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The Jewish Museum and Tolerance Center in Moscow:
Judaism for the masses

Olga Gershenson*

Department of Judaic and Near Eastern Studies, University of Massachusetts, Amherst,
MA, USA

In 2012, a new Jewish Museum and Tolerance Center opened in Moscow – an
event unthinkable during the Soviet regime. Financed at the level of $50 million,
created by an international crew of academics and museum designers, and
located in a landmark building, the museum immediately rose to a position of
cultural prominence in the Russian museum scene. Using interactive technology
and multimedia, the museum’s core exhibition presents several centuries of
complex local Jewish history, including the Second World War period.
Naturally, the Holocaust is an important part of the story. Olga Gershenson’s
essay analyzes the museum’s relationship to Holocaust history and memory in
the post-Soviet context. She describes the museum’s struggle to reconcile a
Soviet understanding of the “Great Patriotic War” with a dominant Western
narrative of the Holocaust, while also bringing the Holocaust in the Soviet Union
to a broader audience via the museum. Through recorded testimonies, period
documents, and film, the museum’s display narrates the events of the Holocaust
on Soviet soil. This is a significant revision of the Soviet-era discourse, which
universalized and externalized the Holocaust. But this important revision is
limited by the museum’s choice to avoid the subject of local collaborators and
bystanders. The museum shies away from the most pernicious aspect of the
Holocaust history on Soviet soil, missing an opportunity to take historic
responsibility and confront the difficult past.

Keywords: Jewish museum; Russian Jews; Chabad-Lubavitch; Holocaust; World
War II; cultural memory

In early Soviet times, synagogues (as well as churches) were turned into stables and
barns. Recently, in a curious reversal, a garage in Moscow has been turned into a
Jewish museum. This is a moment of triumph, but also of irony.

Recent scholarship suggests approaching historical museums as institutions that
both reflect and reproduce their societies’ ideologies. The elements of a museum –

architecture, curatorial choices, and exhibit design – all convey the institution’s politi-
cal narrative. Major museums are usually (and particularly in this case) expensive
undertakings, involving legislation, fundraising, and planning, and as such they are evi-
dence of a society’s commitment to its own national agenda. Therefore, we can read
historical museums as cultural documents, which give us a glimpse not so much into
the past, which they ostensibly are trying to preserve, as into the present moment in
which they emerge, function, and are interpreted by critics and audiences.1 Naturally,
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a Jewish museum in Russia has to grapple with local historical and cultural heritage and
to stake a claim in the national past: Which stories are told in its displays? What is high-
lighted and what is omitted? How is the Jewish story integrated with the broader
national narrative?

Most importantly, how does the story of the Holocaust fit into a Jewish museum’s
narrative in Russia? Because World War II looms large in Soviet and later Russian
history and memory and is equally a key event for modern Jewish history, much of
the relationship between Jews and non-Jews in the Soviet Union and its successor
states hinges on what happened during the war.

Given all that, this paper will address two sets of interrelated questions. First, what
does the mere fact of the museum say about the position of Jews in today’s Russia?
How does the museum present Jews in Russia and how does it integrate them into
Russia’s history? Second, given the importance of World War II and the Holocaust
in both Jewish and Russian history, how does the museum represent these events?

From garage to museum

The building housing the Jewish Museum and Tolerance Center was originally the
Bakhmetevsky bus garage. Located at 11 Obraztsov Street in Moscow, the building
was designed in 1926 by the Soviet avant-garde architect Konstantin Melnikov. Like
Melnikov’s other designs, it became a landmark building.2 The location of the
Jewish Museum and Tolerance Center, which opened its doors there in November
2012, is neither central nor easily accessible, especially for tourists, but it has advan-
tages. The site of the museum is part of an entire campus of Jewish religious and cul-
tural organizations that sprouted in the post-Soviet era in the traditionally Jewish
neighborhood (to the extent that Moscow has Jewish neighborhoods) of Marina
Roshcha. The museum building shares its territory with a Jewish day school,
yeshiva, medical center, and several Jewish charity organizations. A nearby synagogue,
Jewish publishing house, and kosher markets serve a small community of observant
Jews, affiliated predominantly with Chabad-Lubavitch.3

