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SUMMARY                                                                                                         

 

In his captivating new book, based on new evidence and a series of                 

interviews, author and scholar Maxim D. Shrayer offers a richly                         

journalistic portrait of Russia’s dwindling yet still vibrant and influential 

Jewish community. This is simultaneously an in-depth exploration of the 

texture of Jewish life in Putin’s Russia and an émigré’s moving elegy for 

Russia’s Jews, which forty years ago constituted one of the world’s largest 

Jewish populations and which presently numbers only about 180,000. Why 

do Jews continue to live in Russia after the antisemitism and persecution 

they had endured there? What are the prospects of Jewish life in Russia? 

What awaits the children born to Jews who have not left? With or Without 

You asks and seeks to answer some of the central questions of modern   

Jewish history and culture.  
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PRAISE                                                     
 

 

“Lucid and insightful, Maxim D. Shrayer reminds why so many             

Russian Jews left the country they once called their own, and explains 

why those who stayed are still unsure if they belong. Clearly written 

and very readable.” 

 

  —ANNE APPLEBAUM, Washington Post columnist and author of 

Gulag and Red Famine 

 

 

“An illuminating first-person narrative about the minority of Russian 

Jews who have remained, against all odds, in their mother country—

and also about Russia, a country continuously losing its Jews. At this 

point, we know more about the refuseniks of the past than about           

Russia’s Jews of the present. Any information about these remaining 

Jews—a peculiar crowd, vulnerable and powerful at once—is precious. 

This book does an excellent job in telling their collective and personal 

stories with the ease and humor of an experienced Jewish storyteller.” 

 

  —ALEXANDER ETKIND, Mikhail M. Bakhtin Professor of History of 

Russia-Europe Relations, European University Institute and author of 

Internal Colonization: Russia’s Imperial Experience 

 

 

“From the perspective of an émigré who spent his formative years in 

Moscow, Maxim D. Shrayer reflects on his visit to his native city in 

2016. His interviews with several types of Jews and his own acute              

observations, those of an ‘outsider-insider,’ yield penetrating insights 

into the complex situation of Russian Jews today. No longer the objects 

of overt public antisemitism, their ties to Jewishness are ever more 

tenuous as their numbers continue to decline rapidly and as they, like 

many other diaspora Jews, ‘integrate’ ever more into Russian society.” 

 

  —ZVI GITELMAN, Preston R. Tisch Professor of Judaic Studies,  

University of Michigan and author of A Century of Ambivalence: The 

Jews of Russia and the Soviet Union, 1881 to the Present 
 

 



PRAISE                                                     
 

 

“In this concise and clear-headed book Maxim D. Shrayer has managed 

to convey all the complexity of the present-day condition of Russia’s 

Jewry. Sociological analysis is intertwined with a former refusenik’s 

acute personal observations; youthful memories of Moscow (all émigrés 

are forever frozen in the age when they left) are superimposed on adult 

ruminations of a father showing his eleven-year old daughter around 

his native city. A remarkable investigation, emotionally colored and                           

unerringly precise.” 

 

   —LUBA JURGENSON, Professor, Université Paris IV-Sorbonne and 

author of Création et Tyrannie: URSS 1917-1991 

 

 

“For anyone with an interest in Russian Jewry or post-Soviet Russia 

this book is a must-read. Wonderfully written, it is full of thought-

provoking insights about the past and future of what had once been the 

largest Jewish community in the world.” 

 

  —SAMUEL D. KASSOW, Charles H. Northam Professor of History, 

Trinity College and author of Who Will Write Our History: Emanuel 

Ringelblum and the Oyneg Shabes Archive 

 

 

“Did the Creator make a mistake by placing the Jews in the confines of 

the Russian Empire, asks one of Isaac Babel’s characters. Maxim D. 

Shrayer asks a different question: Did the Creator try to correct this 

mistake by letting the Jews out of Russia in the course of the last            

several decades? The answers Shrayer provides in his rich, multi-

layered and thought-provoking book put into conversation two                 

different narratives of the Jewish past, one of the Jews who have left, 

the other of those who have stayed. One cannot grasp the future of the 

Jews of Russia without reading Maxim D. Shrayer’s book.”  

