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these same writers equated criminal-
ity with the specifically lower-class
Jews who lived there. Perhaps there
are sources that make this equation
explicit (though if so, they would
vitiate her suggestion that class and
not ethnicity was the "sine qua non
of individual identity"), but the ar-
gument needs to be better made.
Also problematic for her claims
about the intentions behind these
articles is the absence of informa-
tion about their authors. Despite dis-
cussing the oeuvres of prolific col-
umnists "Satana" and "Faust,"
Sylvester provides almost no bio-
graphical details about them or the
other writers and editors she says
were so influential. Such information
would have immeasurably deepened
her study and possibly supported her
argument about Odessa's dominant
culture. More importantly, it would
better explain how what seems to
have been a large number of secular-
ized Jewish newspapermen helped
make Odessan culture unique.

Unfortunately, Tales contains no
explanation of this or any other rel-
evant historical change. Like its il-
lustrations of Cafe Fankoni and The
Grand Stairway, this is but a snap-
shot of an "old" Odessa which is re-
ally the Odessa of 1905-1914. Why
this study is so temporally framed is
not explained, but in any case, what
is described here is not an old city,

but one as modern as many other
cities in the world at the time. This
goes far towards explaining why the
expression of middle-class values in
Odessa does not appear to have
been all that unique, as any reader
familiar with Peter Gay's Education
of the Senses or any number of other
books on Victorian sensibilities will
quickly realize.] Therefore, while it
does indeed seem "that Russia's
middle class was not 'missing' ... "
(P. 5), it is strange that the ostensi-
bly dominant and unique Odessan
Jewish middle class is missing from
this tale. The group that Sylvester
ar.gues so espoused middle-class
values is here (at best) in disguise:
is it "Faust," who contrary to mid-
dle-class values actually defended
Moldayanka's wretches; is it
Krokodil's "the Stranger," pseud-
onym of Boris Danylovich Flit, or
his literary creations, the thorough-
ly meshchanstvo Perel'muter fami-
ly; is it Lorberbaum, the trainer who
could not bear to witness the execu-
tion of his mad elephant; or is it the
readers of Odesskaia pochta, about
whom Sylvester provides some (but
certainly not enough) information?
Or is it, as many snapshot histories
imply, unknowable, obscured in this
case behind Bakhtinian masquerade
and deception? And if it is, then
what is Tales of Old Odessa really
about?
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Mariya Yelenevskaya and Larisa
Fialkova have studied the folklore
of recent Russian immigrants in Is-
rael. Their book, however, is much
more than a traditional folklore
study - it is rather an intersection of
oral history and postfolklore studies
(Sergei Nekludov's term for a hy-
brid mix of modern urban folklore
and mass culture).' Yelenevskaya
and Fialkova present an analysis of
life story interviews with 143 immi-
grants, focusing on their Jewish
identity, attitudes to "others," per-
ceptions of time and space, religious
beliefs, folklore, and language.
What emerges is a collective por-
trait of the new immigrant commu-
nity of nearly one million people.
This community constitutes both a
sizable part of the Russian diaspora
and a significant addition to the Is-
raeli society - today every sixth Is-
raeli is of Russian origin.

Yelenevskaya and Fialkova draw
from and contribute to several areas

Ab Imperio, I/2007

of study, including the study of im-
migration, the study of the Russian
diaspora, and the study of contem-
porary Israeli culture. But perhaps
their most important contribution is
to the study of Soviet and post-So-
viet Jewry. In that sense, the appear-
ance of this book is timely and wel-
come. For years, research on Rus-
sian Jews was limited to antiquated
Sovietology ("Jews of Silence" dis-
course), or a black-and-white study
of anti-Semitism ("Oy, we suffered"
discourse). More often than not such
research was produced from an "out-
sider perspective" - by researchers
trained in the West, who were pre-
dominantly non-native speakers of
Russian.

Unlike such "outsiders," Yele-
nevskaya and Fialkova are them-
selves immigrants to Israel (from
St. Petersburg and Kiev respective-
ly) who know their subject first
hand. They speak in the first per-
son, giving the readers a rare in-
sight into the world of local mean-
ings and expressions of the immi-
grants (taking what anthropolo-
gists call the "emic" approach). In
that, they join a cohort of new re-
search on Russian Jews, produced
by "cultural insiders," based on
interviews, ethnography, and cul-
tural history. Among them, are
monographs by Yuri Slezkine, Ele-
na Nosenko, Larissa Remennick,

3 P. Gay. Education of the Senses. New York, 1984.
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cludes chapters on religious and su-
perstitious beliefs (chapter 5), on
immigrant folklore (chapter 6), on
language use (chapter 7), conclu-
sions, and appendices. This division
is hardly conceptual, but rather is
due to limitations of binding. But
even "slimmed down," the two pa-
perbacks fall apart at first reading.
The quality of the images, which the
authors so generously included, is so
poor that some photographs are near-
1y inscrutable. The lack of index is
also a hindrance. Hopefully this can
be improved in the future editions _
as this book truly deserves.