The museum was initiated by the Federation of Jewish Communities of Russia, the
umbrella organization for Chabad-Lubavitch in Russia, supported by the Kremlin, and
financed by a handful of Russian Jewish oligarchs at a cost of US$50 million.4 The
museum was a long time in the making: the dilapidated garage building was donated
to the Hasidic Jewish Community Center by Moscow City Hall in 2001. The original
idea was that the building would house an educational–cultural center, including an
exhibition on Jewish culture and an art gallery.5 After years of faltering attempts to
renovate the building, it was finally restored in 2007–8 with the involvement of the
oligarch Roman Abramovich, who served on the board of the Federation of Jewish
Communities of Russia. In September 2008, the building opened its doors to the
public as the Garage Center of Contemporary Culture, managed by Daria Zhukova,
at the time Abramovich’s girlfriend.6 From the outset it was clear that the historic build-
ing would house the contemporary art center only temporarily, and that eventually the
Federation would open a Jewish museum at the site.7 Sure enough, in 2011 the Garage
Center for Contemporary Culture moved to another location, and the building passed to
the Jewish Museum.

The Federation’s plan for the future museum was formulated most clearly in an offi-
cial conversation between the Russian Chief Rabbi, Berel Lazar of Chabad-Lubavitch,
and Vladimir Putin. Rabbi Lazar, known for his close relationship with Putin,
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emphasized the necessity to create a museum that would educate new generations of
Russians in the spirit of tolerance, but also hold up Russia as a model of the co-exist-
ence of different religions in a multinational and multiconfessional society: “It is
necessary to use this approach to tell the history of Jews in Russia and how they
lived, as well as to show the role of the Red Army in the liberation of Jews from
Nazism. I think all these things will educate our youth in the spirit of respect and tol-
erance. This is necessary for Russia. But it is also very important for visitors who will
come here looking for the ‘wounds of history.’ … I think that such a museum will truly
show the difference between the historical past and today’s reality.”8 Putin was so
moved by this idea that he donated one month of his salary towards the creation of
the museum.9 Shortly after, the Federal Security Service (FSB; formerly KGB)
pledged its support by providing documents from its archives.10 Close ties between
the Chabad-Lubavitch leadership and Putin’s regime, as well as Putin’s widely publi-
cized support, created the perception that the museum-in-the-making would be an offi-
cially sanctioned institution, even though it was created with private funds. Indeed, the
final exhibits tell a story that is consistent with the regime’s customary positive por-
trayal of Russia to the West. To that end, the museum positions Jews as a model
minority.

By the early 2000s, an initial idea for the museum had already been formulated:
“The plan was to create an institution designed on the principles of ‘edutainment’,
where visitors can learn the history of Russian Jewry in a fun way.”11 For the creative
concept the Federation turned first to Universal Studios, and then to the Hettema Group,
a firm famous for designing theme parks and immersive environments.12 The Hettema
Group developed the overall preliminary concept, program, layout, and interpretive and
master plan for the museum.13 Ralph Appelbaum Associates (RAA), an international
design firm with experience working on major Holocaust and Jewish museums, won
a later competition and was responsible for taking the exhibition to the next stage.14

By the time the Federation retained RAA, it had a defined vision: the Federation
wanted a world-class museum using cutting-edge digital technology and interactivity
to tell the story of Jews in Russia. The exhibition was to address the widest possible
audiences in an accessible, fun, and educational way and to appeal not only to
Russian Jews, a very small minority today, but also to non-Jewish Russians, tourists,
and, most importantly, youth.15 RAA fully grasped the ambition of this vision.

Aside from a modest collection of Judaica and art, the new museum had no curators,
collections, or research, only a budget, a building, and a deadline. To create the museum
content from scratch, RAA put together a Content Committee consisting of five inter-
national scholars in the field of Russian Jewish history and in Jewish religion and
culture.16 Many other scholars were brought in for consultation and for filmed inter-
views, which were later featured in the exhibits.

