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Irina Kopchenova (Ed.). (2013). Zheludók: The Memory of 
a Jewish Shtetl (Zheludók: pamiat’ o evreiskom mestechke). 
Moscow (in Russian). — 328 pages; Svetlana Amosova (Ed.). 
(2013). Neighbors No More: Jews in the Cultural Memory 
of the Inhabitants of Latgale; Expedition Materials, 2011–
13 (Utrachennoe sosedstvo: evrei v kul’turnoi pamiati 
zhitelei Latgalii; Materialy ekspeditsii 2011 — 2013 godov). 
Moscow (in Russian). — 382 pages; Mikhail Chlenov (Ed.). 
(2014). Pages From the History and Culture of Georgia’s 
Jews (In the Footsteps of the 2013 Expedition). (Stranitsy 
istorii i kul’tury evreev Gruzii [po sledam ekspeditsii 
2013 goda]). Moscow (in Russian). — 136 pages; Irina 
Kopchenova (Ed.). (2015). Jews on the Map of Lithuania: 
Biržai; Problems of Preserving the Jewish Heritage 
and Historical Memory. (Evrei na karte Litvy: Birzhai; 
Problemy sokhraneniia evreiskogo naslediia i istoricheskoi 
pamiati). Moscow (in Russian). — 366 pages.

These collections comprise first-
time publications of primary ma-
terials and analytical articles col-
lected and written by members 
of research expeditions spon-
sored by the Sefer Center for 
University Teaching of Jewish 

Civilization. The Center, in col-
laboration with various partners, 
has been organizing field schools 
on Jewish ethnography and 
paleography for undergraduate 
and postgraduate students and 
young researchers since 2003. 
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Expedition participants have 
conducted studies in Belarus, 
Latvia, Moldova, Russia, Uzbeki-
stan, Ukraine, Georgia, and Lith-
uania, both where Jewish com-
munities continue to exist to this 
day, in whatever form, and in ar-
eas where nothing attests to the 
Jews who once lived there except 
deserted synagogues, cemeteries, 
and the memories of their for-
mer neighbors.

Zheludók: The Memory of a 
Jewish Shtetl covers various as-
pects of the life of a Jewish com-
munity in a western Belarusian 
shtetl. It should be noted that it 
not only launched this series of 
field-school publications but also 
represents a groundbreaking ef-
fort by Russian-speaking scholars 
to address the topic of the Jewish 
shtetl as a unique cultural phe-
nomenon based on the example 
of one small hamlet, by collect-
ing and analyzing diverse sources 
(ethnographic sources, archival 
materials, memoirs, and manu-
scripts). As a specifically Jewish 
space, Zheludók, like most others 
of its kind, has been wiped from 
the map of Eastern Europe; its 
Jewish population — 70 percent 
of its residents before the war — 
was obliterated in May 1942. Ser-
gei Pivovarchik and Irina Soroki-
na’s introductory article, a fairly 
detailed and comprehensive his-
torical essay on Zheludók, of-
fers an abundance of interesting 
historical and statistical infor-

mation. Maria Sidorova-Shpilk-
er’s “Jews of the Zheludók Shtetl” 
(“Evrei mestechka Zheludók”) is 
based on archival materials re-
lated to, and residents’ recollec-
tions of, the tragic events of May 
1942. Sidorova-Shpilker makes 
several interesting observations 
of the way that today’s settlement 
residents perceive the “inconve-
nient” Jewish theme and makes a 
number of suggestions that might 
help them make sense of what 
happened in 1942.

In the article “Neither Insid-
ers Nor Outsiders: Jews in the 
Social Space of Belarusian Peas-
ants in the 19th and 20th Cen-
turies” (“Ne svoi i ne chuzhie: 
evrei v sotsial’nom prostrans-
tve belorusskikh krest’ian XIX — 
XX vekov”), Olga Shatalova an-
alyzes the reason for changes in 
Belarusian peasants’ attitude to-
ward Jews, tending to explain 
its deterioration mostly in terms 
of economics, in that competi-
tion gradually supplanted what 
had been a relationship of mu-
tually advantageous cooperation. 
The Polish oppression that both 
sides experienced had rendered 
the Jews more acceptable “out-
siders” in Belarusian eyes. Shat-
alova concludes with comments 
on the “softening” of the Belaru-
sian perception of Jews after the 
Holocaust, although this, in my 
view, contradicts her earlier ex-
amples of those former neighbors’ 
efforts to provide a rational ex-
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planation for the annihilation of 
the Jews — efforts that may be 
summarized in five short words: 

