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Mahmoud Abbas’ 
Dissertation

The Palestinian leader’s scholarly abstract sheds light on the crude deformations 
of Soviet Zionology and how they are reflected in today’s universities

BY IZABELLA TABAROVSKY

O
n Feb. 1, 1972, the Cen-
tral Committee of the 
Communist Party of 
the Soviet Union issued 
a directive “On further 
measures to fight an-

ti-Soviet and anti-communist activities 
of international Zionism.” The social 
sciences section of the Soviet Academy 
of Sciences soon established a perma-
nent commission for the coordination 
of scientific criticism of Zionism, to be 
housed at the academy’s prestigious In-
stitute of Oriental Studies. Over the 
next 15 years, the IOS would serve as 
an important partner in the state’s fight 
against the imaginary global Zion-
ist conspiracy that Soviet security ser-
vices believed was sabotaging the USSR 
in the international arena and at home. 
In 1982, the IOS would grant the doc-
toral status to one Mahmoud Abbas, 
upon the defense of his thesis The Re-
lationship Between Zionists and Na-
zis, 1933-1945.

Abbas’ dissertation has been a subject 
of considerable interest over the years. 
The thesis isn’t publicly available: By 
all accounts, it is kept in an IOS special 
storage facility requiring special autho-
rization to access. But if one visits the 
National Library of Israel in Jerusalem, 

one can easily get the Palestinian lead-
er’s so-called avtoreferat—an extended 
dissertation abstract. Written to the 
standards of the Soviet State Commis-
sion for Academic Degrees and Titles 
and authored by the candidate, the 
19-page document outlines the disser-
tation’s relevance, methodology, main 
arguments and unique contribution to 
the field. It also provides a literature re-
view and lists the individuals and insti-
tutions that were involved in shepherd-
ing the work through to completion. 
It therefore offers a peek not only into 
Mahmoud Abbas’ academic accomplish-
ment, but also into the system that pro-
duced it.

Using the social sciences to support 
political and ideological agendas set 
by the Communist Party was a matter 
of course in the USSR. Entire academ-
ic disciplines had been established to 
grant scholarly legitimacy to the state’s 
guiding ideology. “Scientific atheism,” 
for an example, was tasked with prov-
ing scientifically that God did not exist 
and that religion was the opiate of the 
masses. “Scientific communism” was 
supposed to supply scientific proof that 
communism was the superior stage of 
social and economic development and 
would supersede both Soviet socialism 
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“The ‘scholarly’ 
fakes produced by 
Soviet ‘scientific 
anti-Zionism’ are 
still with us.”

component—Israel’s ruling Zionist re-
gime—appears today in its most crude, 
expansionist and racist form. Violence, 
terror and extremism are becoming Zi-
onists’ main methods of action.”

Back in Soviet times, my eyes would 
have glazed over this relentlessly formu-
laic Soviet-speak. But today, I appreci-
ate its twisted brilliance. Here, in a few 
lines, is every major buzzword that a 
piece of Soviet anti-Zionist writing was 
supposed to incorporate and repeat. In 
this corner of the Soviet academic uni-
verse, the scholar’s task was not to ask 
new questions or propose new ideas: It 
was to adopt a prescribed posture, apply 
the right jargon, and arrive at the same 
conclusions as his predecessors. Not 
only would candidate Abbas not lose 
points for lack of originality; his disser-
tation would not pass muster had it been 
written in any other way.

In the third, and last, paragraph of 
the opening section, Abbas presents 
the reader with another set of Soviet 
clichés. Presaging contemporary Amer-
ican progressives by decades, he notes 
that the “unmasking of the reactionary 
ideology and politics of Zionism consti-
tutes a pressing task of all progressive, 
anti-imperialist forces and is inextrica-
bly connected with the defense of peace 
… democracy and social progress.” All 
honest people of the planet must fight 
“the hateful ideology and practice of 
racism … against racial and national 
discrimination, Zionism and antisemi-
tism, which are fomented by capitalist 
reactionary forces.”

Thus far, Abbas’ dissertation abstract 
reads like a typical Soviet anti-Zionist 
text, and it raises a question: What do 
incantations about the crisis of Zion-
ism, capitalism and imperialism, and 
condemnations thereof, have to do with 
the stated topic of the dissertation—the 
relationship between the Zionist move-
ment and Nazi Germany in the 1930s 
and 1940s?

We find the answer in the next couple 
of paragraphs. The history presented in 
this thesis, writes Abbas, helps under-
stand “the origins” of Israel’s “aggressive 
and racist policy vis-à-vis Palestinians 
and the Arabs in other countries.” It also 
forces one to confront “a rather import-
ant theoretical question” about Zionism 

whitewash crude anti-Israel propagan-
da through the scholarly apparatus is to 
examine Mahmoud Abbas’ avtoreferat.

“With the deepening of the crisis of 
capitalism in our time, the crisis of the 
ideology of Zionism and the inadequa-
cy of its ideological concepts become 
increasingly obvious.” Thus begins 
Mahmoud Abbas’ dissertation abstract. 
“The vast majority” of Jews around the 
world, he writes, explaining the contem-
porary relevance of his work, “reject Zi-
onist dogmas” about emigration. “The 
natural and objective process of Jewish 
assimilation” continues throughout the 
world, spelling out the coming failure of 
the Zionist project.

Despite this crisis, however, warns 
Abbas, Zionism remains a “shrewd and 
dangerous enemy of socialism and the 
national liberation movements.” Its role 
“as one of the storm troopers of world 
imperialist reaction is not diminish-
ing,” he writes, deploying a widespread 
Soviet cliché that was meant to evoke 
Nazi Germany. On the contrary, “global 
imperialism, with the United States of 
America at its helm, increasingly bets 
on [Zionism],” particularly as it seeks to 
dominate the Middle East and subvert 
the socialist bloc. “The reactionary, ag-
gressive essence of international Zion-
ism and, first and foremost, its crucial 

and global capitalism. When, instead, 
capitalism superseded Soviet socialism 
and the cushy budgets that sustained 
these disciplines vanished, they, too, 
quietly dissolved.

As a field, “scientific anti-Zionism” 
never took root in the Soviet academy 
as broadly as the other two subjects. 
Like them, it died as soon as its primary 
client—the Soviet state—disappeared. 
Soon a million Soviet Jews resettled in 
Israel and the newly independent for-
mer Soviet states restored diplomatic 
relations with the country.

I grew up in Akademgorodok—a sub-
urb of the Siberian city of Novosibirsk 
that was home to the Siberian Division 
of the Academy of Sciences. Adults 
around me lived and breathed science—
real science, like physics and biology. It 
was well-known that portions of the 
academy were corrupted by ideological 
agendas. The antisemitism in its math 
division and elsewhere was a fact of life. 
Humanities and social sciences in par-
ticular were ruled by ideological priori-
ties. But seeing the intellectual corrup-
tion that is evident in the story of Abbas’ 
dissertation is disturbing nonetheless.

Worse, the “scholarly” fakes produced 
by Soviet “scientific anti-Zionism” are 
still with us. They float on the internet 
in multiple languages, inflaming the 
anti-Zionist fantasies of both the far 
left and the far right. Contemporary 
Russian right-wing presses reprint and 
peddle them right next to that other 
Russian contribution to humanity, the 
Protocols of the Elders of Zion—undoubt-
edly contributing to the American white 
supremacist David Duke’s conclusion 
that Russians could help solve the “cri-
sis faced by the White World” because 
Russians understand “the power of In-
ternational Zionism.”

Meanwhile, large portions of the 
American academy are busy adopting 
an anti-Zionist agenda that is grounded 
in the very same tropes and explanatory 
logic that infused its Soviet counterpart. 
Judging from Cary Nelson’s exhaustive 
Israel Denial and other writings, the 
output of these well-known American 
professors is no less of a profanation of 
scholarship than what was produced by 
their late Soviet predecessors. One way 
to gain a glimpse into the processes that 
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for Kastner: he was assassinated soon 
after the trial.

Debates as to whether Kastner was 
a collaborator or a rescuer continue to 
this day. But the complexity and human 
drama of this story interested Soviet 
propagandists only to the extent that it 
could be exploited for their purposes. 
Mixing and matching elements of the 
story at will, they concocted a fiction in 
which Kastner not only deliberately col-
laborated with Eichmann in the murder 
of Hungarian Jewry but did so with full 
knowledge and approval of Zionist lead-
ership worldwide. The Zionist move-
ment, the Soviets claimed, secretly wel-
comed the slaughter because it would 
strengthen its case for a Jewish state. 
The old and the infirm, who couldn’t do 
anything for the Zionist colonial enter-
prise, particularly needed to go. Kastner, 
a committed Zionist, obliged.

It is a monstrous claim implying a 
massive and sinister conspiracy, and 
there isn’t a shred of proof for it. Even 
if we conclude that Kastner was, in fact, 
a collaborator rather than a tragic figure 
who made catastrophic judgement calls 
in the fog of war and genocide that did 
in fact save Jews from death, there is 
nothing to suggest that he did so out of 
Zionist convictions, let alone on instruc-
tions from Ben-Gurion and the World 
Zionist Organization. But complexity 
and charitable interpretations were not 
what Soviet propagandists were after. 
They dug up documents they claimed 
proved their case, inserted decontex-
tualized and distorted shreds of quotes 
from them into their collaboration nar-
rative, then mass-produced the narra-
tive, in multiple languages, by inserting 
it into countless books, pamphlets and 
newspaper articles.

In his dissertation abstract, Abbas 
closely follows this plotline. Similar to 
the Kastner episode, he condemns the 
Transfer agreement (another complex 
chapter of the Holocaust, which sparked 
outrage in parts of the Jewish world on 
the one hand but saved thousands of 
German Jews on the other) from the 
most extreme, simplistic, black-and-
white perspective possible. Although 
the deal ended in 1939, when the Nazis 
cut off Jewish emigration, Abbas pres-
ents it as a launch of a collaboration that 

would therefore have been deeply ac-
quainted with the Soviet story of the 
supposed Zionist-Nazi collaboration, 
which went like this: In the 1930s, the 
Zionist movement in Palestine estab-
lished contacts with the leadership of 
Nazi Germany. While Zionists claimed 
that the reason for the contacts was 
saving German Jews from impending 
disaster, the fate of the German Jews 
didn’t really matter to them. Their real 
motive was getting hold of the German 
Jewish money to infuse it into their co-
lonial venture in Palestine, co-run with 
British imperialists. The Nazis, for their 
part, agreed to what would come to be 
known as the transfer deal, because 
they, too, had imperialist aspirations in 
Palestine and in any case wanted to rid 
Germany of Jews.

To be making money off the back of 
poor Jewish masses in collaboration 
with their future murderers was bad 
enough, Soviet propaganda continued, 
but there was more to the story. Beyond 
tactical considerations driven by shared 
imperialist interests—first and fore-
most, the profit motive (a condemnatory 
term in Soviet parlance)—Zionists and 
Nazis had a more intrinsic connection. 
It had to do with their deep-seated be-
lief in racial superiority: Aryan, in the 
case of the Nazis, Jewish in the case of 
Zionists. It was this fundamental shared 
belief that motivated Zionists to collab-
orate with Nazis in the Holocaust, said 
Soviet propagandists, who then intro-
duced the story of Rudolf Israel Kastner.

Packaged in the most sinister way 
possible, the Soviet rendition of this 
controversial and painful episode will 
be familiar to those who follow the ob-
sessions of the contemporary anti-Is-
rael left, where it survives to this day. 
Kastner, a leader of a Hungarian Zion-
ist organization, the Rescue and Relief 
Committee, negotiated with Adolf Eich-
mann for the rescue of Hungarian Jews. 
He succeeded at saving a fraction—
about 1,700 people. The rest—around 
425,000 Jews—were sent to death at 
Auschwitz. In 1955, an Israeli court de-
clared Kastner, who had been a senior 
official in Israeli Prime Minister David 
Ben-Gurion’s government, to have been 
a Nazi collaborator. The verdict was lat-
er partially reversed, but it was too late 

and fascism as “related social-political 
phenomena” arising at this time of “an 
overarching crisis of capitalism and the 
imperialist colonial system.”

In Soviet parlance, the word fascism 
was frequently used interchangeably 
with Nazism. What we have here, then, 
is a thesis that seeks to draw a parallel 
between Zionism and Nazism in order 
to demonstrate, with full scholarly au-
thority, that contemporary Israel’s sup-
posed racist, aggressive, and reactionary 
nature is not a bug but a feature, and 
that Zionism’s ugly baby, the State of 
Israel (a supposed present-day reincar-
nation of Nazi Germany), is irreparable 
and irredeemable.

In 2007, Abbas’ dissertation adviser, 
the Arabist Vladimir Kiselev, published 
an article in the Friendship of the Peo-
ple University Gazette titled “Meetings 
with Mahmoud Abbas.” In Soviet times, 
the university, known colloquially as 
Patrice Lumumba (the murdered Congo-
lese independence fighter whose name 
it bore), served as a training ground for 
the up-and-coming political elites of 
the postcolonial world. Educated in the 
spirit of late-Soviet Marxism-Leninism, 
graduates were expected to ensure that 
their countries remained in the Soviet 
orbit, supported the Soviet posture on 
critical international issues, and provid-
ed Moscow with other crucial services 
in its face-off with the capitalist camp. 
It was here that Abbas, already a prom-
ising PLO leader with a master’s degree 
from the University of Damascus, began 
his Soviet educational path.

Recalling their first meeting, Kiselev 
wrote that the dissertation topic Abbas 
proposed stunned him. Collaboration 
between Zionism and Nazism, these 
two “polar opposites”? Kiselev was 
shocked that such a thing could even be 
possible, let alone proven.