The Federation – or, in the words of RAA, the client – was adamant that the new
museum was to open in November 2012.17 Although the seeds of the idea for the
museum had been planted in 2001, the actual content of the museum was created in
record time – less than four years from start to finish – in contrast, the core exhibition
of POLIN Museum of the History of the Polish Jews was over ten years in the making.
Starting in 2008, RAA designers conducted a series of workshops with the Content
Committee and with representatives of the Federation – Rabbi Borukh Gorin, the
Federation’s spokesperson and a public intellectual, and Aleksandr Boroda, the Presi-
dent of the Federation, who was responsible for the business side of the project.18

Today Boroda is the Director General of the museum.
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The client’s vision of a museum as a popular educational attraction shaped the
designers’ approach. Following a collaborative development process with the client
and the scholars, RAA settled on a multimedia narrative approach. The starting point
would not be valuable objects or works of art, but concepts, historical narrative, and
memories. Narrative exhibitions use not only original objects, but also reconstructed
artifacts, film, sound, immersive installations, and interactive presentations of
various kinds – in fact, object-based exhibitions also use such techniques, but not to
the same extent. Multimedia narrative exhibitions are not only didactic, but also
emotional and experiential; they often engage visitors on a visceral level to encourage
a personal identification with the subject.19

Still, both the client and the RAA team felt that some original objects would be
needed for the desired ambience and sense of authenticity. Doug Balder, the Project
Manager for RAA, and Evelyn Reilly, the Interpretive Planner, traveled to the area
of the former Pale of Settlement for inspiration and to purchase artifacts for the galleries
representing traditional Jewish life and religious practices. Other objects were later
bought in Moldova, Ukraine, and Israel. Most of the exhibits, however, were based
on images, films, and interactive media.20

To create this massive exhibition under such a tight deadline meant that the RAA
team of designers and media specialists had to work intensively. A crew of filmmakers
and media designers produced hours of film from a vast collection of archival photo-
graphs, visual art, documents, films, and sound. Incorporated into the exhibition are
about 5000 photographs, 200 artifacts, 34 films, 32 digital interactives, six listening
stations, eight custom maps, and a 4D theater with an animated film.21 The exhibition,
located on a floor of enormous size, about 8500 square meters, presents over 2000 years
of history, including a detailed multimedia timeline of 230 years of the history of Jews
in Russia. The exhibition is in Russian and English, with occasional Hebrew and
Yiddish.22 This museum is a remarkable, indeed unprecedented, undertaking – not
only because it is the first Jewish museum on such a scale in Russia, but also
because it is the first interactive and multimedia museum anywhere in the country.23

Museum time: Soviet, Russian, and Jewish

The original historic building of the museum reflects the modernist avant-garde sensi-
bility of the architect. The floor plan of the garage is a parallelogram, a design decision
consistent with Melnikov’s constructivist aesthetic and a way to help buses maneuver
in and out of parking spaces. The RAA team decided to work with the original diagonal
sensibility,24 and organized the central space in the shape of an inverted V. The spaces
along the side walls are similarly dynamic in shape (see Figure 1).

At the base of the inverted V, a ramp leads to the Beginnings Theater, a 4D experi-
ence dedicated to the history of the Jewish people as told in the Bible. A multimedia
installation on Jewish migrations, starting with the destruction of the Second Temple
in Jerusalem until the partitioning of the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth at the
end of the eighteenth century, shows how Jews found themselves in the Russian
Empire. A large exhibit presenting traditional life in a shtetl occupies the very center
of the floor. Along the side walls of the space are exhibits dedicated to the history of
Russian and Soviet Jews, with World War II and the Holocaust occupying the entire
back wall, and the memorial space set in the tip of the inverted V. Finally, when one
has exited the galleries, the Tolerance Center, a separate area furnished with
benches, tablets, a podium, and a screen, concludes the museum.25
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The Federation made clear to the designers that the three most important parts of the
museum were the Beginnings Theater, the gallery “The Great Patriotic War and the
Holocaust,” and the Tolerance Center.26 Indeed, these three areas frame the physical
layout of the museum: the Beginnings Theater and the Tolerance Center define one
end of the exhibit space (the first at the entrance, the latter at the exit), and the war
and Holocaust gallery dominate the back wall.

The stories told in these three important areas express the tensions between Jewish
and Soviet/Russian narratives. The Beginnings Theater is fully dedicated to presenting
the history of the Jewish people as told in the Bible. “The Great Patriotic War and the
Holocaust,” as its title clearly states, combines the Soviet story of the war and the
Jewish story of the catastrophe. The Tolerance Center promotes a universal idea of
multiculturalism in the “New Russia.” Such tensions between Jewish and dominant
cultures have characterized Jewish museums since their very inception in the late nine-
teenth century. This is because early Jewish museums appeared as a response to, and
expression of, assimilation.27 In many cases, it was assimilated secular Jews who
founded these museums to present the culture and tradition from which they were
already distanced. Even today, Jewish museums are, more often than not, secular insti-
tutions. In that sense, the Moscow museum is unusual, as it is sponsored by Chabad-
Lubavitch, a branch of Hasidism dedicated to promoting Judaism and strengthening
Jewish observance. Each Jewish museum has to grapple with the tensions between
the universal and the particular endemic to such institutions.28 The question is how
the Moscow Jewish museum resolves these tensions.

