomenclature of the
recognised subjects of the highest attestation committees and the Ministry of Education, Jewish Studies do not exist.
Unlike in the traditional Soviet system, Jewish Studies – inspired by Western models
but also forced due to the lack of personnel – frequently unites research and teaching in
one institution. The organisational development of the discipline overall is taking shape
unevenly. There is above all a lack of museums and suitable possibilities to store materials collected on field trips. Archives with properly trained staff and a central library
that collects literature on Jewish topics are to be included among the desiderata.68
Public consciousness in Russia associates Jewish Studies less with academic study
than with Jewish national identity. The dedication of many scholars to their educational work, on the one hand, and the relatively low level of a large part of published
works, on the other, is leading to a situation in which Jewish Studies is often perceived as a “special kind of community life”, as Viktoriia Mochalova tersely put it.69
The engagement of non-Jewish scholars in the field is therefore met with a lack of
understanding. Overall, Jewish Studies in Russia is bearing rather modest fruit, but its
potential is without a doubt great.
Translated by Mark Belcher, Berlin
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