 

  —SERHII PLOKHY, Mykhailo S. Hrushevs’kyi Professor of                

Ukrainian History, Harvard University and author of Lost Kingdom: 

The Quest for Empire and the Making of the Russian Nation  



W IT H OR W IT HOU T YOU

The Prospect for Jews in Today’s Russia

This is a preview. Number of pages displayed are limited.

Copyrighted material. Do not duplicate.



Jews of Russia & Eastern Europe and Their Legacy

Series Editor: Maxim D. Shrayer (Boston College)

Editorial Board 
Karel Berkhoff (NIOD Institute for War, Holocaust and Genocide 

Studies)
Jeremy Hicks (Queen Mary University of London)
Brian Horowitz (Tulane University)
Luba Jurgenson (Universite ParisIV—Sorbonne)
Roman Katsman (Bar-Ilan University)
Dov-Ber Kerler (Indiana University)
Vladimir Khazan (Hebrew University of Jerusalem)
Alice Nakhimovsky (Colgate University)
Antony Polonsky (Brandeis University)
Jonathan D. Sarna (Brandeis University)
David Shneer (University of Colorado at Boulder)
Anna Shternshis (University of Toronto)
Leona Toker (Hebrew University of Jerusalem)
Mark Tolts (Hebrew University of Jerusalem)

This is a preview. Number of pages displayed are limited.

Copyrighted material. Do not duplicate.



WITH OR WITHOUT YOU
The Prospect for Jews in Today’s Russia

Maxim D. Shrayer

B o s t o n

2 0 1 7

This is a preview. Number of pages displayed are limited.

Copyrighted material. Do not duplicate.



Earlier versions of the Prologue and Chapters 1–5 of this book were published 
in Mosaic Magazine as its March 2017 essay of the month: https://
mosaicmagazine.com/essay/2017/03/the-prospect-for-russias-jews/

An earlier version of “In Closing” was published in Tablet Magazine on March 7, 
2017: http://www.tabletmag.com/scroll/226922/is-it-time-to-compose-an-elegy-
for-russias-jewry

All translations from the Russian, unless noted otherwise,  
are the author’s own.

Copyright © 2017 by Maxim D. Shrayer. All rights reserved worldwide, including 
electronic.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Shrayer, Maxim, 1967- author.
Title: With or without you : the prospect for Jews in today’s Russia / Maxim D. 

Shrayer.
Description: Boston : Academic Studies Press, [2017] | Series: Jews of Russia & 

Eastern Europe and their legacy | Includes bibliographical references and index.
Identifiers: LCCN 2017033363 (print) | LCCN 2017035254 (ebook) | ISBN 

9781618116604 (e-book) | ISBN 9781618116598 (paperback)
Subjects: LCSH: Jews—Russia (Federation)—History—21st century. | 

Jews—Russia (Federation)—Identity. | Russia (Federation)—Ethnic 
relations. | BISAC: HISTORY / Europe / Russia & the Former Soviet Union. | 
RELIGION / Religion, Politics & State.

Classification: LCC DS134.86 (ebook) | LCC DS134.86 .S57 2017 (print) | DDC 
305.892/4047--dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2017033363

ISBN 978-1-61811-658-9 (paperback
ISBN 978-1-61811-660-4 (electronic)

Cover  design by Ivan Grave. 
On the cover: Moscow cadets at the Jewish Museum and Tolerance Center, 

photograph from the website of the Department of Multicultural Policy, 
Interregional Cooperation and Tourism of Moscow,  
http://welcome.mos.ru/presscenter/news/detail/5701905.html 

Published by Academic Studies Press in 2017

28 Montfern Avenue
Brighton, MA 02135, USA
press@academicstudiespress.com
www.academicstudiespress.com

This is a preview. Number of pages displayed are limited.

Copyrighted material. Do not duplicate.