The Beginnings Theater, the first place that people visit on their tour of the museum, is
themost Jewish and the least historical of the exhibits. Using immersive animations and an
ambient soundtrack, a 20-minute film gives the narrative from the biblical creation of the
world to the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE, explaining the origins of the

Figure 1. Museum map.
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Jewish people and the major tenets of Judaism.29 This 4D multimedia experience, a tech-
nologically ambitious gallery, is particularly appealing to young audiences. As the ani-
mated images fill the circular screen that surrounds the viewers, the seats of the theater
rock to convey destruction, droplets of water are sprinkled on the audience to signify the
Flood, and in the story of the Exodus laser projections of locusts fill the air.

The main exhibition space is where the tension between Jewish and Soviet/Russian
narratives starts to emerge. It can first be felt in the spatial organization of the exhibit,
which presents two conflicting approaches to time. In the words of the museum’s own
narrative, “in the first case, it is linear historical time, in another case, it is time of tra-
dition – the circle of life and Jewish holidays.”30 Jewish time is a sacred time, and as
such is cyclical and eternal.31 Significantly, the emotional heart of the museum is an
exhibit called “Shtetl: A Jewish Home,” framed on one side by “Storyline” – a chrono-
logical narrative of Russian Jewish history told through texts, images, maps, timelines,
and short videos – and on another by an exhibit called “Judaism – a Living Religion,”
an overview of the Jewish lifecycle and holidays, with nods to local observances in the
Russian Empire and the Soviet Union. “Shtetl” is thus located between the axes of
history and religion, functioning as both a historical exhibit about the Jewish town in
the Russian Empire and a chance to experience, through recreated environments or
interactive technology, such paradigmatic Jewish settings as the synagogue, heder,
and Sabbath table.

Touch-sequence videos bring the various elements of the interactive exhibits to life.
In the Sabbath tableau, a mother blesses the candles, and a father says the kiddush,
reflecting the gender division in traditional Judaism that Chabad promotes. Both
parents are portrayed by attractive actors, surrounded by equally attractive children,
creating an idealized nostalgic picture of a traditional Jewish family. The synagogue
is one of several recreated environments in the museum (inspired by an actual synago-
gue in Bershad, Ukraine). Unlike in a traditional museum, where displays are not to be
touched, visitors here can inhabit the space of the synagogue, sit in a pew while
immersed in a soundscape of prayer and song, and even imagine themselves Jewish
scholars as they scroll through the pages of a digital Torah, pulling up the weekly
Torah readings with a brief commentary. This Torah “scroll” is a key interactive
element of the exhibit. Although inspired by real synagogues and schools that the
designers visited in the course of their research, the resulting environments and tableaus
present ever-lasting Jewish values of tradition, learning, family, and continuity. The
central location of this particular exhibit speaks to its importance, as is emphasized
in the museum’s own narrative.32 In fact, this exhibit takes up the bulk of the official
tour and, according to the staff, is the museum’s most popular attraction.33

In contrast to this eternal Jewish time, the events of Russian/Soviet Jewish history
from the nineteenth century to the twenty-first are arranged according to a secular his-
torical timeline. The first gallery, “Cities and Beyond,” an exhibit designed like a café,
with interactive displays at each table, covers events of the late imperial period, includ-
ing urbanization, migration, and the entrance of Jews into politics. The next gallery,
“War and Revolution,” covers World War I, the Bolshevik Revolution, and the
pogroms that followed the post-revolutionary Civil War. The gallery, “Soviet Union:
1922–1941” covers the rise of Soviet Yiddish culture and its figureheads in the
general context of the 1920s and 1930s. It is at this pivotal point in the exhibition
that the major gallery, “The Great Patriotic War and the Holocaust,” appears. The
two remaining galleries focus on the postwar and current periods. “Postwar Era”
covers the antisemitic campaigns of late Stalinism, as well as Khrushchev’s
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liberalization, represented through a recreated Soviet apartment, home to an ordinary
Jewish family. The Brezhnev period, characterized by a nascent dissident and emigra-
tion movement, is portrayed through a recreated birch forest such as where Soviet
Jewish activists gathered for underground celebrations of Jewish holidays and
culture. Finally, the gallery “Perestroika to the Present,” which has been recently remo-
deled, features a lavishly produced film projected in a separate theater. The film por-
trays Russian Jewish experiences during Perestroika, Yeltsin’s era, and the current
regime, culminating with a speech by Putin. The narration emphasizes the revival
and flourishing of Jewish culture and religion in contemporary Russia, including syna-
gogues, organizations, schools, universities, and research centers. The tone throughout
is celebratory.