Yet, Yelenevskaya and Fialkova
arrive at meaningful and provocative
conclusions. As I mentioned before,
their major contribution is to the
contemporary multidisciplinary re-
search on Russian Jewry. From the
outset, Yelenevskaya and Fialkova
approach Russian Jewish identity as
fragmented, contradictory and mul-
tivocal, resulting in the polar "Jew-
ish self-stereotypes" that either "ide-
alize Jews or humiliate them" (P.
80). Refuting a tired argument about
Jewish identity in the USSR (or
rather lack thereot), Yelenevskaya
and Fialkova show how even in the
Soviet era Jewish identity was kept
alive: "Collective memory was
transmitted through folklore: in Yid-
dish songs, parables, jokes, and even
more so in the personal stories about
Nazi crimes, about 'rootless cosmo-
politans,' about arranged failures in
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However, the focus on interviews
also has some drawbacks. The au-
thors' narrative reads like an ex-
tended commentary to the inter-
views. Even though the commentary
is usually perceptive and insightful,
the analysis is descriptive and not al-
ways theoretically driven. Addition-
ally, it is not clear why certain the-
oretical approaches are applied
rather than others. For instance, I
was surprised that the authors do
not approach their rich data with the
analytical tools of the ethnography
of communication (best represented
by Gerry Philipsen, Donal Car-
baugh, and in Israel by Tamar Kat-
riel). This approach considers com-
munication as the very fabric a cul-
ture is made of, and through the
analysis of communicative practices
(style, genres, and contexts of
speech) gives insight into cultural
meanings and assumptions. Clearly,
Yelenevskaya's and Fialkova' s
analysis would be enriched by ap-
plication of such approach.

Another drawback is the low pro-
duction value of the book (certainly
not the authors' fault). Thus the book
is unnecessarily published in two
volumes: the first volume includes
a theoretical introduction, a method-
ological overview, and chapters an-
alyzing Russian-Jewish identity
(chapter 2), relationships with "oth-
ers" (chapter 3), and perceptions of
time and space among immigrants
(chapter 4). The second volume in-

interviewees speak freely from the
pages of the book, carefully preserv-
ing their juicy metaphors, stuttering
repetitions, idiosyncratic syntax, and
linguistic shifts. Taken together,
these interview narratives capture a
novel form (or dialect) of Russian-
a Russian with an influx of Hebrew
vocabulary, Russified with suffixes
and endings (e.g., olimka - "a female
new immigrant" from the Hebrew
ala). The language of immigrants is
the subject of an entire chapter,
which also includes an analysis of
hysterical double entendres resulting
from mixing languages, as well as

-.accounts of misunderstandings re-
sulting from genuine mistakes.

The authors' choice to quote gen-
erously (sometimes entire pages)
from. the interviews strikes me as
particularly important given the non-
elite status of the interviewees, who
are doubly and triply marginalized:
as immigrants, as provincials, some-
times as elderly, and often as women
(about two-thirds of the interviewees
are women). This choice is empow-
ering. Moreover, like any good sto-
ry, the interview narratives are fun
to read, and are often humorous and
poignant - the examples are just too
numerous to quote.
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and my own.2 What is particularly
valuable in Yelenevskaya's and Fi-
alkova's book is that the authors do
not focus on elites and intelligentsia,
but rather capture the everyday mun-
dane life of rank and file Russian im-
migrants (or simply "the Russians,"
as they are dubbed in Israel). Even
though the authors did not aim for a
representative sample, the profile of
their interviewees does resemble that
of the larger immigrant community.
Most of the· immigrants came from
Russia and the Ukraine, mainly from
large urban centers. Most of them are
college educated professionals for
whom immigration meant a loss of
professional status. Most of them are
ethnic Jews, but some of them have
partial Jewish heritage or just Jew-
ish spouses (the Israeli immigration
law jus sanguinis grants citizenship
to both Jews and their non-Jewish
family members). Importantly, most
interviews were conducted in areas
with a high concentration of immi-
grants - Haifa, Nazaret-Elit, Ash-
kelon, and Beer-Sheba - which form
a periphery that is rarely seen and
heard.