We can safely assume that Kiselev’s 
shock was feigned. By the time Abbas 
arrived in Moscow, Soviet anti-Zionist 
propaganda had been spreading tales 
about Zionist collaboration with the 
Nazis for nearly two decades. IOS’ Israel 
Department, which Kiselev had come to 
head in 1971, had been established with 
the express purpose of leading the new 
“scientific anti-Zionism” effort. Kiselev 
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“What Abbas 
is telling the 
‘progressive, anti-
imperialist forces’ 
he addresses at 
the start of his 
abstract is the 
same thing that 
the neo-Nazis and 
Holocaust deniers 
have been telling 
their audiences for 
decades: The Jews 
did it.”

flag alongside the British, and hundreds 
of thousands of Jews fought in Allied 
armies, is, of course, entirely ignored. 
But even without going into details, the 
fundamental thrust of this paragraph is 
clear: Jewish collective suicide, which 
would have been the inevitable result of 
Zionists’ “declaring a war” against the 
Nazis and “throwing all resources” into 
it, would have been preferable to trying 
to rescue by whatever means possible 
those who could still be saved.

However we judge their actions, there 
isn’t a single responsible piece of schol-
arship suggesting that Kastner and his 
Hungarian aides or the leaders of the 
Judenrats in the ghettos acted out of 
Zionist convictions, still less as part of 
a massive Zionist conspiracy to collude 
in the genocide of their own people. Yet 
this obscene Soviet fabrication lives on, 
including on the contemporary anti-Is-
rael left. So completely has the latter 
adopted it that a debunking of today’s 
claims also serves to debunk the original 
Soviet ones. See, for an example, Paul 
Bogdanor, the author of the excellent 
Kastner’s Crime, debunk Ken Living-
stone’s claims about Zionist-Nazi collab-
oration. Many of the same documents 
that Livingstone, the former mayor of 
London and a prominent member of the 
British Labour Party, used to “prove” his 
claims are listed as “proof” in Soviet an-
ti-Zionist literature. They appear in the 
1983 anti-Zionist classic by the Ameri-
can Trotskyist Lenni Brenner, Zionism 
in the Age of the Dictators, also debunked 
by Bogdanor. Some of them appear in 
Abbas’s dissertation abstract as well.

It may seem surprising that Soviet pro-
paganda bothered to present “proof” to 
substantiate its claims. Couldn’t they 
just say whatever they wanted? The an-
swer is, yes, they could, and often did. 
But the fight against International Zi-
onism—a treacherous, multitentacled 
enemy—demanded a sophisticated ap-
proach. Soviet ideologues wanted to 
appeal to educated Western audiences 
and opinion-makers—journalists, writ-
ers, academics. Baseless-looking claims 
were not going to cut it.

This desire to influence Westerners 
accounts for one of the most fasci-
nating features of Soviet anti-Zionist 

Let’s set aside the fact that the accusers 
here are the Soviet Union, which had 
signed a non-aggression and trade pact 
with Nazi Germany, and a representa-
tive of a people whose wartime spiri-
tual leader, Grand Mufti of Jerusalem 
Mohammed Amin al-Husseini, had a 
personal relationship with Hitler. Was 
there anything the Zionists could have 
done in the context of World War II 
to win Soviet ideologues’ and Abbas’s 
approval? Abbas has an answer. Zionist 
leaders faced a choice, he writes: “Either 
declare a war against Nazism and throw 
all of [the movement’s] resources into 
the war in the name of saving hundreds 
of thousands or millions of Jewish lives, 
or use the annihilation of the Jewish 
population in European countries oc-
cupied by Nazi Germany to implement 
the Zionist ideal of mass colonization 
of Palestine and create a Jewish state on 
its territory. And Zionist leaders chose 
the latter.”

There is no space in this piece to ana-
lyze every gap of historical logic in these 
two sentences. The fact that a Jewish 
Brigade, in fact, fought under the Zionist 

lasted throughout the war. “Many Zion-
ist actors, for example, R. Kastner and J. 
Brand (in Hungary), R. Mandler and I. 
Reidlich (in Czechoslovakia), A. Nossig 
and Chaim Mordechai Rumkowski (in 
Poland),” writes Abbas, “entered, with 
the knowledge of Zionist leadership, 
into secret deals with the Nazi authori-
ties to organize a resettlement into Pal-
estine of specially selected groups of 
Jews ‘in exchange’ for the Zionists pro-
viding ‘order’ in concentration camps 
and [the] deportation of hundreds of 
thousands of Jews who were doomed 
for annihilation to death camps and 
gas chambers.”

What is Abbas talking about here? 
Who are these “Zionist actors” who did 
such monstrous things “with the knowl-
edge of Zionist leadership”? We already 
know about Kastner, and Joel Brand 
was Kastner’s associate, so here Abbas’s 
logic is clear. Rumkowski and Alfred 
Nossig, however, were members of 
the Judenrats in the Lodz and Warsaw 
ghettos, respectively. (Rumkowski head-
ed the Lodz Judenrat.) Their actions in 
the ghettos were and still are viewed as 
controversial, but why does Abbas refer 
to them as “Zionist actors”? One likely 
answer to this question is to be found 
in their biographies. Rumkowski had 
been involved in Zionist politics in pre-
war Lodz, and Nossig was an early avid 
supporter of the Zionist movement. For 
Soviet propagandists, this would have 
been enough to call them Zionists and 
suggest that it was their Zionist beliefs 
that drove their decision-making in the 
ghettos. It’s a nonsensical claim, and a 
pernicious one at that. The presumption 
of such unconscionable evil echoes clas-
sic antisemitic conspiracy tropes, which 
Soviet anti-Zionist propagandists drew 
upon quite generously.

In essence, what Abbas is telling the 
“progressive, anti-imperialist forces” he 
addresses at the start of his abstract is 
the same thing that the neo-Nazis and 
Holocaust deniers have been telling 
their audiences for decades: the Jews 
did it. Jews killed their own people in 
the Holocaust.

In this narrative, which survives in 
far-left circles to this day, any contact 
with the Nazis, even for the sake of res-
cue, was tantamount to collaboration. 
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These kinds of malicious distortions 
of evidence, often repeated verbatim 
across the work of dozens of “scholars,” 
are a general feature of Soviet anti-Zi-
onist “scholarship.” How come no one 
else verified these scholars’ work? The 
answer is simple: None of the foreign 
books or newspapers quoted in Soviet 
anti-Zionist literature was available to 
other Soviet scholars, let alone to ordi-
nary Soviet citizens. The KGB opened 
its information vaults only to a small 
insider group it needed to support its 
anti-Zionist effort, explains the Rus-
sian historian Gennady Kostyrchenko. 
Those insiders could therefore distort 
their sources with impunity.

The “scholars” that the KGB trusted so 
completely were the “Zionologists”—a 
couple of dozen putative experts on 
Jews and Zionism who produced most 
of the bogus Soviet anti-Zionist litera-
ture. Some of their books appear in Ab-
bas’ literature review, where he credits 
them with helping him understand “the 
history, ideology and politics of Zion-
ism and the State of Israel” as well as 
“the nature of Zionism and fascism.” So 
let’s take a look at two of these books.

The first one is the Soviet classic: 
Beware: Zionism! by Yuri Ivanov. First 
published in 1969, the book saw mul-
tiple reprints and became the founda-
tional text of Soviet anti-Zionism. Its 
singular achievement was to rewrite 
traditional antisemitic conspiracy the-
ory as anti-Zionist scholarly critique. 
“Ivanov managed to supply a strong 
theoretical foundation for openly 
criticizing Zionism with the help of 
Marx’s and Lenin’s works, which no 
one could argue against,” recalled one 
of his comrades-in-arms.

Beware: Zionism! turned Ivanov into 
the indisputable leading light of the Zi-
onologists, most of whom came from 
the loose far-right Russian nationalist 
movement, which in the 1960s gained 
influence among Soviet communist 
elites, the security apparatus, and sec-
tions of the media. The Zionologists’ 
core inner circle congregated around a 
high-level official in the Central Com-
mittee of the Communist Party, where 
Ivanov was employed. The Central Com-
mittee, we learn from Kostyrchenko, the 

“scholarship”—long lists of footnotes 
and endnotes, often featuring Western 
authors, most of them Jewish. These 
references look impressive and con-
vincing—until one starts to check them. 
Let’s take a look at a couple of examples 
from Abbas’ dissertation abstract.

As Abbas discusses illegal Jewish im-
migration to British Palestine, he asserts 
that it was the “Israeli intelligence or-
ganization Mossad” that ran it. Anyone 
familiar with the subject knows that it 
wasn’t the spy agency that smuggled 
Jews into the country (it wasn’t estab-
lished until 1949) but, rather, Mossad 
Aliyah Bet, a division of the Haganah 
devoted to illegal immigration. A quick 
check of the book that Abbas references 
as his source shows that its two Jewish 
authors had it right.

It’s tempting to make fun of what 
appears to be an amateur mistake—ex-
cept that Abbas isn’t the only one in the 
Soviet academy making it. One Soviet 
“scholarly” anti-Zionist text after the 
next makes the same error, referencing 
the same book, leading one to conclude 
that Soviet authors dutifully copied this 
fake from each other without bothering 
to check the original.

Abbas further quotes from the same 
book to support his claim that Zionist 
emissaries who came to Nazi Germany 
to negotiate the transfer deal with the 
future murderers of the Jewish people 
were driven by monstrous, cold-heart-
ed calculations. Saving German Jews, he 
writes, now quoting directly from the 
book, “‘wasn’t their job. Their eyes were 
fixed entirely on Palestine. They were 
looking for young men and women who 
wanted to go to Palestine in order to be-
come pioneers, to struggle and to fight.’”

Two Jewish authors seem to confirm 
Abbas’ claim: What could be more con-
vincing than that? The only problem is 
that the quote doesn’t end there. The au-
thors say that, while the emissaries’ ini-
tial priorities were, indeed, “the needs 
of the Jews in Palestine,” they “jetti-
soned” that attitude after Kristallnacht. 
From that night onward, the authors 
report, the emissaries’ aim was “to save 
what they could of the Jews in German 
hands.” But this part of the quote chang-
es the narrative, and so Soviet books ex-
cluded it. So did Abbas.

A Jewbilly’s Advice to 
His Big City Brethren
From ‘Grandpa Sold Sheets to the 
Klan’

I am a Jewbilly, born and raised in 
Appalachia. Our Jewish community 
was so small and insignificant that 
even Chabad took a pass. I grew 
up in a strictly kosher home, and 
my family was in the ham business. 
Our Jewbilly roots run deep 
here: My kin have been walking 
them thar hills for more than four 
score and seven. As kids we went 
“swimmin’ in the crick,” and while 
I didn’t hunt like all my classmates 
in school did, I looked forward 
to the second Saturday in April, 
which was opening day of trout 
season. How did we end up there, 
in quintessential hickville? The 
mule died.

Sounds idyllic but it wasn’t. 
What you call bullying today, my 
father called valuable life lessons. 
Most days I got my ass handed to 
me on the playgrounds and in the 
classrooms. Things changed for the 
better when I broke that kid’s nose 
in sixth grade. Pop was prouder of 
me on that day than he was at my 
bar mitzvah.

Pop had his trials as well. My 
uncle shared the story that a high 
school classmate told my pop 
during the war that he hoped Hitler 
would kill all the Jews, then sucker-
punched Pop and broke his nose. I 
asked my uncle what happened to 
the other guy, and he just smiled 
and said they took him to the 
hospital. 

—Zaq Harrison
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“Fabrications 
about Israel and 
Zionism that the 
KGB concocted 
with the help of 
the Arabists and 
Zionologists in the 
academy had real-
life consequences 
that continue 
until today.”

political regimes and organizations, 
with which the USSR formed the closest 
military-political relations.”

Under this program, Yevseyev deliv-
ered lectures on the dangers of Interna-
tional Zionism at Soviet-sponsored con-
ferences in Egypt and Baghdad. And by 
the mid-1970s, IOS established relations 
with the Palestine Studies Center in Bei-
rut, which was founded by the Palestin-
ian-Syrian intellectual Fayez Sayegh and 
run and financed by the PLO.

The Palestine Studies Center is im-
portant to this story, because in 1978 
it produced a publication that Abbas 
highlights in his literature review—an 
English-language pamphlet titled Zi-
onist Relations with Nazi Germany. Its 
author, Faris Yahya (Glubb), was the 
son of the British army officer Sir John 
Bagot Glubb, better known as Glubb 
Pasha, who commanded Transjordan’s 
Arab Legion between 1939 and 1956 
and fought against Israel in 1948. Faris 
was born in British-run Jerusalem, con-
verted to Islam and dedicated his life to 
the Palestinian cause, associating him-
self with the Palestinian Front for the 
Liberation of Palestine. In the 1970s, 
together with the PFLP, the PLO, and 
the Palestine Research Center, he was 
stationed in Beirut, reporting for Amer-
ican, British, and Arab media. It must 
be here that he encountered and found 
common cause with Soviet Zionologists.

Nothing in Glubb’s background sug-
gests expertise in European Jewry, the 
Holocaust or World War II. Yet in Zi-
onist Relations with Nazi Germany, he 
holds forth on Kastner’s collaboration 
with Eichmann, “Zionist” Judenrats and 
Mossad intelligence agents supposedly 
smuggling Jews illegally into British 
Palestine. His book has the same plo-
tline, the same citations, quotes, mis-
quotes and distortions that we find in 
Soviet “scientific anti-Zionist” literature 
and Abbas’ dissertation abstract.

Abbas’ dissertation hardly offers any-
thing that Soviet propaganda and its 
“anti-Zionist international” hadn’t said 
in the previous 15 years. There are se-
rious problems with underlying schol-
arship, including factual mistakes, mis-
quotes, selective approach to evidence, 
and massive distortions. The literature 

Mitin played a critical role in shaping 
Soviet philosophy into the handmaiden 
of Stalinism. “I am guided by the single 
idea” when approaching philosophi-
cal problems, he wrote in 1936: “How 
better to understand every word and 
thought of our beloved and wise teach-
er, comrade Stalin, and how to apply 
them to the solution of philosophical 
questions.” That year, countless of his 
colleagues and direct reports were ar-
rested and executed for taking a wrong 
philosophical position. Mitin emerged 
unscathed and years later plagiarized a 
paper written by one of them.