While this is the part of the museum where the national narrative of the “New
Russia” becomes palpable, it has already emerged in the previous historical galleries.
These galleries cover events in the life of Russian and Soviet Jewry, some of them
tragic, like the story of antisemitic persecutions, and others joyous, like the stories of
Jewish accomplishments. All of those events are inscribed on the larger canvas of
general Russian history, progressing forward in contrast with circular and eternal
Jewish time. The takeaway is that in the past Jews endured antagonism and discrimi-
nation, but they nevertheless succeeded in the face of these trials and tribulations.
Thus the museum delivers on Rabbi Lazar’s promise to Putin to “truly show the
difference between the historical past and today’s reality.”34

Moreover, the Soviet part of the exhibit clearly demonstrates not just that Jews
contributed to Russian/Soviet culture, but that they shaped the very core of it,
through music, literature, cinema, and other arts. To that end the museum includes in
its narrative a variety of important cultural figures.35 By creating this narrative the
museum asserts that Jews are part and parcel of the Russian nation, and their triumphal
story makes them a model Russian minority, a facet of the new multinational, multi-
religious Russia that is tolerant of others (although high fences around the museum
and a security checkpoint at the entrance suggest otherwise). As a model minority,
Jews are the beacon of tolerance, promoting it in Russian society and speaking for
other, not-yet-model minorities.36

But it is the Tolerance Center, the least Jewish part of the museum, where the
narrative of the “New Russia” comes to the fore. This is also evident in its spatial organ-
ization, as the Tolerance Center is located outside of the core exhibit in an open space
adjacent to a café and a museum shop. This open space, with minimalist white seating,
is clearly inspired by the Museum of Tolerance (MOT) in Los Angeles.37 Like at MOT,
visitors here can watch educational videos on individual stations and take quizzes to
assess their own tolerance of minorities based on disability, race, and religion (but
not sexual orientation). The Tolerance Center can be read as an attempt by the
Russian state to respond to Russia’s growing xenophobia, which is aimed today at
new ethnic and religious minorities, including people from Central Asia and the Cau-
casus. Members of this group, who are often illegal guest workers, face endless hostility
and discrimination at the personal, social, and state levels, including race-motivated
riots in today’s Russia.38 Following in the footsteps of MOT, the Jewish Museum
and Tolerance Center in Moscow attempts to link a paradigmatic minority, Jews, and
the new Others.

However, the Tolerance Center is a distinct and separate part of the museum. It is
not directly connected with the thematic exhibits, and is not integrated into the
museum’s narrative, although antisemitism and the Holocaust, which are part of the
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museum’s narrative, are icons of intolerance. The content of the Tolerance Center was
initiated and produced entirely by the Federation without the involvement of RAA
designers.39 The Content Committee had strong reservations about it and felt that it
was imposed on the museum.40 In the words of Benjamin Nathans, “The Russian-
Jewish narrative did not lend itself in any straightforward way to a message of
tolerance.”41

The Tolerance Center is not the only semi-autonomous entity within the museum.
The historic building also houses a Children’s Center, with programs and classes for
young visitors, and the Schneersohn Collection, a library of precious Jewish books
and manuscripts assembled by the early rabbinic leaders of Chabad.42 The museum
also houses the Avant-garde Center, with a library and public programs dealing with
contemporary art (not necessarily Jewish). What makes the Tolerance Center stand
out is that unlike the Avant-garde Center and the Schneersohn Library, it is positioned
as a crucial part of the museum, so much so that it features in the museum’s title. Its
importance is further emphasized by the museum’s plans to open 11 more tolerance
centers across Russia, an initiative for which it will seek both private and public
funding.43

Ironically, as Russia is embracing the discourse of tolerance, in the West this dis-
course has been challenged as inherently problematic on account of its power to
enforce ethnic, racial, and sexual regulations and to serve as a tool of imperial govern-
mentality.44 This is particularly evident in the Russian case, as the Tolerance Center
clearly prescribes the boundaries of tolerable and intolerable, with sexual minorities
excluded from the necessity to be “tolerated.”