“They brought it on themselves.” 
Olga Belova’s “A Portrait of an 
Ethnic Neighbor: Jews through 
Slavic Eyes” (“Portret etnichesk-
ogo soseda: evrei glazami slavi-
an”) and Olga Shchur’s “Jews 
in the Minds of the Villagers of 
Farnyi Konets” (“Evrei v pred-
stavlenii zhitelei derevni Farnyi 
konets”) expand in part on the 
topic that was broached in Shat-
alova’s article. Using a wealth of 
field materials, they showcase the 
shaping and persistence of tradi-
tional stereotypes regarding Jews 
in that area. This book also con-
tains a catalog of Zheludók’s Jew-
ish cemetery and the memoirs of 
Miron Mordukhovich, who was 
born and raised in the shtetl.

The collection Neighbors No 
More, also published in 2013, is 
a study of the ways in which no-
tions of the past are shaped with-
in a society — in this particular 
case, memories of Jews in con-
temporary Latgale. The book 
opens with Mikhail Alekseevskiy’s 

“‘Jewish National Character’ in 
the Ethnocultural Stereotypes of 
the Residents of Latgale” (“‘Evre-
iskii kharakter’ v etnokul’turnykh 
stereotipakh zhitelei Latgalii”). 
Alekseevskiy notes that the re-
spondents’ comments on Jews 
were on the whole more posi-
tive than negative, and propos-
es that the disappearance of Jews 

from the area is connected with 
the formation of that positive im-
age. One result of that disappear-
ance was the respondents’ ideal-
ization of their former neighbors, 
which manifested in the pos-
itive coloration of the current 
range of ethnic stereotypes. But, 
somewhat puzzlingly, Alekseevs-
kiy overlooks the attendant cir-
cumstances, which are, of course, 
mentioned but are never factored 
into his hypotheses for the causes 
of the idealization of Jews in that 
area. Yet it is a known fact that 
Latgale’s Jews were annihilat-
ed mainly by the Latvian police 
with active support from the lo-
cals. May it not therefore be sup-
posed that a collective sense of 
guilt was at least one of the rea-
sons for the substitution of cer-
tain stereotypes with others?

To briefly recap other mate-
rials here that are connected in 
some way to religion, there is 
Daria Tereshina’s “‘Lots of Jews, 
and Traders, Every One’: Memo-
ries of Jewish Trading Stalls and 
Itinerant Peddlers in Pre-War Lat-
gale” (“‘Mnogie evrei … oni vse 
zanimalis’ torgovlei’: vospomina-
niia o evreiskikh lavkakh i bro-
diachikh torgovtsakh dovoennoi 
Latgalii”), which further pursues 
the topic of stereotypes, this time 
with reference to a basic sphere 
of commercial activity among 
the Jewish population. Also note-
worthy are the following: Svetla-
na Amosova, Yulia Andreeva, and 
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Vladislavs Ivanovs, “The Jewish 
Religion, Religious Practices, and 
Synagogues in the Accounts of 
Long-Term Latgalian Residents” 
(“Evreiskaia religiia, religioznye 
praktiki i sinagogi v rasskazakh 
starozhilov Latgalii”); Mikhail 
Alekseevskiy, “Understandings 
of Jewish Burial and Memori-
al Traditions in the Accounts of 
Latgalian Residents” (“Predstav-
leniia o evreiskikh pokhoronno-
pominal’nykh traditsiiakh v rass-
kazakh zhitelei Latgalii”); Viktors 
Andruškevičs and Marina Gekht, 
“Tales of Jewish Festivals” (“Rass-
kazy o evreiskikh prazdnikakh”); 
Svetlana Amosova, “‘They Will 
Capture, They Will Kill, They Will 
Drain the Blood and Mix it into 
that Matzo of Theirs’: Accounts 
of Blood Libel in Latgale” (“‘Po-
imaiut, ub’iut, krov’ vytiagnut i 
pribavliaiut v etu matsu’: rasska-
zy o krovavom navete v Latgalii”) 
(which revises the somewhat ide-
alized picture presented in Alek-
seevskiy’s first article); and Yulia 
Andreeva and Maria Viatchina, 
“‘The Kosher Table’ and ‘Khazer’: 
Jewish Dietary Practices in the 
Minds of Non-Jewish Latgalians” 
(“‘Koshernyi stol’ i ‘khazer’: pish-
chevye praktiki evreev v pred-
stavlenii neevreiskikh zhitelei 
Latgalii”). These original studies 
cover various aspects of the re-
ligious and everyday life of Jews 
as understood by their alloeth-
nic neighbors. They contain a 
wealth of field findings that re-

quire further analysis with ref-
erence to comparative material 
from elsewhere.