“The Soviet Union’s chief zhidolo-
gist”; an inveterate antisemite plagia-
rizing from Nazi, Arab, and Russian 
antisemitic propaganda; an NKVD 
spook; a conformist, Stalinist, useful 
Jew who stole an executed academic 
colleague’s work—these are some of 
the Soviet “scholars” who shaped Ab-
bas’ thinking on Zionism. But Soviet 
academics weren’t alone in this fight. 
In order to defeat the specter of Inter-
national Zionism, Kostyrchenko notes, 
the KGB built something of an “anti-Zi-
onist international.” Zionologists were 
granted special dispensations to travel 
abroad in order to establish contacts 
with like-minded organizations—pri-
marily “the scholarly-propagandistic 
anti-Zionist institutions of those Arab 

Russian historian, was itself overrun 
by ethnic chauvinism and antisemitic 
conspiracy theory, so it must have been 
with a measure of affection that Ivanov’s 
colleagues nicknamed him the “Soviet 
Union’s main zhidologist.”

Another book highlighted in Abbas’ 
literature review is titled The Ideolog y 
and Practice of International Zionism, 
which was co-edited by three well-
known Zionologists. One of the three, 
Yevgeny Yevseyev, was an Arabist who 
began his career in the 1950s at the So-
viet Embassy in Cairo. Coming home in 
the 1960s, he found a perch at the Insti-
tute of Philosophy, which, along with 
the IOS, would become a critical actor 
in the Soviet anti-Zionist effort. In his 
writings, Yevseyev plagiarized from an-
tisemitic pamphlets published by Egyp-
tian anti-Israel propaganda, which in 
the 1950s was run by a former Nazi. He 
also “borrowed” from prerevolutionary 
Russian pogromist literature.

When, in 1972, the Soviet Embassy in 
Paris reprinted one of Yevseyev’s arti-
cles for its French-language newsletter, 
its editor got sued for racial defamation. 
But the incident didn’t harm Yevseyev, 
who enjoyed high-level connections 
at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the 
KGB and the Central Committee, and 
was a member of the important Pales-
tinian-Soviet friendship society. Ko-
styrchenko, who posthumously exam-
ined Yevseyev’s papers, found in them 
disturbing ideas on how to rid the Sovi-
et Union of its Jews.

The second editor was Yelena 
Modrzhinskaya, Yevseyev’s boss at the 
Institute of Philosophy. Modrzhinskaya 
had served as an NKVD intelligence of-
ficer under Stalin’s henchman Lavrenty 
Beria and was stationed in the Soviet 
intelligence residency in London. One 
of her contributions to scientific an-
ti-Zionism was Poison of Zionism, a slim 
volume illustrated with stylish drawings 
of Stars of David combined with spider 
nets and dollar bills.

The third co-editor was the acade-
mician Mark Mitin. A Jew by birth, 
Mitin wasn’t part of the Zionologists’ 
inner circle, but was frequently drafted 
by the latter into helping deflect accu-
sations of antisemitism. Prior to hit-
ting the anti-Zionist career gold mine, 
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Starved of real knowledge, the Soviet 
political establishment and chunks of 
the academy fell victim to their own 
conspiracist fantasies, drifting further 
and further from reality.

Today, portions of the American 
academy, led by Middle East studies de-
partments, are falling prey to remark-
ably similar ideological tendencies. 
Anti-Israel boycotts, often expressed 
in recognizably Soviet language, have 
become normalized on American cam-
puses from Harvard on down. Well-
known American academics routinely 
violate the rules of scholarship and spin 
anti-Zionist conspiracy theories that 
would have been at home at the Sovi-
et-era IOS or Institute of Philosophy. 
The more campuses and academic as-
sociations endorse BDS, the more igno-
rant their communities, and American 
society as a whole, become.

Mahmoud Abbas’ dissertation may be 
hidden away in IOS’ special storage fa-
cility, but the old Soviet fakes on which 
it was based continue to circulate widely 
among Middle Eastern audiences. The 
work of Soviet Zionologists is routinely 
republished on the internet, in multiple 
languages, providing fodder both to the 
anti-Israel far left and the antisemitic 
far right throughout the West. Will the 
American academic institutions that 
are now promoting their own contem-
porary version of “scientific anti-Zi-
onism” find the courage to renounce 
agenda-driven pseudoscholarship and 
confront the consequences of their de-
formed conspiracy theories? Let’s hope 
so. What’s depressing to imagine is that 
Abbas might be granted a doctorate to-
day by an American university on the 
basis of the same dissertation, based on 
the same sources, in the absence of any 
state compulsion. 

This article was originally published on 
January 18, 2023.

through the academy the hoax about 
the Mossad smuggling Jews into Pales-
tine in the 1930s, the KGB could claim 
that the Mossad was also behind Sovi-
et Jews’ demand for emigration in the 
1970s and 1980s. Jewish activists like 
Natan Sharansky could be portrayed as 
foreign intelligence assets—an accusa-
tion that carried a death sentence. The 
Soviet academy’s “scientific anti-Zion-
ism” project facilitated and promoted 
state-sponsored antisemitism. Abbas’ 
dissertation was part of that game.

In 2020, nearly 40 years after Abbas 
received his doctoral degree, the IOS 
published an article reviewing the histo-
ry of the institute’s Israel studies depart-
ment. The authors didn’t mince words. 
From the early 1970s, they note, when 
“Soviet party leadership set itself the 
goal of ‘fighting the Zionist ideology,’” 
Soviet area studies, including Middle 
East studies, were “largely guided and 
controlled by state structures.” IOS’ Isra-
el scholars were supposed to criticize Zi-
onism as an “‘extreme expression of reac-
tionary bourgeois-nationalist ideology,’” 
highlight the “reactionary essence of Zi-
onism,” and present Israel as an aggressor 
and an agent of American imperialism 
pursuing an “aggressive foreign policy 
course vis-à-vis Arab countries.” Schol-
ars had no access to scholarly literature. 
They weren’t able to visit Israel. There 
were no Hebrew specialists among them.

Another post-Soviet IOS publication, 
which reviewed the history of Soviet-Is-
raeli relations, noted that although some 
Soviet scholars did try to offer a more 
nuanced understanding of Zionism and 
Israel, these were viewed as confusing 
the matter and were censored. Anti-Zi-
onist literature “crudely distorted his-
torical events, manipulated and directly 
falsified facts that had to deal with the 
creation of Israel, its internal and exter-
nal policy, and the causes and nature of 
the Arab-Israeli conflict.” In the absence 
of freedom of information, audiences 
often accepted these manipulations 
at face value. “They awakened ethnic 
prejudices … and turned people against 
not only the Jewish state but against 
the Jews.”

When the USSR prohibited contact 
with all things Israel, it diminished its 
own ability to understand the country. 

section appears to be a classic case of 
circular reporting: Despite the appear-
ance of multiple independent sources, 
many can be traced to a single source—
the Soviet security and propaganda ap-
paratus. The agendas of the authors are 
concealed or misrepresented.

The question arises: Where were 
his academic superiors in all of this? 
Shouldn’t at least some academic ad-
visers involved in Abbas’ dissertation 
have pointed out these problems? Three 
people are named on the cover of his 
avtoreferat as official reviewers—se-
nior academics whose job it would have 
been to read the dissertation, challenge 
its arguments, and provide construc-
tive feedback.

It only takes a quick search, howev-
er, to understand that even if the latter 
wanted to perform their duties, they 
couldn’t have: They simply were not 
qualified. Like Abbas’ adviser, Kiselev, 
all three were Arabists. There isn’t a 
single expert among them on any of the 
topics Abbas addresses in his disserta-
tion, be it Zionism, Nazi Germany, Isra-
el, Jews, the Holocaust or World War II. 
From Kiselev’s article in the Friendship 
of the People University Gazette, we learn 
that the defense went smoothly. Not a 
single person objected to granting the 
candidate the doctoral status. He flew 
home the next day.

As far as the Soviet academy was 
concerned, Abbas’s dissertation was a 
political project. The Cold War was at 
its peak. Moscow was convinced that its 
failure to establish a good working rela-
tionship with Washington was caused 
by Zionists’ behind-the-scenes machi-
nations. It was Zionists who fomented 
pro-emigration sentiments among So-
viet Jews while tarnishing the USSR as 
antisemitic and a human rights abuser. 
A few months before Abbas’ defense, 
the PLO representation in Moscow 
was granted diplomatic status. Abbas’ 
dissertation would have been viewed as 
an important tool in the struggle. Silly 
academic standards were not going to 
get in the way.

Fabrications about Israel and Zionism 
that the KGB concocted with the help 
of the Arabists and Zionologists in the 
academy had real-life consequences that 
continue until today. Having washed 

Everything you need to know at 
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What Would the Torah 
Say About Rent Control?

In the midst of a national housing crisis, California’s 
Jewish organizations are breaking ground

BY LOUIS SALLERSON

A 
few years ago, IKAR, a 
large and vibrant Jew-
ish congregation in 
Los Angeles found it-
self temporarily out of 
a home. The congrega-

tion had rented spaces since its found-
ing in 2004. But, with more growth 
and buzz, IKAR was finally able to pur-
chase land just south of the Pico-Rob-
ertson neighborhood.

As they were planning for their new 
location, IKAR’s leaders discovered that 
LA’s zoning laws provided a financial in-
centive to build additional units of af-
fordable housing. In short order, IKAR 
went from home seeker to housing de-
veloper. The group planned to build “55 
units of permanent supportive housing 
for formerly homeless seniors in part-
nership with a nonprofit affordable 
housing developer,” IKAR’s CEO, Me-
lissa Balaban, told Tablet.

Brooke Wirtschafter, director of com-
munity organizing at IKAR, explained 
their motivations. “We feel like this is 
the most important way we can live out 
our values as Jewish folks in Los Ange-
les,” she said. “To actually build hous-
ing on our site and to make this hap-
pen right there next to where we have 
our community.”

California has become the epicenter 
of America’s homelessness crisis and the 
country’s increasingly volatile housing 
politics. Jewish groups in the Golden 
State are taking an active role in advo-
cating for solutions to the problem both 
through legal reform and, in cases like 
IKAR’s, by trying to create new hous-
ing opportunities.

With nearly 70,000 homeless people 

living on the streets in LA county last 
year, 55 new units of housing is a drop 
in the bucket on a citywide scale but is 
potentially life-changing for dozens of 
real people. The problem is even worse 
at the state level. While California 
makes up less than 12% of the U.S. pop-
ulation, it accounted for roughly 30% 
of homelessness in the U.S. in 2022, 
according to federal data. And it’s not 
only the homeless feeling the squeeze. A 
chronic statewide shortage of affordable 
housing has driven middle and working 
class families out of cities like LA and 
San Francisco. According to the Califor-
nia Association of Realtors, only 16% of 
Californians could afford to buy a medi-
an-priced home in 2022. The California 
Budget and Policy Center reports that 
over half of renters put more than 30% 
of their income toward housing costs.

 Last year, California passed a rash 
of laws meant to solve this crisis. These 
included laws that would force munici-
palities to accept buildings of accessory 
dwelling units (ADUs), or units adjacent 
to larger units, as is the case with con-
verted garages or backyard sheds. The 
laws would also override aspects of the 
local zoning code in transit-heavy neigh-
borhoods. Several laws provided addi-
tional protections for tenant rights and 
more funding for affordable housing.

But in many cases, it seems existing 
laws are an obstacle to new construc-
tion. Before IKAR could break ground 
on its new affordable housing project, 
the organization ran into a complicated 
raft of state housing regulations. IKAR 
attempted to utilize a statewide law that 
said churches and synagogues could un-
dercut local parking minimums by 50% 

if they built affordable housing on their 
land. This was an important factor in 
the affordability of this project, reduc-
ing the cost by $7 million-$11 million.

 But, it wasn’t so easy.
 “The city said no, sorry, that only ap-

plies to existing construction, to exist-
ing buildings, not new construction, ” 
said Balaban.

IKAR doubled down, helping to pass 
a bill that allowed the parking exception 
on new synagogues and churches. The 
bill was passed and signed into law by 
Gov. Newsom on July 19 2022.

Aside from IKAR, many other Cali-
fornia-based Jewish groups are making 
housing issues a priority. The Stephen 
Wise Temple, for example, a large and 
influential reform synagogue in Los An-
geles, has long made housing a focus of 
its social justice work. Stephen Wise’s 
Rabbi Ron Stern has been coordinating 
on housing legislation, both for Califor-
nia generally and Los Angeles specifi-
cally. The synagogue recently partnered 
with LA Voice, a progressive activist 
group that organizes religious commu-
nities in the Los Angeles area, to push 
housing-focused legislation. During the 
2022 Los Angeles County midterm elec-
tions they helped pass ULA (also known 
as the “Homelessness and Housing Solu-
tions Tax”), a measure that taxes all real 
estate sales over $5 million in Los An-
geles, and earmarks that revenue for af-
fordable housing.

Statewide, there are Jewish organi-
zations supporting the pro-housing, 
YIMBY movement (YIMBY stands for 
“Yes, In My Backyard”). In this, YIM-
BY Jewish Action (YJA) leads the way. 
YJA is the Jewish affinity arm of YIM-
BY Action, a national organization that 
pushes a variety of policies including: 
up-zoning, funding affordable housing, 
and streamlining permits. YJA organiz-
es at Jewish events, and they recently 
hosted Hannukah parties in cities across 
California to gin up support for the next 
rash of housing legislation in the state.

Comparing YJA to other Jewish 
groups involved in the housing debate 
highlights the different ways that pol-
itics and religious identity are applied 
to the issue. On the one hand, IKAR 
and Stephen Wise are Jewish organiza-
tions first. They have entered into the 
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the only thing we will produce in large 
numbers are small expensive units or 
highly subsidized ones. This does not 
meet the needs of middle and working 
class families, and the state financing for 
the rest seems highly challenging given 
the looming budget crisis.”