One of the book's many strengths
are the interviews themselves. Ye-
lenevskaya and Fialkova let their
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college admission tests, about diffi-
culties in finding jobs and advanc-
ing one's career, about friends and
relatives who emigrated [from the
USSR]" (P. 86).3 Yelenevskaya and
Fialkova conclude: "It is precisely
these stories that gave Jews a sense
of a common fate" (P. 110). This is
a great example of how this self-de-
fined folklore study contributes to a
broader debate among sociologists,
historians, and anthropologists.

Perhaps the most revealing chap-
ter deals with the perceptions of
"others" whom "the Russians"
(themselves a diverse group) en-
counter in Israel. There are multiple
others - on the one hand, there are
Jewish Israelis from countries like
Morocco or Ethiopia, who from the
immigrants' vantage point don't
look or act remotely "Jewish." On
the other hand, there are ultra-reli-
gious Jews, who are perhaps "too
Jewish." And finally, there-are Pal-
estinians - a paradigmatic enemy.
Perceptions of these multiple others
and the hierarchical relationships
between them are overlaid with
homegrown ethnic and racial stereo-
types, so that "the mythological sys-
tems, absorbed before emigration,
are mobilized as a means of inter-
preting Israeli reality in familiar
terms" (P. 121). The preexisting ste-
reotypes and an experience of im-

migration often combine into what
Svetlana Boym called "the inferior-
ity-superiority· complex of immi-
grants."4 In that sense, the Russian
immigrants' hostility towards various
others can be explained by their own
marginalized status: "Belief in the
superiority of one's own group of-
ten functions as a compensation for
low self-esteem, caused by a loss of
social status and a conflict between
the official values [supporting immi-
gration] and the real [negative] atti-
tudes [towards immigrants]" (P.
136).

The defensive superiority felt by
immigrants is especially salient in
their attitudes towards Palestinians.
In -Israel, immigrants often feel ex-
ploited and marginalized, and divide
their social world into "us" - "the
Russians" and "them" - "the Israe-
lis." But when Palestinians are con-
cerned, the alignments shifts, and
now "us" includes "us, the Israelis,"
versus "them" - "the Arabs." To ele-
vate their status as immigrants and
to distance themselves from an un-
desirable minority, some "Russians"
mobilize their historic memory as
"saviors of Europe" (from the Nazis,
from Napoleon, and from the Tatar-
Mongols' armies). They choose to
see themselves as "defenders of Is-
rael from Muslim threat and terror-
ism" (P. 196). This discussion should

be relevant not only to the scholars
of the Russian immigrant commu-
nity in Israel, but also to researchers
thinking about the larger post-Soviet
context, including the rise of nation-
alism and anti-Muslim Orientalist
attitudes.

Of course, a monograph on im-
migration, especially on Russian
immigration, is unimaginable with-
out a discussion of nostalgia. What
Yelenevskaya and Fialkova find is
that their interviewees are nostalgic
not so much for their lived Soviet
past, but rather for their dream of the
"imaginary West" (Alexei Yurchak's
term).5 Once again, the pre-immigra-
tion perceptions define the way im-
migrants see Israel - welcoming its
"Western" features and disparaging
its Middle Eastern or "Levantine"
character.

The most enjoyable part of the
book focuses of postfolklore - on the
Russian-Israeli use of stock charac-
ters of Soviet jokes (e.g., Chapaev
or Baba Yaga). These and other
characters of Soviet mythology pop
up in idioms, stock phrases, and of
course anecdotes, circulating not
only in face-to-face interaction, but
also on the Internet, TV, and news-
papers. Inclusion of these mediated
contexts is another strength of the
book, broadening its scope to media
representations, which today are
ubiquitous and are as important (if
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not more so) than traditional folk-
lore channels.

In conclusion, the authors sum-
marize their discussion of life histo-
ries as a genre of folklore, and the
folklore of immigrants as a reflec-
tion of their past and present. They
also refer to contemporary debates
about the positioning of Russian
Jews: are they a Russian diaspora in
Israel, or are they homecomers from
the Jewish diaspora? But instead of
giving an answer, the authors end
with the question of the future of the
Russian immigrants in Israel.

All in all, this is a pioneering
work that makes an enormous con-
tribution to our understanding of a
community in formation. This con-
tribution spans several disciplines
and areas of study, and will be of
great value to scholars seriously
thinking about immigration and di-
aspora. English-speaking readers
will be happy to know that an up-
dated and revised version of the book
will be published in 2007 by Wayne
University Press, under the title Ex-
Soviets in Israel: From Personal
Narratives to a Group Portrait.

3 All quotes are in my translation.
4 S. Boym. The Future of Nostalgia. New York, 2001. P. xv.
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