The Great Patriotic War with a side of the Holocaust

If the Beginnings Theater exemplifies the Jewish vantage point and the Tolerance
Center the political stance of the Russian state, the gallery “The Great Patriotic War
and the Holocaust” represents most vividly the ambivalence between the Soviet and
Jewish stories. This is manifestly the largest and most complex of the galleries,
serving as the pivotal point of the museum and its center of gravity.

Holocaust memorialization in the West, including museums and memorials in the
United States, Germany, and Israel, is a well-explored subject.45 But in the Eastern
bloc the subject of the Holocaust, and Jewish history in general, was largely off-
limits. Since the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the fall of the Berlin Wall,
this has been changing, with new museums, memorials, and education centers appear-
ing all across Eastern Europe. But the question of Holocaust memory, particularly in
Russia, is a new one, and how to integrate it with the memory of the war is not yet
clear.46 Scholars of memory theorize three distinct aspects of collective memory:
communicative, cultural, and political.47 Communicative memory has a limited
time scope – one or two generations – and is based predominantly on everyday com-
munication. Cultural memory, on the other hand, extends over a longer period, and
can be expressed through formal commemorations and practices of observance
(texts, ceremonies, and monuments). Cultural memory is carried out by its various
bearers, such as historians, educators, and the media. Finally, symbolic aspects of
cultural memory expressed top-down by official institutions and constituting state
historical policy are identified as political memory.48 Collective memory in the
Soviet Union – and later in Russia – has excluded the memory of the Holocaust
on all three levels.
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In the postwar years, the events of the Holocaust were prohibited from discussion in
the Soviet Union. This prohibition stymied the transmission of personal memory and
the formation of communicative memory of the Holocaust.

As for cultural memory, the Holocaust was universalized or externalized.49 In the
process of universalization, the Holocaust was subsumed as part of the overall Soviet
tragedy, with Jewish victims euphemistically labeled “peaceful Soviet citizens.”50

When crimes against Jews were discussed as such, only the events of the Holocaust
outside the borders of the Soviet Union were mentioned, a phenomenon I call “externa-
lization.”51 To silence discussion of the Holocaust, these two mechanisms were used
in tandem: universalization allowed the Soviets to cast Slavs and communists as the
main target of Hitler’s attack and erase Jewish victimhood; externalization was used
to avoid any implication of local bystanders or Nazi collaborators, and absolved the
Soviet Union of any historic responsibility for mass Jewish losses on its soil. Throughout
the Soviet era, any attempts to memorialize the Holocaust through monuments, literary
texts, art, or media were completely or partially censored. In post-Soviet times and today,
in Putin’s Russia, the memory ofWorldWar II is still firmly couched in old Soviet terms
with a particular emphasis on the victory and heroism of the Russian people.52 More-
over, today this approach to the past is becoming increasingly nationalistic, playing
up the regime’s claim of Russia’s special historic role and unique path.53 In this
version of the memory of the war, there is no space for a particularly Jewish catastrophe.

Finally, regarding political memory, the state has failed to acknowledge and mem-
orialize the Holocaust. It is noteworthy that Russia is not a member of the International
Task Force on Holocaust Education, Remembrance, and Research, even though the
events of the Holocaust took place on its territory.54 The Holocaust is not part of
state-authorized school curricula, and there is no formalized training of teachers on
the subject.55 With a few exceptions, there has been no official commemoration of
the Holocaust through major museums, commemorations, or other practices.56

At the same time, the Jewish (and Western) narrative of the Holocaust largely
excludes the tremendous Soviet losses – about 27 million lives, including 12 million
civilians. Moreover, the events of the Holocaust on Soviet territory are rendered all
but invisible. As Natan Meir, a Content Committee member, summarizes, “in many
Holocaust museums in Israel, Europe, and the United States, the Holocaust on
Soviet soil – sometimes called ‘Holocaust by bullets’ – tends to be overshadowed by
what might be called ‘the Holocaust in Poland,’ characterized by large ghettos such
as Warsaw and Łódź and killing centers like Treblinka and Auschwitz.”57

The designers and the Content Committee had to reconcile these two approaches
and make adjustments – or, in the words of Natan Meir, “correctives” – to both.58