“What is really needed,” Kotkin con-
tinued, “is not to attack existing low or 
medium density housing but to incen-
tivize developers to build affordable, 
family-friendly housing. This is histor-
ically the role of suburbs and exurbs, 
which is the only part of California 
that is growing but far less quickly than 
would otherwise be possible.”

But, groups like YJA dispute that 
their housing strategy is coercive, or 
that it ignores affordable, family hous-
ing. “Statewide housing legislation 
doesn’t force density, it allows density, 
which is a huge difference,” said Sonja 
Trauss, one of the leaders of YJA.

 “The low-density zoning that’s pro-
tected locally is actually the policy do-
ing the forcing, whereas we want to al-
low whatever density people want. We 
are actually incentivizing, affordable, 
family friendly housing by allowing ef-
ficient use of land. The changes we want 
would allow townhouses, row houses, 
rural houses, condo buildings, that are 
close to schools, work grocery store and 
other families.”

 As Californians grapple with these 
issues, the housing crisis and its solu-
tions have become a national focus. In 
New York City, Mayor Eric Adams an-
nounced a housing moonshot, pledging 
to help the city build over 500,000 new 
homes in the next decade. At a national 
level, the Bipartisan Policy Center re-
leased a legislative proposal in October 
to increase the stock of affordable hous-
ing in the U.S.

No doubt the same controversies that 
swirl around California’s housing poli-
tics will soon be present in most of the 
U.S. As is the case with every other con-
temporary controversy, we’ll see Jewish 
organizations and individuals on both 
sides, each marshaling economic, moral 
and religious arguments to enact their 
visions of the future. 

This article was originally published on 
January 16, 2023

support the opposite conclusion, which 
is that we have to actually increase den-
sity in our already urbanized areas in 
order to make room for the people who 
already live in these megacities, and en-
courage people to live closer so that they 
will drive shorter distances.”

Another flashpoint in the housing de-
bate is rent control. LA Voice has begun 
to organize and campaign for the repeal 
of the Costa-Hawkins Rental Housing 
Act in California, which imposes strict 
limits on the level of rent control that 
the government can impose and allows 
landlords to charge higher prices in 
units that might otherwise have fallen 
under rent control guidelines. Among 
other things, the law prevents the city 
government from imposing rent con-
trol on newer buildings, single-family 
homes and other structures.

 For Stephen Wise’s Rabbi Stern, the 
push to repeal Costa-Hawkins is mis-
guided. He believes, based on conver-
sations with real estate professionals 
in, and connected to, his congregation, 
that the repeal would further aggravate 
the housing shortage. When he was ap-
proached by LA Voice to campaign for 
Costa-Hawkins repeal, he declined to 
participate in the campaign.

 Rather than reinstating rent con-
trol, which critics say drives up housing 
costs as landlords try to make up for 
their losses on rent-controlled units by 
charging more everywhere else, Stern 
argues that the key is new development. 
“We should be reducing the obstacles 
to building to make it more profitable 
for the real estate community,” he said. 
“The best thing the city could do would 
be to get out of their way and give 
them incentives.”

Tablet contributor Joel Kotkin, a 
presidential fellow in urban futures at 
Chapman University and executive di-
rector of the Urban Reform Institute, 
who identifies himself as a tradition-
al social democrat, offered a different 
model of progressive urbanism.

 “The problem with progressive hous-
ing policy, such as it exists, is a lack of 
understanding of markets,” Kotkin told 
Tablet. “Rabbis are not economists, nor 
are even the most well-meaning non-
profit and religious groups. As long as 
the state insists on forcing densification, 

political arena of housing, their lead-
ers say, as an extension of their Jewish 
values. But YJA began as an issue-fo-
cused lobbying group, and only later 
added a Jewish dimension as a way 
of extending its message into differ-
ent communities.

 Not all Jewish groups in California 
have signed onto the new housing fo-
cused agenda. Some Jewish politicians 
and political activists object to how 
the new housing legislation is wrest-
ing control away from local communi-
ties. John Mirisch, a former mayor of 
Beverly Hills who now sits on the city 
council, is one such objector. Though 
he does not object to affordable housing 
on synagogue land, he is opposed to the 
statewide legislation that helped make 
IKAR’s housing possible.

“I would like to see it done local-
ly,” said Mirisch. “I think that can and 
should be done with the communities. 
There are places where there are syna-
gogues or religious institutions embed-
ded within communities where it makes 
a lot of sense and other ones where 
it doesn’t.”

Mirisch has opposed most of CA Jew-
ish YIMBY’s legislative initiatives, and 
he believes that much of this legislation 
is not a moral crusade to create afford-
able housing, but a subversive means 
by which to enrich wealthy capitalists. 
“You should know, one of [YIMBY’s] 
first funders was Peter Thiel. So [they] 
definitely fit into that Koch brothers, 
ultra libertarian kind of group,” said 
Mirisch. “This is basically a ploy to de-
regulate, in this case, the housing mar-
ket under the guise of false narratives, 
of affordability, of equity, and of the 
environment, none of which hold true.” 
YIMBY Action denies that it has taken 
money from Peter Thiel.

 Mirisch also references Jewish laws 
concerning ecological preservation. 
“There is a Jewish concept called shmi-
ta, which is the notion that we shouldn’t 
take from the planet more than the plan-
et can give … I think Judaism recognizes 
limits to growth, and denying that there 
are limits to growth to me is not a very 
Jewish way of looking at things.”

IKAR’s Wirtschafter takes issue with 
Mirisch’s environmental argument.

 “There’s good data out there to 
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his cave.” While my high school peers 
were discovering all the varieties of 
grass available in Central Park’s Sheep 
Meadow, here was my true drug, mod-
ernist literature, which I would con-
sume in solitude.

The cliché about Kafka, which, like 
all clichés, contains some truth, is that 
he’s the great prose poet of a particu-
lar kind of adolescent estrangement, 
often but not necessarily male: “Some-
one must have been telling lies about 
Joseph K ...” “Gregor Samsa awoke one 
morning from uneasy dreams to find 
he’d been transformed ...” “Injustice 
has been done to you more than anyone 
on the ship. Why are you putting up 
with everything!”

No one transformed ordinary hu-
man misery into cosmic unhappiness 
like Kafka. The world inhabited by his 
characters is arbitrary and capricious. 
Agency counts for little. The protag-
onist undergoes, submits, endures, re-
sponding instead of acting, making, 
or influencing. Decisions, when they 
come, as when K in The Castle seduces 
Frieda, Klamm’s mistress, or Karl Ross-
mann stands up to his uncle and patron, 
only open the way to more unintend-
ed consequences and changes of state. 
The stories already felt like my life, so 
I hoped the diaries would provide me 
with some clues, some equipment for 
surviving it.

The Kafka who’d been created by 
Max Brod’s selection from the diaries 
was both intimidating and familiar: 
He spent his time with friends in cafés 
discussing literature and the fate of 
the Jewish people, he went to plays, he 
traveled, he yearned, particularly after 
unobtainable women. There was the 
perpetual struggle to find time to write: 
“Awful. Wrote nothing today. No time 
tomorrow.” (June 7, 1912) The struggle 
to write within the few hours he found: 
“Complete standstill. Endless torments.” 

A Kafka for Our Times
A new completist edition of Kafka’s diaries lures readers into the Kafkaesque 

experience of seeing the author dissolve into an auto-fictional scrapheap

BY MARCO ROTH

M
y first copy of Kaf-
ka’s diaries was 
salvaged from a 
crowded shelf in 
Bookleaves, a sec-
ondhand shop on 

New York’s West Fourth Street. I paid 
$2 for each volume—the price marked 
in pencil on the overleaf. Two stan-
dard-size (8-inch-by-5.25-inch) paper-
backs slid easily into the side pockets 
of the overcoat I’d thrifted from my fa-
ther’s closet. By that point, my senior 
year of high school, my father had lost 
so much weight from his illness that the 
coat no longer warmed him. Although 
the garment always remained too big, 
it was plenty warm for me, and I never 
then doubted I’d eventually fill it.

What I didn’t realize was that I was 
also buying a souvenir of the old West 
Village as it was crumbling around me, 
that place and time where “Kafka was the 
Rage”—in Anatole Broyard’s memorably 
cynical summation of a moment when 
New York’s bohemians tried to fashion 
their lives into works of art. Bookleaves 
is now Cafe St. Tropez, offering a differ-
ent type of aspirational elsewhereness 
for people trying to fashion their lives 
into nonfungible tokens. Like the pro-
tagonist of Kafka’s parable “Departure,” 
the neighborhood and those in it only 
want to be something other than them-
selves: “Away from here, that’s my goal!” 
The diary editions I picked up were also 
a souvenir of a different idea of what a 
“democratic publishing culture” should 
look like. In this now-vanished world, 
so-called “highbrow” or difficult liter-
ature was offered to the “masses” for 
self-improvement and what would now 
be called “self-realization” in the “mid-
dlebrow” form of inexpensive, portable, 
and readable paperback editions.

The diaries that came to keep me com-
pany on city buses, subway rides, and 
walks turned out to be only partially the 
work of “Kafka.” First there was Max 
Brod, originator and custodian of the 
Kafka myth, who’d produced a heavily 
circumscribed version of the diaries in 
German. This text served in turn as the 
template for translators Joseph Kresh—
whose fate is lost to the internet—and 
Martin Greenberg, the multifaceted 
poet, translator, editor, and critic whose 
versatility ensured that he remained less 
known than his single-minded older art 
critic brother, Clement. Hannah Arendt 
added some 20 entries Brod had left 
out. She was then the editorial director 
of Schocken Books—unthinkable now 
even in these times of greater diversity 
to “empower” an actual intellectual at a 
publishing house.

A product of autres temps, autres 
moeurs, also of other desires, the books 
reached out to me—a teenager in 1992—
thanks to their intriguing cover art—
an almost abstract photograph of the 
Karluv Most in Prague—wide margins 
hospitable to scribbling, the full-page 
black-and-white reproductions of Kaf-
ka’s line drawings, and a neat, easily 
navigable table of contents furnished 
with intriguing subtitles meant to lure 
the curious browser: “My education has 
done me great harm,” “The Yiddish the-
ater troupe,” “The literature of small 
peoples,” “He seduced a girl,” “New York 
harbor—a dream.”

Here I’d found my own version of “the 
axe to break the frozen sea within us”—
as Kafka wrote to Oskar Pollack after 
reading the entirety of 19th-century 
poet Christian Friedrich Hebbel’s dia-
ries in two weeks, “like a caveman who, 
initially as a joke and out of boredom, 
rolls a block in front of the entrance to 
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“There are no 
entries for 
circumcision, 
gonorrhea, 
prostitution, 
sex work, or 
tuberculosis.” 

notebooks: Undated entries are just 
that; others alternate between Roman 
numerals for the year and Arabic for 
the month and date; sometimes he 
can’t be bothered to write the year; 
the “Stoker” sequence that became 
the opening of Amerika began in the 
fifth notebook, mainly covering the 
year 1912, but was continued back in 
the second notebook, covering both 
1911 and 1912, and appears earlier in 
the book. The reader must stumble on 
the second half first, without benefit of 
footnotes or an index entry.

Readers looking for Kafka’s response 
to the outbreak of World War I have 
a slightly easier task. Kafka’s well-
known laconic entry of Aug. 2, 1914, 
“Germany has declared war on Russia. 
Swimming school in the afternoon” 
floats in the seventh notebook and is 
properly indexed, but the more tren-
chant observation a few pages later 
about patriotic parades organized by 
Jewish merchants—“One of the most 
disgusting symptoms of the war”—has 
escaped the indexer’s notice. The essay 
made famous by Deleuze and Guattari 
as “Toward a Minor Literature” and 
translated in the Arendt/Greenberg/
Kresh version under the title “The Lit-
erature of Small Peoples” is dispersed 
into the several fragments in which 
Kafka orginally wrote it, without a title 
or index entry.

The preface also makes much of the 
rounder and more embodied Kafka that 
appears in this complete form, “[his] 
complex sexuality and all-too-human 
impulses, ambivalences and shortcom-
ings. ”Again, the critical apparatus of 
this “critical edition” lets the reader 
down: There are no entries for circum-
cision, gonorrhea, prostitution, sex 
work, or tuberculosis (the disease that 
killed him), although Kafka indeed re-
counts his observations, fears, and ex-
periences with all of these, along with 

fidelity to approximating a totality of 
the available information.

For the first time in English, readers 
can now read all 12 of Kafka’s note-
books, from 1910-23, in the very or-
der (or disorder) in which they were 
written, along with assorted travel 
journals and various “Bundles of Pa-
per”—so named in the new stark table 
of contents, contained within a single 
door-stopper of a volume. The inten-
tion, in the original German, was a 
critical edition for scholars, but the ef-
fect in translation has been to produce 
neither a work of scholarship nor of 
literature, but a massive mess.

The mess is partly by design. In his 
preface, Ross Benjamin, the heroic 
and gifted translator, explains that he 
was aiming for “a glimpse into Kafka’s 
workshop.” This he obtains by “delib-
erately translating fragments, how-
ever truncated, cryptic, or seemingly 
marginal; nonstandard and omitted 
punctuation; orthographic errors, 
unorthodoxies, and inconsistencies; 
occasionally awkward, convoluted, 
and even mangled syntax; repetitions, 
abbreviations; contractions; regional-
isms; slips of the pen ...”

The same originalist and completist 
approach governs the arrangement of 
the text. A careful bureaucrat by day, 
Kafka eschewed standardization in his 

(Feb. 7, 1915) But then the stark differ-
ences! It seemed he’d written all of The 
Judgment (the story about a young man 
sentenced to death by his own father) 
in one intense session, “on the night of 
the 22 to the 23 from 10 o’clock in the 
evening until 6 o’clock in the morning. 
My legs had grown so stiff from sitting 
that I could hardly pull them out from 
under the desk. The terrible strain and 
joy ...” (Sept. 23, 1912). He possessed an 
ascetic’s nobility, determination, and 
also an electric prose style. What was 
not to like?