To Emilia Shrayer  

and David Shrayer-Petrov,  

with love

This is a preview. Number of pages displayed are limited.

Copyrighted material. Do not duplicate.



This is a preview. Number of pages displayed are limited.

Copyrighted material. Do not duplicate.



Contents

Prologue: “G-d gave me as a Jew such a place in life” 8
1. A Visit to the Museum 12
2. A Streetcar Named Oblivion 22
3. Gauging Russian Antisemitism 35
4. The Ambassador of Jewish Pride 54
5. Staying or Leaving 65
6. Almost Folklore   84
In Closing: Jewish Clowns in Moscow 88

Acknowledgments 92
List of Photos 94
Works Cited 96
Index of Names   99
About the Author 101

This is a preview. Number of pages displayed are limited.

Copyrighted material. Do not duplicate.



8

Prologue: “G-d Gave Me  
                     as a Jew Such a Place in Life”

“Why do you stay here?” 
“I have a son here,” Oleg Dorman replied with an 

intonation redolent of Pasternak’s long poem Spektorsky, 
which my father used to read to me when I was in high 
school. And then Dorman added, “G-d gave me as a Jew 
such a place in life—to live in Russia.” 

“What about the other Jews? Why do they stay here?” 
“About the others I don’t know, but I imagine they too 

are needed here by Nature and the Creator.”
Dorman and I seem always to be having the same 

conversation about Russian Jews: staying or leaving? 
He stayed; I, a child of refuseniks—Soviet Jews denied 
permission to emigrate—spent the first twenty years of my 
life in Moscow before leaving in 1987. For his son, born in 
the 2000s, Dorman chose the name “David,” and in Russia 
such a name marks one forever as a non-Russian—most 
likely a Jew, a Georgian, or an Armenian. Every time, on 
one or another of my periodic visits to the city, talking 
with Dorman is like a session of acupuncture, except that 
instead of relief it produces fresh pain. Our latest round 
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P ro logue : “G - d gave me as a Jew such a p lace in l i f e”

took place in late October and early November of 2016. It 
began after a lecture I’d just given at the Jewish Museum 
and Tolerance Center on October 30, 2016, and continued 
the next day in the lobby of a grand Moscow hotel over tea 
and biscuits with apricot jam.

I’ve known Dorman, a second-generation filmmaker, 
for many years. Most of his films treat Jewish-Russian 

subjects, notably Desire to Know (1995), which tells 
the story of Yeshiva Torat Chaim, founded in 1989 
by Rabbi Moshe Soloveitchik of Zurich on the site of  
a former Communist-party “vacation home” southwest of 
Moscow. In 2009 Dorman gained national acclaim after 
the release of Word for Word, his celebrated documentary 
about Lilianna Lungina, the esteemed Jewish-Russian 

Oleg Dorman and  Maxim D. Shrayer.  
Moscow, October 30, 2016. Photo by Maxim Mussel.
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literary translator. More recently, Dorman, who is also 
Woody Allen’s Russian translator, has been translating 
the work of Paul Gallico, the American novelist and 
sportswriter. Author of The White Goose and Verna, 
the half-Italian, half-Austrian Gallico is probably best 
remembered today for his comment on Jewish basketball 
players: “The reason, I suspect, that basketball appeals 
to the Hebrew with his Oriental background, is that the 
game places a premium on an alert, scheming mind, 
flashy trickiness, artful dodging and general smart  
aleckness.”  

An agemate of mine, Dorman dresses in wool slacks 
and cardigans and looks like a slightly Jewish version of 
one of Chekhov’s intellectuals, aggrieved by the public’s 
lack of aesthetic refinement. As we talked, we were sipping 
buckthorn tea and noshing on tiny ornate biscuits. My 
fifth-grade daughter Mira, who had accompanied me to 
Russia, was absorbed in my smartphone. 

“Did you know,” asked Dorman, “that when the tram 
approaches the stop for the museum, they announce it as 
‘Museum and Tolerance Center’ and not ‘Jewish Museum 
and Tolerance Center?’”