The result is a hybrid representation, a combination of competing Soviet and
Western discourses, although the museum does a better job of correcting the dominant
Western discourse than it does correcting the Soviet one. This is evident in the title of
the gallery. In most of the world, this war is known as “WorldWar II,”which took place
from 1939 to 1945. But in Russia the war – known by its Soviet name, the “Great
Patriotic War” (velikaia otechestvennaia voina or, in literal translation, the “Great
Fatherland War”) – started in 1941, with the German invasion of the Soviet Union,
and ended in 1945. The gallery title keeps the Soviet name and dates of the war, but
appends to it the term “Holocaust,” a word that was introduced into Russian circulation
only in the mid-1990s and that is still not well known there.

In a departure from a Soviet discourse that universalized the Jewish story, the
museum highlights the particular significance of the war for Jews, representing both
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heroism and victimhood. Heroism is portrayed in a display about the Soviet Jewish war
effort, a subject that has never been touched in Soviet mainstream media or memorials.
The exhibit representing the Soviet Jewish effort at the front is introduced by two enor-
mous objects: a real T-34 tank, a legendary Red Army weapon, and a life-size model of
a Po-2 airplane, famous for being flown by “night witches” – female military aviators,
some of whom were Jewish. To the right of them is a large screen showing video tes-
timonies of former fighters. These large-scale videos and artifacts are complemented by
intimate documents such as letters, photographs, and personal papers of Soviet Jews
who fought at the fronts (see Figure 2).

While the subject of Jewish heroism features prominently in the gallery, evident
especially in the stories of Jewish Red Army fighters and partisans, the framing of
the subject retains Soviet discursive memorial strategies. The introductory text of the
display reads, “like the entirety of the Soviet people, Jews participated in the defense
of their motherland.” Here, Jews are simply added to the heroic Soviet story. Although
the message is that of Jewish heroism, it can exist only in the context of the universa-
lized story of the war, common to Jews and non-Jews alike. This is why the artifacts
chosen for this gallery are such universal Soviet military symbols – the tank and the
airplane.

Along with the fighters, the museum celebrates other Jewish contributions to
what the Soviets called “the Great Victory,” featuring Soviet Jews who worked in
industry, wrote poetry, served as journalists and photo-journalists, or composed
songs universally known and loved by Russians. Once again, the Jews are added to
the great universalized narrative of the war, harking back to the idea of “the internation-
alist solidarity” of all Soviet people, coming together to defeat the enemy.

Figure 2. Part of “The Great Patriotic War and the Holocaust” gallery. Photograph courtesy of
the museum.
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Jewish victimhood comes through most clearly in the main feature of the gallery: a
panoramic film projected on a massive curved screen. The film interweaves wartime
archival footage, testimonies of Holocaust survivors, and Red Army fighters to tell
the story of Jewish suffering in the context of the German invasion of the USSR and
the overall Soviet losses and valor. The film is supplemented by more traditional
museum displays, including photos, maps, explanatory text, Nazi propaganda
posters, and audio-stations featuring period music and poetry.

Importantly, the museum’s display locates the events of the Holocaust on Soviet soil.
This is a successful corrective to both Soviet-era discourse, which externalized the Holo-
caust, and Western discourse, which paid little attention to the Holocaust in the Soviet
Union. The gallery features video testimonies of Soviet Holocaust survivors. Such testi-
monies became familiar in theWest thanks to the work of such organizations as the Shoah
Foundation, but they are entirely new in Moscow. Throughout the Soviet era, the identity
of “Holocaust survivor” did not exist. In fact, survivors, like Soviet POWs, were forced to
conceal the history of their imprisonment in ghettos or camps to avoid being suspected of
treason.59 The museum gives center stage to these testimonies, which not only expose
visitors to a first-person perspective on the Holocaust, but also establish the category of
“Holocaust survivor.” In this way, the museum succeeds in both heroizing the Soviet
Jews – fighters and intelligentsia – and eliciting empathy for the victims among them.

The museum avoids dealing with more difficult subjects, such as relations between
Jews and non-Jews during the war. In the entire exhibit, there is only one brief para-
graph about local collaborators “in some Lithuanian and Ukrainian towns.” In that
story, Russians are not implicated in the anti-Jewish violence. It is true, that most
Jewish victims in the occupied Soviet territory were killed in Ukraine, Belarus,
Moldova, and Lithuania. But even within the contemporary borders of Russia there
were dozens of ghettos and numerous sites of mass executions.60 Instead, the Holocaust
is presented as part of the heroic narrative of the war, according to which the good
Soviets defeated the evil Germans. Consequently, the museum succeeds in glorifying
and mourning, but without raising more controversial and relevant questions that
would require coming to terms with a nation’s difficult past.