My aunt, the first writer I’d met in 
real life, once tried warning against the 
tendency toward Kafkaism that she’d 
sensed growing within me—the idea, 
as she thought of it, that true literature 
and art were only born from suffering 
and that writers were required to lead 
desperate, unhappy lives. It was an out-
moded idea, she said, European rather 
than American. You could, as she’d done, 
find fulfillment in marriage, enjoy one’s 
children and the fruits of one’s labor. 
That she delivered this advice poolside 
at the Amagansett house that she and 
her psychoanalyst husband had bought 
in the early 1990s might have proved 
her point. But it also proved my silent 
counterargument: If I had to share liter-
ature with these well-off, well-adjusted 
people, what would I be left with that I 
could truly call my own except my un-
happiness? That unhappiness only made 
sense if the world I moved through was, 
like Kafka’s own, a broken or distorted 
one. “Kafka’s prose sides with the out-
casts,” as Adorno wrote.

As it turned out, the best cure for my 
Kafkaism would have been more Kaf-
ka, especially in the form of Schock-
en’s new translation of the complete 
and unexpurgated diaries and note-
books. The Kafka who emerges from 
these pages is somehow a smaller man, 
even if there is altogether more of him. 
Readers of Kafka’s famous “Letter to 
his Father” will be familiar with this 
strategy of diminishment through the 
bigging up of an object. Exaggeration 
isn’t required so much as a shift in 
scale. No longer a prodigy, this Kafka 
is merely prodigious. The new edition 
works this magic through a stubborn 
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“The diaries are 
the place where 
fiction and reality 
sit literally side 
by side, bleed 
into each other, 
and are largely 
indistinguishable; 
all is resolved 
into text.”

Direct Publishing algorithm in the 
hopes of one day landing a contract 
with Schocken’s parent company.

But “process,” as reading Kafka al-
ways reminds us, also has another 
meaning in German: trial. We cannot 
banish the artist’s suffering by refram-
ing him or her, nor can that suffering 
be redeemed by the ritual of exhum-
ing Kafka only to rebury him with full 
honors inside a leaden, coffinlike box 
of a book.

Despite all its unintentional distor-
tions in the name of completeness, 
the new Kafka diaries, just like the 
older ones, offer plenty of remind-
ers of the author’s true gifts. Kafka’s 
genius doesn’t lie in his unhappiness 
and alienation—my aunt was right 
about that part. What stands out about 
Kafka is his aliveness on the page, an 
aliveness achieved by very few writers 
before or since. The key to that alive-
ness comes from his devotion to ges-
ture, to bodies in motion and at rest, 
and it derives from his love of the 
theater, extensively chronicled in the 
earliest notebooks. Here are the first 
three entries: “The spectators stiffen 
when the train passes,” “‘Whenever 
he ahsks me’ the ah broken free from 
the sentence f lew away like a ball 
in the meadow.” “His seriousness is 
killing me. His head in his collar, his 
hair arranged immovably around his 
skull, the muscles at the bottom of his 
cheeks tensed in place.” Whether it’s 
stiffening, f lying, or tensing, every 
sentence quivers.

When this observation of gestures 
and bodies matures, it produces writ-
ing that even animates mental activ-
ity, like this later entry from 1914 on 
reading Strindberg, “I don’t read him 
to read him, but rather to lie on his 
breast. He holds me on his left arm like 
a child. I sit there like a man on a statue. 
Ten times I almost slip off, but on the 
eleventh attempt I sit there firmly, feel 
secure, and have a wide view.”

Is this a parable? A metaphor? One 
might as well ask that question about 
a modern dance. Every page of Kafka, 
whether edited and arranged by Brod, 
or Ross Benjamin, or filtered through 
squadrons of translators, offers these 
irrepressible glimpses of action. On 

and Nobel Prize winner Annie Ernaux. 
The diaries are the place where fiction 
and reality sit literally side by side, 
bleed into each other, and are largely 
indistinguishable; all is resolved into 
text. Kafka comes back into domesti-
cated view as a kind of late avant-garde 
conceptualist before it was cool, the 
writer committed to a mystical biolog-
ical process—the act of writing. Actu-
ally, this vision isn’t so far from the 
earlier middlebrow existential Kafka: 
i.e., writing being simply what the 
writer does, whether it’s an enumera-
tion of bowel complaints, the account 
of a doomed flirtation with a married 
actress, four versions of an opening to 
what will eventually become an unfin-
ished story, or a relatively clean draft 
of the opening chapter of the novel 
The Missing Person that the now much 
maligned Brod had the genius to mar-
ket to the world as Amerika.

Here indeed is a Kafka for our time. 
The author who imagined himself a 
circus freak displayed in a cage for all 
the world to see in The Hunger Artist 
and as a speaking ape in Report to an 
Academy was only unfortunate to have 
died before the advent of “Authortube” 
videos in which “the artist” cheerily 
narrates her “writing process” as she 
turns out another neatly tuned piece 
of genre fiction for Amazon’s Kindle 

what we’d today call “an eating disor-
der.” The only way to find something is 
to stop looking for it and read on.

The joke is too obvious: The ex-
perience of reading this new edition 
is Kafkaesque.

The fragmentary elegance of the 
midcentury diaries has been trans-
formed into something weird, inexpli-
cable, and monstrous: A hypertrophied 
collector’s item adorned with a single 
art deco hieroglyph. Ross Benjamin 
faults Brod for having “presented the 
diaries to the extent possible in the 
guise of a Werk, a cohesive and fixed 
work, rather than Schrift, writing as 
a fluid ongoing goalless activity.” But 
the paradox of schriftiness is that when 
it’s bound up and published as a book, 
it is transformed into Werk. Plus, any-
one with a scholarly interest in Kafka 
would be able to read him in the orig-
inal German.

If the earlier sin of middlebrow 
Kafka reception was making him out 
as just another existentialist author 
(“He is assimilated into an established 
trend of thought while little attention 
is paid to those aspects of his work 
which resist such assimilation,” sniffed 
Adorno), the contemporary Kafka, 
nearing the centenary of his death, 
has been reinterpreted according to 
the middlebrow progressive narrative 
of our era: Kafka is a “workshopping” 
auto-fictionist from the wrong place at 
the wrong time! This is not the Kafka 
whose work Walter Benjamin appreci-
ated as “a sickness of tradition”—both 
of European literature and Jewish 
mysticism—but merely a less fortunate 
forerunner of a tendency accomplished 
most recently in Karl Ove Knausgaard 

January 27, the anniversary 
of the liberation of Auschwitz, 

is International Holocaust 
Remembrance Day. 
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I have long admired Marco Roth’s 
critical intelligence and eloquence. 
Even those of his arguments here 
that I disagree with seem to me worth 
thinking through. I’m inclined to reg-
ister explicitly only one point of dis-
agreement—with his assertion that 
“anyone with a scholarly interest in 
Kafka would be able to read him in 
the original German.” Even if this 
were true, and I don’t believe that it 
is, it doesn’t say anything about all of 
the readers whose interest in Kafka 
is not necessarily scholarly, but who 
until now had no access to his com-
plete, unexpurgated diaries, that is, to 
a translation based on what he actual-
ly wrote.

—Ross Benjamin

I’m grateful to Ross Benjamin for his 
gentle chastisement. I feared he might 
suggest I have the parenthetical con-
tinuations tattooed on my body, in the 
manner of Kafka’s “In the Penal Colo-
ny.” As for the experience of navigat-
ing “The Stoker” in the new, complete 
Kafka diaries, Ross’ letter provides 
an even more accurate sense of what 
that’s like than I was able to convey, 
for which I’m additionally grateful. 
On the question of who might read the 
diaries and in what form, I hope we 
can agree that Kafka—like the law—
should be open to everyone.

—Marco Roth

This article was originally published on  
January 19, 2023.

A Letter on Kafka
On faithful translation and who it is for

BY ROSS BENJAMIN AND MARCO ROTH

E
arlier this week, Tab-
let Book Critic at 
Large Marco Roth re-
viewed a new transla-
tion of Franz Kafka’s 
diaries (“A Kafka for 

Our Times”). Translator Ross Benja-
min responds:

Earlier this week, Tablet Book Critic 
at Large Marco Roth reviewed a new 
translation of Franz Kafkab’s diaries (“A 
Kafka for Our Times”). Translator Ross 
Benjamin responds:

Marco Roth notes that an import-
ant text in Kafka’s diaries—his first 
draft of what became the opening of 
the unfinished novel posthumously 
titled  Amerika—appears in his diary 
notebooks out of chronological order, 
because Kafka broke it off in mid-sen-
tence and then resumed writing it in 
one of his earlier notebooks. Roth 
then misleadingly implies that the new 
Schocken edition of the Diaries, in 
my translation, doesn’t provide guide-
posts to help readers navigate this: 
“The reader must stumble on the sec-
ond half first, without benefit of foot-
notes or an index entry.” He neglects 

to mention that the words Continua-
tion of the text from page 256 appear 
in parentheses and italics before the 
second half of the draft begins (on p. 
86), and that a superscript at the end 
of the first sentence refers readers to 
endnote 219, which explains “Continu-
ation of the first part, contained in the 
Sixth Notebook (pp. 244-256), of the 
text …” In the Sixth Notebook the first 
half of the draft likewise refers readers 
to an endnote after the first few words: 
note 606, which cross-references the 
earlier pages and notes. At the end of 
the first half there’s another italicized 
parenthetical: Continuation of the text 
on page 86. Finally, in the Translator’s 
Preface, on p. xiv, I highlight the fact 
that this draft was published in this 
sequence as one of the idiosyncrasies 
of a faithful transcription of Kafka’s 
handwritten diaries. The necessity of 
keeping to the sequence of the note-
books arose from Kafka’s occasional 
habit of grabbing an older notebook 
that happened to be at hand to contin-
ue his diary writing in its remaining 
blank pages, sometimes from the back, 
without dating every entry. 

watching a bad play: “All that remains 
of the 2nd act is the delicate neck of 
a girl which is stretched and tensed 
from shoulders clad in reddish brown 
between puggy sleeves to the small 
head.” From there, it’s a quick jump 
to the concluding sentence of “The 
Metamorphosis,” when Gregor Samsa’s 
sister finally leaves their cursed apart-
ment, boards a tram, springs to her feet 
and “stretches her young body.”

With the intuition of the best crit-
ics, Walter Benjamin understood this 
immersion in movement to be the 

signature of Kafka’s style, the essence 
of the writer, without ever even having 
laid eyes on the diaries or read his gos-
sipy entries on his friendship with Max 
Brod. “Each gesture is an event, one 
might even say a drama in itself. The 
gesture remains the decisive thing, the 
center of the event.” And, later, “Kaf-
ka’s entire work constitutes a code of 
gestures which surely had no definite 
symbolic meaning for the author from 
the outset; rather the author tried to de-
rive such a meaning from them in ever 
changing contexts and experimental 

groupings.” It’s in this restless, vivid 
experimentation that Kafka continues 
to speak to us, transcending and resist-
ing each and all of the avant-garde and 
philosophical movements he was ad-
jacent with and later assimilated into: 
surrealism, expressionism, existential-
ism, theosophy, Jewish mysticism, and 
now, the latest of these and probably 
not the last, post-literary auto-fictional 
conceptualism. 

This article was originally published on 
January 17, 2023.
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“I’ve decided to stay, Irving. God will-
ing, I will live to see my family.”

Irving memorized his friend’s 
face, his sadness growing, and his re-
solve hardening.

“I’m going. Goodbye Lazar, and may 
God be with you,” said Irving.

He turned toward the forest.

At this point in the story, Fred was halted 
by his own tears.

When I was in psychiatric residency, 
I learned a theory about why we cry at 
happy endings. It’s about the economy of 
nature. Back when humans were hunters 
and had to run away from bears and ti-
gers, our bodies didn’t react emotionally 
to the terror of the moment. We were 
in the fight-or-flight response. We used 
our energy to flee. There was no time for 
tears or fear or sadness. We were stuck 
in a life-and-death struggle. Only when 
we reached safety, higher ground, or the 
comfort of the pack could we let down 
and cry. So, when we cry at a happy end-
ing, letting down our guard once we feel 
safe, our tears are for the tension, pan-
ic, and dread that preceded our arrival 
at safety.

When Fred stopped, I took over, fin-
ishing the story, as well as removing the 
spotlight from Fred and his tears.

I’ve thought a lot about why I always 
jump in to finish Fred’s story. Partly, I 
want to help my husband honor his fa-
ther. I’ve watched Fred, over the years, 
take care of his parents. He told me that, 
even as a young child, he shouldered re-
sponsibilities for them. Because Yiddish 
was their first language, and young Fred 
learned English quickly, he was the one 
to haggle with health inspectors who 
checked the family bakery. He attend-
ed doctor’s appointments to interpret 
for his parents. I imagine my husband 
as that dutiful child. In psychiatric jar-
gon we call this the parentified child, 
when the child assumes responsibility 
for the parents’ well-being, in a kind of 
child-parent role reversal. That quality 
of Fred’s needing to take charge makes 
his tearful breakdown even more poi-
gnant. So when he halts telling the sto-
ry, I want to be there for him, at least 
to finish it. I am the supporter, the 
shock absorber, and rescuer. I’m the 
child spared.

A Tale for Two to Tell
How my husband’s family story of survival became my own

BY SHERRY MENDELSON

O
ver the 30-plus years of 
my marriage, I’ve come 
to understand that my 
husband Fred’s obses-
sion with knowing ev-
ery detail of WWII is 

his attempt to master the horrors of his 
parents’ experience as Holocaust survi-
vors. Perhaps he believes that by learn-
ing yet another fact of history, he will 
find resolution, if not peace.

Recently, at dinner with friends, Fred 
told the story of his dad’s escape, as he fre-
quently does. When he arrived at one par-
ticular moment, he got stuck, as he always 
does. I sat, waiting, spurring him on in my 
mind. But when I was certain that he was 
stalled, I jumped in to finish because it’s 
an account worth the telling—even if it 
requires two of us to carry it to the end.