The second section of this vol-
ume offers articles based on a va-
riety of sources (oral, archival, 
and literary) on the 20th-centu-
ry history of Latvia’s Jews. Ine-
sa Runce’s “The Attitude of the 
State toward Jewish Communi-
ties in Latvia in the 1920s and 
1930s” (“Otnoshenie gosudarstva 
k iudeiskim obshchinam v Latvii 
v 20–30-kh gg. XX v.”) deals with 
changes in independent Latvia’s 
official policy regarding Jewish 
communities. Runce’s conclusion 
is that, like other “non-tradition-
al historical” religious minorities 
in Latvia (Baptists, Seventh Day 
Adventists, and Old Believers) 
during the period under study, 
Jews experienced no particular 
oppression.

Karīna Barkane’s “The Obser-
vance of Jewish Traditions in So-
viet Latgale (Mid-1940s to Ear-
ly 1960s): Between Archive and 
Memory” (“Sobliudenie evre-
iskikh traditsii v Latgalii v sovets-
koe vremia [vtoraia polovina 
1940-kh — nachalo 1960-kh gg.]: 
mezhdu arkhivnymi dokumenta-
mi i vospominaniami”) is of great 
interest. Here, Barkane stud-
ies certain elements of everyday 
and religious Jewish culture that 
survived into the postwar period, 
even after the Holocaust had dra-
matically altered the ethnic bal-
ance in Latgale. She also looks 



V o l . 3 ( 1 )  ·  2 0 1 6  1 0 3

Z h e l u d ó k :  T h e  M e M o r y  o f  a  J e w i s h  s h T e T l   

into the Soviet government’s an-
ti-religious policies.

Among the most successful 
of these articles is surely that by 
Didzis Bērziņš, which covers sa-
lient features of the memory of 
the Holocaust in Soviet literature. 
Bērziņš prefaces his piece with a 
brief review of the present state 
of memory studies with respect to 
the Holocaust, noting that West-
ern and Eastern Europe diverge 
somewhat in this area. He sug-
gests that contemplation of the 
Holocaust was not chronological-
ly continuous and identifies three 
phases in postwar Latvia during 
which Soviet fiction tackled the 
subject of the catastrophe.

It remains only to regret that 
the reader of this altogether 
highly commendable collection 
has not been given the oppor-
tunity to assess how the memo-
ry of the Holocaust is presented 
in contemporary oral narratives 
or how this may have influenced 
the shaping of Jewish stereo-
types and the perception of the 
Jewish tradition among the local 
population.

The next edited volume under 
review, published in 2014, deals 
with Georgian Jewry. That eth-
no-confessional group is among 
the least studied Jewish ethnic 
groups and is more integrated 
than others into Georgian soci-
ety, but its history is even now 
hard to distinguish from mythol-
ogy. The members of the expedi-

tion on whose findings this col-
lection is based worked in two 
directions, ethnographic and 
philological, as they strove to 
encompass the unencompass-
able by bringing history into the 
present day. Konstantin Lern-
er, the author of the first arti-
cle in the collection, “Georgia’s 
Jews: Acculturation without As-
similation (2nd Century BCE — 
20th Century CE) (“Evrei Gruzii: 
akkul’turatsiia bez assimiliatsii 
[II v. do n.e. — XX v.]”), copes 
especially well with this task. He 
notes that the study of Geor-
gian Jewry is of great value not 
only to the field of Jewish Stud-
ies but also to general sociologi-
cal theory, as “the history of the 
Jewish community in Georgia 
vividly exemplifies a successful 
strategy for the ethno-religious 
and economic survival of a small 
group within a dominant society” 
(p. 14).