This is not unique to post-Soviet Russia. All across the Eastern bloc, past historical –
ideological models persist in approaches to the Holocaust, and some skeletons remain in
the national closets. As John-Paul Himka and Joanna Michlic point out, the temptation is
“to tell the past in a comforting way.” The process of coming to terms with a past is
uneven at best, and there are tensions between the models of “monumental history”
and “critical history.”61

Issues of memory and dealing with the past also emerge in the memorial part of the
exhibit, the Remembrance Space. Located opposite the World War II and Holocaust
panoramic film is a partially enclosed space, a cube, with an entrance from the side
that faces the panoramic film, and candles lining the interior wall. Projected above
the flames of the candles are the names of victims. Although reminiscent of a conven-
tional Holocaust memorial, with its dark space, candles, and inscribed names, this treat-
ment differs from other Holocaust memorials because the identity of the victims, other
than their names, is missing. There are no indications in the space itself, and tour guides
at the museum are vague about their identity. When I pressed the tour guide, I was given
a number of five million victims, but was not sure who they were supposed to be –

Jews? Civilians? POWs? – or how they were selected.
It turns out, this ambiguity is by design. The Federation was clear to the RAA team

that they did not want a Holocaust memorial. Instead, they envisioned the Remembrance
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Space as an ecumenical space with universal appeal.62 According to Doug Balder, this
was one of the most challenging parts of designing the museum. In fact, RAA brain-
stormed dozens of designs before coming up with the versions they presented to the
client. Ultimately, the client settled on the current design, which memorializes the
overall Soviet losses in the war. In fact, according to the original concept, the inscribed
names should represent all 27 million Soviet lives lost. However, technical limitations
made projections of 27 million names impossible, forcing the media designers to cull
together a selection of names from the three databases accessible from the computer
monitors installed in the space.63 The first one is a database of all known Jewish
victims of the Holocaust in the world created by Israel’s Yad Vashem. The second data-
base is from the Memorial, a Russian historical and civil rights group known for mem-
orializing victims of the Soviet totalitarian past; in this case the database memorializes
those who fell in battle (Jews or not). The third database, from the Russian Defense Min-
istry, memorializes “heroic feats of the people in the Great Patriotic war.”

Each of these three databases is a repository of different memories, from distinct
historical and cultural discourses: Soviet and Jewish, heroes, and victims. What is
the meaning of the museum’s choice? Here, memorializing overall losses arguably con-
tinues the Soviet legacy of universalizing Jewish victims, while also providing a sep-
arate database for each group. This is a common discourse in Russia even today
– “everyone suffered, not just the Jews.” What is remarkable is that such a discourse
appears in the context of a Jewish museum, one sponsored by Chabad. In fact,
Boroda himself reiterated it in his interview on Russian television. Pointing out the dis-
parity between the number of Jewish Holocaust victims and overall Soviet losses,
“it would be wrong [for the museum] to focus only on the Holocaust.”64

The Holocaust in Russia is still interpreted as an internal Jewish affair, with limited
relevance to anyone else. By contrast, in the Western world, although widely debated,
the Holocaust is considered a central historic event of the twentieth century, the event
that led to the coining of the word “genocide,” with repercussions for citizens of the
global world. Eastern Europe, to various degrees, is undergoing a process of acknowl-
edgment and memorialization of the Holocaust. In Russia, not only antisemites, but
even some progressive thinkers, believe the Holocaust should not be memorialized
as a distinct and separate event.65 According to this logic, Jewish victims are just a
part of the larger losses of the Great Patriotic War, and it is sufficient to focus on the
generalized story of the entire event. Given the dearth of the commemoration of the
Jewish victims of the war in Russia, the Jewish museum could have taken an additional
step in bringing the specificity of the Holocaust forward.

Perhaps the reason it did not do so is that the goals of the museum included promot-
ing the image of Russia as a tolerant multicultural, multi-confessional society, and, in so
doing, positioned Jews as a model minority. By weaving these newly imagined Jews
into Soviet and Russian history and casting them in a positive role, the museum univer-
salizes the Jewish experience.
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