In 1943, Fred’s father, Irving, along with 
other captured Jews, was sent to a forced 
labor camp in Romania. There they dug 
ditches, laid railroad tracks, and cleared 
forest land for roads.

“My dad told me that they were 
worked to exhaustion and many to their 
deaths,” Fred told our friends. “Food 
was scarce. My dad saw prisoners shot 
before his eyes. Conditions were harsh 
and death was all around them.”

He explained that the local guards in 
the camp were overseen by German su-
periors. Irving knew one of the guards, a 
gentile named Turot from his hometown 

of Sokirnitsa, a small village in what is 
now a part of western Ukraine. Turot’s 
father and Irving’s father knew each 
other through a business in which they 
cooperated in a government tree-cut-
ting project.

One day, likely risking his own life, 
Turot said, “Irving, I won’t be seeing you 
anymore. Where you’re headed, I won’t 
be going.”

There was something in the guard’s 
tone and in his eyes that halted Irving 
in his tracks. He understood this to be 
an ominous warning from the son of a 
family acquaintance, meant to give him 
the chance to save his life.

Irving thought about Turot’s words 
all night, trying to decide what to do. 
The guards had warned prisoners that 
if anyone escaped, 10 prisoners would 
be killed. Irving considered that threat. 
Yet, he also noticed that roll call was no 
longer occurring and that some of the 
guards seemed indifferent and demor-
alized about prisoners missing. And, at 
the time, the Russian army air-dropped 
leaflets onto roads where the prisoners 
worked, encouraging them to step off the 
road and run to the forest. The leaflets 
told of the partisan groups operating 
in the forest, citizen soldiers fighting 
against the Germans, who would take 
them in.

By the next morning, Irving made the 
decision to escape. He told his friend La-
zar, and asked Lazar to join him.

“I have a wife and daughter,” Lazar 
said. “What will they do without me if I 
get killed? I’ll have to think it over.”

That evening, as they staggered back to 
camp from another day of work, Irving 
seized his opportunity. Lazar walked 
next to him. They stared out at the black 
expanse of forest.

“Lazar, it’s time,” said Irving, his 
heart racing.

Books, culture, and more at 
tabletmag.com/sections/ 

arts-letters



15January 13–19, 2023 • 21–27 Tevet, 5783tabletmag.com

“If I had run, I 
would have felt 
alone, not in 
God’s hands.”

That’s what drove me that night we sat 
with our friends.

I shared how Irving explained his fi-
nal thoughts about escaping: “At that 
moment, as I faced the forest, I decided 
to place myself in God’s hands and I ran. 
I was prepared for the fate that God had 
in store for me.” Irving described a guard 
shooting at him but missing as he ran for 
the cover of the trees.

I imagined this as a moment of terror 
and of release, Irving running to freedom 
with the wings of God carrying him and 
protecting him from the guard’s bullets. 
As an observant Jew, Irving believed 
in God, in Judaism, and in the ancient 
traditions of his people. Perhaps, if he 
wasn’t so observant and if he’d been sent 
to the death camps, religion would have 
left him like it did for many. But Irving 
escaped with both his life and his be-
lief intact.

I continued, thrilled by Irving’s run for 
freedom. I hoped that some of Irving’s 
faith would rub off on me as I told the 
story. I wanted to believe that God would 
be with me through troubled times, and 
that I, too, if it were warranted, would 
take the leap of faith that Irving took 
that night. But I am of a different met-
tle. Overall, I reserve my faith and trust 
for those I love and for science, rather 
than for the spiritual. I don’t know if I 
would have taken off like that, risking 
being shot by the guards while trying 
to save myself. I might have been stuck 
in helpless captivity, believing that if I 
followed the rules, I would be safe, a fool-
ish premise given the Nazis’ evil agenda 
for the Jews. If I had run, I would have 
felt alone, not in God’s hands. But, as I 
continue, in my mind, I fly along with 
Irving, transcending self-doubt, sharing 
in Irving’s belief that God would be with 

me. I understand that faith in God was 
Irving’s weapon that night, as well as his 
solace in the days that followed.

“Irving wandered alone for three days 
in the forest,” I explained. “Finally, a man 
with a wagon found him, hungry and 
weak, but alive. The man, a local farmer, 
gathered him up and took him to a group 
of partisans.”

Irving was transformed from victim 
to resister and fighter. I felt his triumph. 
I looked to Fred to see if he wanted to fin-
ish the story of his father, but he waved 
me on to continue.

I told them that Irving and other par-
tisans, directed and armed by the Rus-
sian army, liberated Sokirnitsa, Irving’s 
hometown. For him, the war ended there.

Our friends wanted to know 
about Lazar.

“Lazar was never seen again,” I said. 

“Likely he didn’t survive. Likely his wife 
and child didn’t survive.”

I contemplated the human capacity for 
evil, the dark truth underlying this story. 
But to surmount such evil makes Irving’s 
survival even more inspiring, and I took 
pleasure in his victory as though he were 
my own father. I told how Irving and Sar-
ah met up after the war, how they mar-
ried and found their way to a displaced 
persons camp in Germany where Fred 
was born. How the family moved to 
America, had two more sons, and ran a 
family bakery.

I finished, landing the tale by describ-
ing Irving’s and Sarah’s success: their 
children, grandchildren, their bakery 
business, and their religious practice. 
Memories continued to haunt them. 
They mourned lost relatives. Sarah rare-
ly spoke about her experiences in the 
camps. When she did, she kept her com-
ments short. Irving waited until he was 
well into his 90s to unpack and share his 
traumas with his family. They lived with 
deep scars. But they valued their lives, 
thankful to have survived such suffering.

At the end, I was satisfied that I’d done 
justice to the story. I glanced over at Fred 
and saw him slouched in his chair. He 
appeared spent. I understood that Fred 
had struggled to recount and to listen to 
his father’s story, again. He offered me a 
look of gratitude for finishing. I smiled. 
And then, a realization hit me: It doesn’t 
matter that this isn’t my particular fam-
ily history. In the manner of long-term 
marriages, Fred’s story has become mine. 
It takes the two of us to bear witness to 
its truths, and in the telling we share its 
weight. 

This article was originally published on 
January 19, 2023
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The Gift of the 
Accordion

A story of an instrument that survived the Holocaust, 
passed down from one generation to another

BY KEVIN NELSON

I
t was a big day for a Califor-
nia man named Bruno Kai-
ser, then 92 years old.  He 
was about to say goodbye to 
his accordion.

This was no easy thing; it 
had been his for 70 years. Their lives 
were intertwined, stretching back to 
that awful time when the retired engi-
neer and business owner was a fright-
ened boy being held in a wartime con-
centration camp in his native Croatia.

The 80-button accordion predated 
WWII. Hohner, the German company 
that built it, still makes musical instru-
ments of quality. But it’s a sure bet that 
nothing like this sturdy, 15-pound beau-
ty, with its art deco-style graphic look 
and black-and-silver body, comes off the 
line today.

Bruno lives in a growing farm com-
munity south of the surf capital of Santa 
Cruz on the California coast. He never 
surfed but he did downhill ski until he 
was 88. Lean and tall, with a restless 
energy and physicality that belies his 
age, he was ready to go. So, too, was the 
Hohner, packed in its black case and 
stored carefully in the back of his Nis-
san Rogue. Together he and his longtime 
companion, Tamara, were headed off to 
see his daughter Jennifer, his two grand-
sons, and myself.

Bruno is my father-in-law. Jennifer, 
his youngest daughter, is my wife. Hank 
is the older of our two sons—an avid mu-
sician in his early 20s who plays bass in 
an R&B hip-hop band. It was mid-2020, 
the first summer of COVID-19, and Hank 
was temporarily staying with us until he 
could return to his home base in San 

Diego. Knowing this, Bruno was looking 
forward to being able to sit down with 
him and tell him about this gift he was 
about to receive.

Hank and the accordion. That was 
what this day was about.

Leaving from Tamara’s San Jose home, 
they traveled across the web of Bay Area 
freeways toward our house on the edge 
of the Central Valley about an hour and 
a half away. With many people still be-
ing cautious, avoiding going places if 
they could, Sunday morning traffic was 
light. Driving through the troubled pres-
ent, with the accordion riding in the rear 
cabin, it was impossible for Bruno not to 
think back on an even worse time in the 
past, when an even greater plague raged 
against humanity.

It was 1941, and the German army was 
slashing across Europe with no country 
or force able to stop them. Its men and 
machines overran the sovereign state of 
Yugoslavia in 11 days, terrifying a boy in 
Croatia and his family. “I first became 
aware of the war, and its significance to 
the Jews, when on a Sunday morning in 
April of 1941 the radio announced the 
German bombing of Belgrade,” Bruno 
wrote a half-century later, in 1990, in a 
supplement to a videotaped interview he 
did with a Holocaust Oral History Proj-
ect in San Francisco. “I was 12 at the time, 
living in Virovitica, a Croatian town 10 
miles south of the Hungarian border.”

His parents were Margaret and Ed-
ward Kaiser, and the family of three lived 
comfortably in a villa attended by a cook 
and a maid. But the war ended all that. 
Hitler chopped up Yugoslavia like it was 

his own personal birthday cake, award-
ing the Croatian piece to a bloodthirsty 
group of fascists known as the Ustache. 
The Ustache tossed Edward into jail for 
the crime of being a Jew and installed a 
non-Jew into his old job as manager of 
the local sawmill.

“Suddenly,” Bruno testified in his 
written statement, “instead of being re-
spected and important members of the 
community, we were to be persecuted 
and hated.”

The hatred and persecution rolled to-
ward them like a tidal wave. When the 
Germans first came to town, the Kaisers 
fled Virovitica for safety elsewhere. Upon 
returning home they found soldiers 
camped out in their house and sleeping 
in their beds. The second time they fled 
Virovitica, after Edward’s release from 
jail, they never came back.

On their getaway nighttime train 
ride, at a stop in Zagreb, the 12-year-old 
saw firsthand why they were running 
from the Germans and the Ustache and 
what might happen to them if they were 
caught. The boy’s searing memory never 
left him: “On the next track I remember 
seeing cattle cars full of people on their 
way to concentration camps. This could 
easily have been our fate.”

Mysteriously, the word “Zagreb” is one of 
the faded words written on the accordion 
that was stowed in the back of the SUV 
en route to its meet-up with its new own-
er in 2020. The entire phrase reads: “… 
agency for Yugoslavia Schneider Zagreb,” 
the last being Croatia’s biggest city and 
its capital. No one can say for sure who 
wrote these words, or why—not Bruno 
and certainly not Hank, who is a key 
figure in this story because it was Hank 
who, on a visit to his grandfather’s house 
when he was a boy, discovered this crazy 
noisemaker in a spare room.

“I was probably digging around 
where I wasn’t supposed to be,” Hank 
told me. “I found it and said, ‘Ah, some-
thing that makes sound. Cool.’ I’d play 
it pretty much every time I went there.” 
The accordion had sat inside its case for 
years, maybe decades. Bruno took it out 
and played it occasionally for his three 
daughters when they were young, but 
those days had drifted away long ago. So 
it had fallen into a kind of hibernation. 
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“With a great 
deal of effort and 
sacrifice of the 
captive teachers 
and professors, a 
grade school and 
middle school was 
established in 
the camp.”

Among the subjects taught were mu-
sic and singing, and students even per-
formed singing recitals attended by their 
parents. Of course, as Edward slyly not-
ed, these performances had a dual pur-
pose: to bring young people together to 
trade information and secretly organize 
for the time that all in the camp believed 
would come eventually.

Finally, it did, sooner than they 
thought. The leader of wartime Italy was 
another jackbooted fascist thug, Benito 
Mussolini, whose government collapsed 
in late 1943. Italian control of the camp 
collapsed with it and the army abandoned 
the site, leaving the prisoners to fend for 
themselves. Immediately the call went 
out for any Jews who wished to join the 
fight against the German-Ustache axis.

Up stepped the two brothers, Bruno’s 
accordion pals. Others did, too. More 
than 200 Jews, both men and women, 
mostly young, enlisted in this ragtag band 
of volunteers, which became known as 
the Jewish Rab Battalion. They trained 
for a few days and sang songs the night 
before they departed the island on boats.

Edward was there when they said 
goodbye to their loved ones: “The part-
ing was very difficult. One mother be-
came separated from her two sons of 21 
and 17, another from her only daughter. 
They all hoped, however, that with the 
fall of Italy the war cannot last much lon-
ger, and that all will return.”

Meanwhile Edward, Bruno, and their 
family and the roughly 2,700 Jews still 
left on the island scrambled to get off it. 
The Germans, suddenly on the offensive 
again, were streaming south to retake 
Rab. No one had to be told what capture 
by the Germans would mean to them. 
They also had to be on the lookout for 
Yugoslav nationalists who blamed Jews 
for all their troubles and turned them 
over to the Ustache for killing if they 
caught them. In Edward’s weary words: 
“We are always guilty of something.”

With German bombs falling daily on 
Rab harbor, the Kaisers finally found a 
fishing boat captain willing to take them 
to a nearby island—his fee paid for by the 
gold Napoleons that Margaret had sewn 
into the hems of their clothing. They 
traveled at night, their running lights 
off. Soon after reaching Pag they heard 
reports that the advancing Ustache had 

heard stories of the terror going on else-
where. But at least on their island, they 
were not in danger. Not yet. Neverthe-
less, conditions were hard. Families lived 
in crowded wooden shacks behind fences 
and barbed wire, their activities watched 
by armed guards. In summer these shacks 
became suffocatingly hot; in winter they 
leaked rain and freezing winds blew 
through. Cold and soaking wet, prison-
ers slogged through ankle-deep mud to 
reach dirty latrines. Many fell sick, all 
were hungry.