“No way! Not possible.” 
“Well, all you need to do is go there. By tram. Not by 

cab.”
“Do you think they drop the word deliberately?”
“Drop or forget, I don’t know,” Dorman replied. “But  

I think it’s absurd. No less than absurd. They announce 
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P ro logue : “G - d gave me as a Jew such a p lace in l i f e”

it as ‘Museum and Tolerance Center.’ What museum? 
Museum of what?”

I was in Moscow for five days. I had to go see for 
myself.

This is a preview. Number of pages displayed are limited.

Copyrighted material. Do not duplicate.



12

1. A Visit to the Museum

If you should ever find yourself in Moscow and want to 
understand how things go with Russia’s Jews, visit the 
Jewish Museum and Tolerance Center in the neighborhood 
of Maryina Roshcha (Mary’s Grove), located a few miles 
north of Moscow’s historic center. The museum, which 
opened in 2012, just six years ago, occupies a section 

Jewish Museum and Tolerance Center. Moscow, October 30, 2016. 
Photo by Maxim D. Shrayer.

This is a preview. Number of pages displayed are limited.

Copyrighted material. Do not duplicate.



13

1. A Vis i t to t he Museum

of what in the post-Soviet decades has emerged as the 
spinal cord of Jewish communal, religious, and cultural 
life in Russia’s capital: a whole campus with a synagogue,  
a community center, educational institutions, a publishing 
house, a bookstore, and medical offices.

It takes many hours to tour the museum’s permanent 
exhibits, but as a foreign tourist with only a couple of hours 
to spare between a planned excursion to Red Square and  
a ballet performance at the Bolshoi, you might wish to 
bypass the earliest galleries and glide instead through 
the halls reconstructing life in the shtetl, then whisper 
a prayer in the re-created sanctuary of a wooden 
synagogue from Ukraine, and stand for a few minutes 
in the gallery dedicated to the Russian Revolution 
and civil war. Just make sure you give yourself enough 
time for Gallery 8, “Soviet Union: 1922–1941.”  
Here is unique stuff, not to be found in any Jewish museum 
outside of Russia, dedicated to the two all-important decades 
of early Soviet history and the myriad contributions that  
Jews made to Soviet civilization. Then, after briefly setting 
foot in the semicircular Gallery 9, “Holocaust and the 
Great Patriotic War” (featuring a war plane and a tank 
like the ones flown or driven into battle by Jewish heroes 
of the Soviet Union) and lingering a bit in Gallery 12, 
“Perestroika to the Present,” you can head for refreshment 
to the museum’s lovely kosher café called Aleph. 

The talk I gave at the museum, preceding my 
conversation with Oleg Dorman, was titled “Letters to 
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a Jewish Muse” and took place in the building’s jazzy 
education center. In the talk I explored the marriage of 
Vladimir Nabokov and Véra Slonim, a Jewish woman 
who never converted to Christianity. Questions 
from the audience focused on mixed marriages and 
antisemitism. A Jewish man in his fifties, dressed in  
a lustrous double-breasted suit, got up from the front 
row, face blotchy with nervousness. Almost choking, he 
said that not only did every Russian have an antisemite 
buried deep inside his or her heart but every Jew, 
too, harbored his or her own secret self-hater. The 
gentleman turned out to be the Moscow representative 
of a major American corporation. As he delivered his 
tirade, I thought I’d stumbled into a Russian version 
of an Arthur Miller play about an over-the-top  
family feud.   

“Who were the people in the audience?” I later asked 
Liya Chechik, director of the museum’s public programs. 
Although she didn’t have specific demographic data, she 
ventured that the attendees would have included “Moscow 
Jews steeped in the Jewish cultural life of the capital 
and people who have nothing whatsoever to do with 
Jewishness.” And this was precisely the mixed audience 
the museum wanted to attract, she added: “people of 
different backgrounds [who] will come here and not be 
afraid of the word ‘Jewish’ in the name and at the same 
time Jews [who] will always find something interesting  
for themselves.” 
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