The next noteworthy article, 
written by the famous Russian 
ethnographer Mark Kupovetskii, 
concerns the Jews of Kakheti in 
the 14th to 17th centuries. Ku-
povetskii remarks on the paucity 
of the available primary sources 
on the history of Georgia’s Jews 
and indicates a need to supple-
ment the Georgian sources with 
Russian, Western European, and 
Persian sources of the same peri-
ods. This approach enables this 
article to break new ground by 
reconstructing the conditions of 
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life in Kakheti’s Jewish commu-
nities and the circumstances sur-
rounding their disappearance. 

Field materials from the ex-
pedition are represented here in 
Svetlana Amosova, Maria Viatchi-
na, and Elena Sabantseva’s “The 
Jews … Either Doctors or Shop-
keepers They Were” (“Evrei … ili 
vrachi byli, ili prodavtsy”), which 
is based on short interviews on the 
life of Georgian Jews. But what is 
lacking here, in my view, is an an-
alytical commentary to point up 
the universality or uniqueness, 
etc., of the Georgian ethnic ste-
reotypes. That void is to some ex-
tent filled by Anastasia Chizhova’s 

“The Relations Between Georgia’s 
Jewish and Judaic Communi-
ties” (“Vzaimootnosheniia evreis-
koi i iudeiskoi obshchin Gruzii”), 
which, descriptive as it is, still al-
lows the reader to contextualize 
the above-mentioned interviews 
somewhat.

This collection also contains 
two intriguing articles by Maciej 
Bone, “The Jews of Georgia and 
Their Polish Books” (“Evrei Gru-
zii i ikh pol’skie knigi”) and “The 
Image of the Jews in Polish De-
scriptions of the Caucasus” (“Ob-
raz evreev v pol’skikh opisaniiakh 
Kavkaza”); Natalia Kashovs-
kaia’s “A Philological Excursion 
to the Mountain Village of Lailas-
hi” (“Epigraficheskaia ekskursiia 
v gornoe selenie Lailashi”); Lela 
Tsutsashvili’s “Georgia’s Jew-
ish Cultural Legacy” (“Evreiskoe 

kul’turnoe nasledie Gruzii”); Gu-
ram Lortkipanidze’s “New Archi-
val Materials on Georgia’s Jew-
ish Diaspora” (“Novye arkhivnye 
materialy po evreiskoi diaspore 
Gruzii”); and Shota Bostanashvi-
li’s “The Synagogues of Georgia” 
(“Sinagogi Gruzii”).

Finally, the last of these col-
lections to be published to date 
reverts to issues of histori-
cal memory, drawing this time 
on Lithuanian materials. These 
scholars have focused on the 
small town of Biržai, where a rab-
binical community once peaceful-
ly coexisted with a Karaite com-
munity. Several locally initiated 
projects are presently under way 
here to study and revitalize the 
local Jewish cultural heritage.

The book opens with articles 
by Ruta Anulyte and Krzysztof 
Bielawski that discuss the prob-
lems of preserving the Jewish 
legacy in Lithuania and Poland. 
Both countries have lost virtual-
ly all of that legacy, and in both, 
the tragedy would not have at-
tained the scale it did had the lo-
cal population not been actively 
involved in carrying out the Ho-
locaust. These articles consider 
how the attitude toward the Jew-
ish legacy (primarily material but 
not only that) changed in this re-
gard and how, given that no Jew-
ish communities remained after-
ward, the custodianship of the 
legacy fell to the state and the lo-
cal population.
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Vladimir Petrukhin’s “Rabbin-
ical and Karaite Communities in 
Medieval Lithuania: The Prob-
lem of Historical Origins” (“Rab-
banitskie i karaimskie obshchiny 
v srednevekovoi Litve: problemy 
nachal’noi istorii”) and Jurgita 
Šiaučiūnaitė-Verbickienė’s “Essay 
on the History of Biržai’s Jew-
ish Community” (“Ocherki isto-
rii evreiskoi obshchiny Birzhaia”) 
explore how the rabbinical and 
Karaite communities emerged 
and coexisted in the Grand Duchy 
of Lithuania.