“It was not unusual for an adult to lose 
50 pounds,” observed Edward Kaiser. 
“Lack of food was a frequent cause of 
conflicts.” This observation comes from 
a poignant 20-page memoir written by 
Bruno’s father in 1944 in Fort Ontario, 
New York, after his family found safe ha-
ven in the United States. Thoughtful and 
well-read, described by one who knew 
him as “gentlemanly and charming,” Ed-
ward in his way embodied the Old World 
European culture that was crushed under 
the Nazi jackboot. While chronicling the 
struggles and persecution they endured 
in camp, he also made sure to describe 
how Jews sought to maintain a sem-
blance of normality amid the madness.

“With a great deal of effort and sacri-
fice of the captive teachers and profes-
sors, a grade school and middle school 
was established in the camp,” he wrote. 

Not forgotten, never forgotten. But most-
ly untouched until a busy pair of hands 
began noodling around with it.

Bruno, Edward, and Margaret Kaiser, 
before WWIICourtesy the author

Hank was having fun with it, making 
loud, off-key noises, the way he, Bruno, 
did when he was a boy and learning to 
play. The enthusiasm of the boy re-
vived the interest of the old man. Bru-
no showed Hank some things about it: 
how to hold it, how to push in and pull 
out the bellows to create the sounds you 
want, how to make chords with all those 
confusing bass buttons. These days the 
accordion gets a bad rap because of its 
unhip associations with the polka and 
old school players like Lawrence Welk. 
But it is also a swinging staple of zydeco, 
Tejano, and other forms of contempo-
rary music, especially in Latin America, 
and in the hands of a virtuoso like Flaco 
Jimenez (or the late Clifton Chenier), it 
can really make a joint jump.

The young Bruno Kaiser learned to play 
in a concentration camp for Jews, Slove-
nians, Serbs, and other prisoners on the 
island of Rab, off the coast of Croatia. 
Two brothers, one in his late teens, the 
other in his early 20s, introduced him 
to it; it was their accordion. The older 
boys took a liking to the bright skinny 
kid, and they taught Bruno some of the 
things he would teach his grandson many 
decades later.

Despite their earlier efforts to flee to 
safety, the Kaisers, now including Mar-
garet’s elderly mother and father, had 
been captured and forced against their 
will to go to Rab. Fortunately for them 
and the 3,000 other Jews imprisoned 
there, the Italian Army—not the barba-
rous Ustache—controlled camp oper-
ations. The Ustache, advocates of Nazi 
philosophy and practitioners of Nazi 
methods, were embarked on a mass 
extermination campaign of their own 
across Croatia. According to Jasa Roma-
no’s 1980 study of the Yugoslav genocide, 
82,000 Jews lived in Yugoslavia in 1941 
when the Germans invaded. By war’s 
end, only 15,000 had survived. Hundreds 
of thousands of more—Serbs, Bosnians, 
Gypsies, Slovenians—perished in the 
slaughter as well.

The boys and others at the Rab camp 



18January 13–19, 2023 • 21–27 Tevet, 5783tabletmag.com

to create “cool textures” to the beats 
and songs he produces in his garage re-
cording studio. Very early on, however, 
he realized that he had only heard his 
grandfather and himself, a rank begin-
ner, play the instrument. That didn’t feel 
right to him. Then opportunity struck. 
Turns out that the mother of one of the 
members of his band is a skilled accor-
dionist. She can really play.

Her name is Marie Meredith. In her 
60s, of Czech descent, she fell in love 
with the accordion when she was a girl. 
Took lessons for 10 years, taught when 
she was older, performed in a polka 
band and a Tex-Mex band. On a tour 
of Northern California, Heaping Tea-
spoon did a gig in a performance space 
in Santa Rosa, where she lived. After the 
band finished its set, Hank brought his 
much-traveled accordion out for her to 
see and play.

Her first impression was how beau-
tiful it is. She knew nothing about it 
except that it had been Hank’s grand-
father’s accordion. Based on its age and 
condition, she could see it had been well 
taken care of over the years. “It clear-
ly had a story,” she said later. All she 
wished to do, she added, was do justice 
to that story.

It was heavier than the lightweight 
modern models she was used to, and 
she had to sit down to play it. Her son 
Max, Hank, the band members, and the 
mostly young people who had lingered 
after the show all gathered around her. 
They were very quiet. No one knew 
what to expect, least of all Marie, who 
was nervous about her impromptu per-
formance. A few people were filming 
her with their phones.

She played two songs. One was a rous-
ing Latin and Tex-Mex standard, “El 
Rancho Grande,” followed by a tradi-
tional ballad. All who were there agreed: 
It was a surprisingly emotional musical 
experience. Seated in a folding chair, 
finding the story her instrument had to 
tell, she coaxed rich, impassioned tones 
from that old relic that refuses to stay 
locked inside the darkness of the past. It 
must come out. Like what emerged from 
Pandora’s box, it is the gift of hope. 

This article was originally published on 
January 17, 2022. 

much to her. It meant too much to her 
sons. It was one of their favorite things, a 
thing they shared and enjoyed in happi-
er times, too precious to be left behind.

What happened then? It is, and may 
always be, a mystery. She had to get 
herself—and the heavy and awkward 
accordion, in its bulky case—off the is-
land. She faced the same challenge as all 
the other escapees: to obtain safe pas-
sage over dangerous waters in fishing 
trawlers often jammed with refugees. 
Once on the mainland of Croatia she 
was hardly safe. She may have had to 
flee to another island or seek refuge for 
a night in a forest, as the Kaisers did. 
All the while dodging the Ustache and 
their helpers.

However she did it, it could not have 
been easy for her to go on the run with 
such cargo, hounded as they all were 
by the beasts of war. Many hands must 
have helped her.

But the accordion made it. It’s a sur-
vivor, too.

Sadly, not so her brave sons. Margi-
ta never saw them again after she said 
goodbye to them on Rab. They were 
killed in the fighting.

When Bruno and Tamara arrived, we 
all greeted them at the door, exchang-
ing careful hugs and welcoming words. 
When things settled down Bruno 
sought out his older grandson to ask him 
to sit down with him on the living room 
couch. The accordion had been brought 
inside and it sat in its case on the carpet 
between them.

“I want to give you this,” Bruno said. 
“But I need to tell you the story first, the 
whole story.”

Hank already knew pieces of the sto-
ry, but he’d never heard all of it. When 
his grandfather, at times fighting back 
tears, finished what he had to say, they 
shared a big hug. “It means a lot to me, 
for sure,” Hank told him. “It means a lot.”

Over lunch it was pointed out that 
Hank was about the same age as Bruno 
when he received the gift of the accordi-
on, and both were only a bit older than 
the two fallen fighters who also enjoyed 
its innocent charms.

Not long after this, Hank returned 
home to San Diego. Now, more than two 
years later, he layers in accordion sounds 

landed on the other side of the island. 
Off they went again on another fishing 
trawler, barely avoiding the ominous 
searchlights of a German patrol boat 
and then hiding by day in coves along 
the coastline.

Yet another rescue-for-hire vessel car-
ried them to an island in the Adriatic 
that was protected by American forces. 
From there they reached Italy where, 
in July 1944, they joined nearly 1,000 
other Jewish refugees who received safe 
passage to the U.S. aboard a Liberty ship 
carrying wounded GI’s home. They spent 
the rest of the war at a shelter for refu-
gees in Fort Ontario (now the site of the 
Safe Haven Museum and Education Cen-
ter in Oswego), after which they began 
their lives anew.

It was in the late 1940s or early ’50s, 
when Bruno was studying electrical en-
gineering at Ohio State University, that 
the accordion came back into his life. It 
was sent to him from Croatia by Margita 
Weiss, the mother of the two boys who 
had befriended him on Rab island. We 
know every little about her or her odys-
sey except that she was a prisoner in the 
camp as well and endured many of the 
same hardships and dangers. Somehow, 
some way, she made it out.

While Jews were allowed to bring 
some possessions into the camp, the 
travails of war stripped many of them 
away. Guards confiscated them; desper-
ate thieves stole them. Backpacks and 
suitcases were put in storage with re-
assurances of safekeeping, never to be 
seen again. Other things were simply 
lost. Sometimes a cherished item had to 
be bartered in exchange for a piece of 
fruit or passage on a boat.

Edward spoke about this in his mem-
oir—how essential to survival these 
things were, the things they carried. 
Their luggage and its contents, he 
wrote, “later saved many of our lives. 
These were our only possessions for 
life sustenance.”

The accordion in its original case 
Hank Nelson

The beautiful, relatively new, Ger-
man-made Hohner had obvious value. 
But why didn’t Margita sell it or trade 
it away? The only answer must be: She 
could not and would not. It meant too 
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→ Microsoft joined the long list of top tech companies making major 
reductions in staffing on Wednesday, saying it would fire 10,000 employees. 
The climate for businesses has continued to deteriorate, Microsoft’s Satya 
Nadella wrote in a letter to employees, and the company, which boasted 221,000 
workers last summer, would now have to “exercise caution as some parts of 
the world are in a recession and other parts are anticipating one.” As did others 
across the tech sector, Microsoft tried to keep up with demand by plowing 
some of its newfound revenue into hiring sprees over the past few years. But 
2022 and now 2023 have marked the long dramatic pivot toward belt tightening. 
Last year, according to the website Layoffs.fyi, tech companies let go of at least 
150,000 workers.

→ The land of milk and honey just got a little sweeter after 7-Eleven opened its 
first Middle East outpost in Tel Aviv. The U.S.-based convenience store, slinger 
of Big Gulps and sundry budget snack options, says it will open eight more 
Tel Aviv stores and 30 more across Israel over the next two years. Because 
the stores are set to remain open on Shabbat, they will not receive a kashrut 
certificate.

→ China’s shedding of its draconian COVID-19 restrictions could set the 
stage for a major consumer-led economic recovery that also boosts Western 
economies teetering on the edge of a recession. The rebound couldn’t come 
any sooner for the second largest economy in the world, as China’s 3% GDP 
growth in 2022 is one of the worst years on record since 1976, at the tail 
end of the Cultural Revolution. Just how fast or robust China rejuvenates its 
economy depends in part on how well it deals with waves of COVID-19 infections 
after three years of lockdowns and a patchy vaccine rollout among the elderly 
and other vulnerable populations.

→ Maybe some of the optimism about China’s economic prospects in 2023 
will trickle down to young families. After decades of the one-child policy 
that was abolished in 2016, China for the first time in 60 years recorded a 
population decline, which means the country that had been the most populous 
worldwide will lose the designation to India before the end of the summer. 
One China analyst at the Asia Society Policy Institute cautions that China’s 
younger generation continues to marry later in life, toiling in careers that 
increasingly take the place of starting a family. A “growing mood of inertia and 
hopelessness” has been “percolating for a number of years but finally boiled 
over during the COVID-19 pandemic,” the analyst writes, pointing to a cell phone 
video that went viral last year. “Once you’re punished, this will affect your family 
for three generations!” In the viral clip, a China policeman warns a couple 
who’s refusing to leave their apartment for a quarantine camp. “We’re the last 
generation, thank you,” the man says, before slamming the door.

→ Molly Sampson, a 9-year-old Maryland resident, made a historic 
discovery of the tooth of a megalodon, the extinct shark species known 
for being the largest fish to ever exist. The tooth is 15 million years old. An 
aspiring paleontologist, Sampson has been on the hunt for a megalodon tooth 
for a while, to add to her collection of some 400 shark teeth. One expert 
said the tooth belonged to a megalodon that was 50 feet long, typical for the 
species.

On Wednesday, as Ukraine’s 
President Volodymyr Zelenskyy 
told world leaders at Davos that 
he needed more wartime support, 
The New York Times broke the 
news that U.S. officials were 
tapping into American munitions 
held in Israel and sending 
hundreds of thousands of shells 
from Israel to Ukraine.

Zelenskyy’s comments came 
in the wake of a helicopter crash 
outside of Kyiv that claimed the lives 
of 18 people, including Ukraine’s 
minister of internal affairs, Denys 
Monastrysky, the highest-ranking 
official to die since Russia invaded 
the country last February.

At the start of the war, Israeli 
officials enacted what amounted 
to an embargo against weapon 
sales to Ukraine for fear that the 
aid would anger Moscow, which in 
turn would retaliate against Israel 
by directing its forces to thwart 
Israeli air strikes against Iran and 
Hezbollah militants in Syria. But 
American leaders wanted their 
bullets, and after a call by U.S. 
Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin 
to then Israeli Minister of Defense 
Benny Gantz in the early days of the 
war, and the blessing of the Israeli 
cabinet and then Prime Minister Yair 
Lapid, Israel gave the green light for 
U.S. forces to move the bullets that 
they first began storing in Israel 
to support their effort in the 1973 
Arab-Israeli conflict. 

—Sean Cooper
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or vegan butter. Israelis also add salt and 
sugar to the dough.

Aden’s port was “Yemen’s gateway to 
the world,” which explains foreign in-
fluences on local cuisine. Indeed, jach-
nun bears similarity to the Spanish ho-
jaldre puff pastry that Sephardic Jewish 
exiles might have brought with them to 
the Ottoman Empire (according to En-
cyclopedia of Jewish Food by Gil Marks), 
and to the Turkish yufka dough, which 
Sephardic Jews’ bourekas are made of.

The original Adeni jachnun was pro-
nounced differently than it is in Israel, 
tasted different (since the ingredients 
changed), and was served differently, 
too—the tomato salsa was added some-
where along the way. Yemenite Jews 
from other areas of the country didn’t 
even taste jachnun until they got to Is-
rael. Some even go so far as to say that 
jachnun is an Israeli invention—a claim 
that Adeni Jews vehemently deny. Oth-
er Jews from various corners of Yemen 
first encountered jachnun when they 
found themselves stuck in transit in 
Aden, on their way to Israel.

Jews started immigrating from Ye-
men to Palestine in the 19th century. 
Immigration continued in the 20th cen-
tury, and since the ruling imam wouldn’t 
allow Jews to immigrate to Israel, they 
had to travel first to Aden, which was a 
British protectorate, and travel onward 
from there. In May 1945, Yemen closed 
its doors and didn’t let the Jews leave 
anymore, which meant that many Jew-
ish families that had already left their 
homes to immigrate to Israel got stuck 
in Aden. American Jewish relief organi-
zation the Joint Distribution Commit-
tee built a refugee camp called Hashed, 
where thousands of Jews stayed for 
about three years, until they could final-
ly leave for Israel. This is where many 
Yemenite Jews first tasted jachnun. This 
is also where they learned to use wheat 
flour like the Adeni Jews, according to 
Moshe David in his book, Disappearing 
Flavors of the South.