The following part of the book 
covers the image of Jews in the 
memories of their Lithuanian 
neighbors. Rimantas Sliužinskas’s 

“Lithuanians’ Historical Recollec-
tions of Jews in the Environs of 
Biržai (1920–40): The Contem-
porary View” (“Istoricheskie vo-
spominaniia litovtsev o evreiakh 
v okrestnostiakh Birzhaia [1920–
1940 gg.]: sovremennyi vzgliad”) 
seeks to systematize Lithuanian 
memories of Jews, including the 
specifics of their day-to-day and 
religious culture. Eye-witness ac-
counts of the Holocaust have also 
been gathered. This section ad-
ditionally contains Ilia Magin’s 
thought-provoking “Old Believ-
ers as Jews: Idiosyncratic Di-
etary Prohibitions among the 
Old Ritualists of Northern Lith-
uania” (“Starovery kak evrei: os-
obennosti pishchevykh zapretov 
u staroobriadtsy severnoi Litvy”). 
Although field material intended 

“to provide examples of the little-
known vernacular of Biržai’s Old 
Believers” lies behind this arti-
cle’s tantalizing title, it is not all 
about linguistics. It also contains 
an abundance of other interest-
ing information, including on Old 
Believers’ attitudes toward Jews 
and the Holocaust.

A whole section of the Biržai 
book is devoted to the memory 
of the Holocaust, with articles by 
Maria Viatchina and Boris Rash-
kovskiy, and primary materials 
collected and processed by Svet-
lana Amosova. All three note that 
the collective memory of the Ho-
locaust has probably been con-
ditioned by the particular sensi-
tivities of the respondents, who 
knew the victims personally, and 
also by the locals’ widely known 
involvement in the violence tak-
en against the Jews. A good num-
ber of works have been writ-
ten over the past decade on the 
mechanisms whereby individ-
ual and collective recollections 
of globally traumatic events are 
framed. Suffice it to recall Aleida 
Assman’s Der lange Schatten der 
Vergangenheit: Erinnerungskul-
tur und Geschichtspolitik, which 
was recently translated into Rus-
sian as The Long Shadow of the 
Past: Memorial Culture and His-
torical Policy (Dlinnaia ten’ pro-
shlogo: Memorial’naia kul’tura i 
istoricheskaia politika) (Moscow, 
2014). The primary materials 
published in this collection sup-
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ply additional grist to the mills 
of those wishing to verify exist-
ing theories and others intending 
to develop additional theories in 
this sphere.

In concluding this brief over-
view, I would like to make a few 
points on the series as a whole. 
On the one hand, the value of 
these materials is indisputable. 
Most are unique contributions 
that have ushered new primary 
sources into the scholarly main-
stream. But on the other hand, 
the analytical component of these 
publications is insufficient, and, 
as a result — in accounts of blood 
libel, say, or narratives on ethnic 
stereotypes in Latvia, Lithuania, 
and Georgia — the reader has to 

perform his or her own compar-
ative analysis to pinpoint what is 
universal and what is unique in 
them. Also, articles in a given col-
lection sometimes cover the same 
ground, which, although inevita-
ble in that the authors are work-
ing with a single field archive, 
could have been minimized by 
some judicious editing. Presum-
ably these features may be ex-
pected to change for the better 
over time. On the whole, though, 
all four collections will certainly 
be of great interest to historians 
and students of religion and will 
have much of value to offer to the 
ongoing development of academ-
ic Jewish Studies.

Zhanna Kormina, Alexander Panchenko and Sergei 
Shtyrkov. (Eds.). (2015). The Invention of Religion: 
Desecularization in the Post-Soviet Context (Izobretenie 
religii: Desekuliarizatsiia v postsovetskom kontekste). 
St. Petersburg: Izdatel’stvo Evropeiskogo universiteta (in 
Russian). — 280 pages. 

This book is the result of the 
work of a brilliant and signifi-
cant school of anthropologists 
that has formed around several 
important scholarly institutions 
in St. Petersburg: the Kunstkam-
mer (the Museum of Anthropolo-
gy and Ethnography of the Rus-
sian Academy of Sciences), the 
Pushkin House (the Institute of 
Russian Literature of the Russian 
Academy of Sciences), and the 

European University at St. Pe-
tersburg. While the contributors 
to the volume are not exclusive-
ly Petersburgers (there is a broad 
geographical representation here, 
from America to Armenia), the 
school itself is Petersburg-based. 
The book under review here is 
the second collection of articles 
this school has produced, and it 
is as interesting as the first one 
(Kormina, Panchenko, Shtyrk-