Aden was under British rule from 
1839 to 1967 and being a port city, 
wheat flour was much more available 
there than in other parts of Yemen. Out-
side Aden, wheat flour was scarce and 
expensive, so Yemenite Jews baked with 
different kinds of sorghum, and also 

The King and Queen 
of Israeli Pastries
Longtime staples of Jewish-Yemenite cooking, jachnun and 

malawach have become popular comfort foods across Israel, 
where their recipes have adapted to local tastes

BY DANA KESSLER

T
he Tel Aviv Port Market 
will, for the first time, 
honor the king of local 
pastries: jachnun. For 
two consecutive week-
ends—January 19-20 

and January 26-27—the plaza outside 
the market will be filled with stands 
selling the fresh, handmade treats.

Jachnun is primarily known as a 
Jewish-Yemenite dish, but—along with 
malawach, another Jewish-Yemenite 
pastry—it has been a mainstream Israeli 
fast-food favorite for decades. They are 
both perfect comfort foods.

Let’s start with jachnun. It is warm 
and mildly sweet, and gives you a fuzzy 
feeling. It could be mistaken for a des-
sert, but it’s traditionally a Shabbat 
breakfast food, served in Israel with an 
oven-baked egg, fresh grated tomato, 
and zhug (Yemenite hot sauce), which 
gives it an extra kick.

These days jachnun is consumed all 
day long—everywhere and anywhere. 
No Israeli hotel breakfast buffet or 
school picnic is complete without the 
commercial version of this log-shaped 
goodie. Since the rise of foodie cul-
ture, some Israelis have recently started 
making jachnun at home, but for many 
years, only Yemenite grandmothers 
would make it from scratch. If the rest 
of us wanted to consume it at home, we 
would either buy it frozen or order it 
as take-out.

You can eat jachnun at most rest stops 
and many cafes. And on the weekend, 
jachnun is sold everywhere in Israel: 
Convenience stores keep a metal con-
tainer that holds warm jachnun, and 

kiosks hold a pot of jachnun for clubbers 
to grab a bite in the early morning hours 
after a long night out. While traveling 
across the country it’s not uncommon to 
see DIY signs, written in a felt-tip pen, 
informing passersby that jachnun is sold 
at stands on the side of the road.

Jews in every corner of the world 
found their own solution for feeding 
their family on Shabbat while consid-
ering religious prohibitions and local 
supplies. Yemenite Jews from different 
areas came up with different solutions. 
Jachnun was the solution of the Jews of 
the port city of Aden in southern Yemen, 
where the Jewish community flourished 
until a deadly pogrom in 1947, which 
was the beginning of the end of this 
community. (In 1949-50, many Adeni 
Jews reached Israel as part of Opera-
tion On Eagles’ Wings—also known as 
Operation Magic Carpet—while the rest 
relocated to the U.K., and by 1967 there 
were no Jews left in Aden.)

Adeni Jews used to cook the jachnun 
overnight (nowadays a “Shabbat hot-
plate” is used) at a very low tempera-
ture and eat it on Saturday after syna-
gogue. Traditionally it took a few days 
to prepare the dough; it’s a long process 
with many stages. The gist of it is that 
the dough is brushed with whatever 
fat you’re using and folded over again 
and again to create a layered laminated 
dough. It is then rolled and slow-cooked 
in a metal pot with a tight-sealing lid. 
In Aden, jachnun was made of whole 
wheat flour and samneh (clarified but-
ter). In Israel, the recipe changed to 
white flour and margarine; many still 
use margarine while others use butter 
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Amsterdam, hoping to eventually con-
quer the rest of Europe.

In addition to standard jachnun and 
malawach, they serve jachnun and mal-
awach wraps, filled with anything from 
fried onion and eggplant to various 
cheeses, hummus, mushrooms, and even 
shakshuka. If you visit the market on a 
culinary tour, the guide is sure to stop 
there and get a malawach with plenty of 
toppings, sliced like a pizza, to go round 
for everybody.

The Jahnun Bar is an energetic and 
noisy place in an über-Israeli sort of 
way, and when it’s time to turn the 
malawach in the pan to the other side, 
they throw it high in the air in front of 
the customers’ astonished eyes, where 
the fried dough disc acrobatically per-
forms several somersaults. “This holds 
no purpose,” Eibenschutz admitted. “It’s 
strictly for the show and we only do it in 
Machaneh Yehudah.”

While jachnun and malawach reached 
fast-food staple status a long time ago, 
there are many other Jewish-Yemenite 
pastries that aren’t quite there yet. But 
still, most Israelis are familiar with at 
least some of them. if you dig just a 
little bit deeper and visit a Yemenite 
eatery in Kerem HaTeimanim or Hatik-
va Quarter—Tel Aviv neighborhoods 
where many Yemenites settled—you 
can sample saluf (traditional Yemenite 
flatbread), lahoh (a spongy, pancakelike 
bread made from a fermented batter, 
similar to injera, the staple flatbread 
of Ethiopia and Eritrea, which are very 
close to Yemen), sabaya (crispy Yemeni 
layer cake), kubaneh, and more.

Even though Jewish-Yemenite cui-
sine is diverse and includes soups and 
meat and vegetable dishes, in Israel, 
Yemenite food is usually shorthand 
for pastries—a fact that descendants of 
the community often resent. To them, 
reducing Jewish-Yemenite cuisine to 
dough is a crime, but Israelis love those 
pastries, especially the ones that were 
richer to begin with, and adapted to 
Western tastes over time. This means 
they are sweeter and less nutritious 
than they used to be, but no one can 
deny that they are delicious.. 

This article was originally published on 
January 18, 2023.

your freezer with supermarket-bought 
frozen malawach. Frying a frozen mal-
awach in a pan is so simple and satisfy-
ing that it is often the first meal Israeli 
teenagers make for themselves.

The origins of malawach are less clear 
and not as widely discussed as jachnun. 
Its dough is made with the same ingre-
dients as the jachnun dough (although 
quantities sometimes differ) but it 
is pan-fried. While jachnun is cylin-
der-shaped, malawach is round and flat. 
While jachnun is brown, greasy, hearty, 
and heavy, with a sweet caramelized fla-
vor, malawach is rich and chewy but less 
sweet and somewhat lighter. And it is 
flaky and golden in color.

In Israel, both are often consumed 
with a hard-boiled egg, grated tomato, 
and zhug, but people tend to be looser 
regarding malawach. Many spread la-
baneh, cream cheese, honey, or Nutella 
on it, and since it is flat it can be rolled 
and used as a wrap.

This lax approach to consuming 
malawach might stem from the fast-
food chain Nargila (meaning hookah), 
which popularized jachnun and mal-
awach as fast-food staples in Israel in 
the 1980s and ’90s. The Nargila chain 
was known for inventing a dish called 
Ziva—a rolled up malawach filled with 
cheese, named after the owner’s girl-
friend and head waitress—as well as for 
its provocative menus, which included 
dirty pictures.

The Nargila restaurants are no more. 
Nowadays, the go-to for the full Israeli 
experience of jachnun, malawach, and 
loud atmosphere, is the Jahnun Bar in 
Jerusalem’s Machaneh Yehudah Market. 
Regev Eibenschutz and Yariv Guri first 
opened the Jahnun Bar on Jerusalem’s 
Hillel Street 21 years ago. Neither of 
them is Yemenite, but they had a passion 
for jachnun and malawach.

The original branch has since closed, 
but their flagship restaurant in Mach-
aneh Yehudah Market is a popular 
tourist destination. “Some American 
Jews that visit Israel try to book a ta-
ble months in advance, not knowing 
that this is a street food stand,” Eiben-
schutz told me with a hearty laugh. The 
Jahnun Bar also has a branch in the city 
of Modi’in, and they are on their way 
to opening more in Tel Aviv—and in 

with millet. Independent food research-
er Nir Wollman stressed how significant 
the change from sorghum to wheat flour 
was on a symbolic level: “In the Arab 
world, rich people used wheat,” Woll-
man told me. “Wheat symbolized pow-
er and it was the most revered grain in 
Arab culture, so whoever had money to 
buy wheat used it to make baked goods 
that otherwise would have been made 
out of other kinds of cheaper grains.”

So, wheat flour was used whenever it 
could be found and afforded. Often pas-
tries would be made with cheaper flour 
on weekdays and with wheat on Shab-
bat. Kubaneh, for instance—which, like 
jachnun, is a Shabbat bread, originating 
from a different area—was made from 
cheap kinds of flour during the week 
and from wheat flour for Shabbat.

When Yemenite Jews from all over 
Yemen came to Israel, many of them 
were already using wheat, while oth-
ers started using it in Israel, since the 
sorghum they’d used to bake in Yemen 
was used to feed chickens in Israel. So, 
it came to be that Yemenite cuisine in Is-
rael is commonly associated with wheat 
flour pastries, while in actuality most 
Yemenite Jews rarely used wheat flour 
in Yemen.

“I know today that jachnun originat-
ed in Aden, but my mother wasn’t from 
Aden, and she used to make jachnun,” I 
heard from Nava Mazari, expert jach-
nun maker, who sells jachnun and many 
other Yemenite specialties, from zhug 
and fenugreek dip to lahoh and kubaneh, 
from her home in Kfar Yavetz, a moshav 
in central Israel. About three years ago, 
Mazari opened the Facebook page Del-
icacies of the Yemenite Kitchen, where 
she shares her recipes—except for her 
jachnun recipe, which is top secret.

Mazari’s parents immigrated from 
Yemen in 1949 from areas near Sanaa, 
Yemen’s capital, and her mother worked 
as a cook in Israel. “I regret not writing 
down all of my mother’s recipes while 
she was still alive,” Mazari told me. “But 
over the years I’ve perfected my own 
recipes to reach the exact tastes and 
smells I remember from her kitchen 
growing up.”

If jachnun is the king Israeli comfort 
foods, malawach is surely its queen. 
There is nothing easier than stocking up 
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TO MAKE THE SOUP

Step 1 
Put the chicken in a large stock pot and cover with cold water by about 3 inches. 
Bring to a boil and skim off the scum that forms and let it cook for 30 minutes. 
While it’s cooking, make your hawayij. 

Step 2 
Add the onions, garlic, tomato, celery stalks, salt, and hawayij. Simmer for 
another 30-45 minutes or until the chicken is tender. While it’s simmering, make 
your z’hug, and then your hilbe. 

Step 3 
Then add the carrots, potatoes, and all but 2 tablespoons of the parsley, dill, 
and cilantro. Simmer for about 10 minutes or until the vegetables are cooked 
through. Serve as is, sprinkling each bowl of soup with more of the fresh herbs, 
or remove the skin and bones from the chicken, then put them back in the soup 
and refrigerate overnight. The next day, skim off the layer of fat from the top of 
the soup and reheat, garnishing the soup with the remaining herbs. Serve either 
way over rice, if you want, with another tablespoon of hawayij, with z’hug and 
hilbe in bowls on the side. 

TO MAKE THE HAWAYIJ

Step 1 
Either pound spices in a mortar and pestle or use a coffee grinder or small food 
processor. You can also buy hawayij online through Pereg Gourmet . 

TO MAKE THE Z’HUG

Step 1 
Put the peppers with the garlic, cilantro, parsley, cumin, cardamom, and salt to 
taste in the bowl of a food processor. Begin processing and gradually add olive 
oil and puree. Taste and adjust for seasonings, adding the pepper seeds if you 
want more heat. 

Step 2 
Remove the contents to a glass jar and cover with additional olive oil. The z’hug 
will keep for several months, covered in an airtight jar, in the refrigerator. 

FOR THE SOUP

1 3- to 4-pound chicken, cut into 8 
pieces

2 large onions, peeled and roughly 
chopped

8 cloves garlic, peeled and left 
whole

1 large tomato, almost quartered 
but not cut all the way through

2 stalks celery, left whole

2 Tbsp. salt or to taste

1–2 Tbsp. hawayij (Yemenite spice 
combination; see recipe below)

3 carrots, peeled and sliced into 
1/4-inch thick rounds

3 potatoes (about 1 1/2 pounds), 
peeled and cut in 1/2-inch cubes

½ bunch parsley, finely chopped

½ bunch dill, finely chopped

½ bunch cilantro, finely chopped

 z’hug (Yemenite hot sauce) to 
taste (see recipe below)

 hilbe (Yemenite fenugreek 
sauce) to taste (see recipe 
below)

FOR THE HAWAYIJ

2 Tbsp. black peppercorn

1 Tbsp. black caraway seeds

1 tsp. cumin seeds

1 tsp. coriander seeds

1 tsp. cardamom pods, peeled

2 tsp. turmeric

 pinch of saffron (optional)

Yemenite Chicken Soup
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TO MAKE THE HILBE

Step 1 
Soak the fenugreek powder in the water for at least 3 hours, until the mixture is 
gelatinous. 

Step 2 
Add z’hug, lemon juice, and salt. Using an electric hand mixer or a whisk, beat 
until smooth. Adjust seasonings to taste. The sauce should be very spicy. 

FOR THE Z’HUG

4 fresh green serrano or jalapeño 
peppers (about 4 ounces), 
stems removed and seeds 
removed but reserved

1 whole head garlic

½ bunch fresh cilantro, well rinsed 
and dried

½ bunch fresh parsley, well rinsed 
and dried

1 tsp. cumin

2 green cardamom pods, peeled

1 tsp. salt, or to taste

¼  to ½ cup olive oil, plus additional 
to cover

FOR THE HILBE

3 Tbsp. fenugreek powder

½ cup water

 Juice of ½ lemon

1 tsp. salt or to taste

1 generous teaspoon z’hug

Hundreds of recipes at  
tabletmag.com/recipes


