
“Semyon Reznik’s use of historical material can be only associated with the skills of a professional historian. It 
seems that not even the smallest detail, contributing to the recreation of the 150-year-old characters and events, 
has eluded the author. Then, the historian yields the spotlight to the prose writer or, more precisely, enjoys a fruitful 
coexistence with him.”
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“The book reads like a masterpiece novel, and is a significant contribution to contemporary literature.”
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“It really does not often happen that someone writes a tempestuous, humorous, and tear-eliciting novel that is 
read from cover to cover.”
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“…This book is not only a fine piece of literature in its own right, it would also come at as time when we are wit-
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“Semyon Reznik’s use of historical material can be 
only associated with the skills of a professional his-
torian. It seems that not even the smallest detail, 
contributing to the recreation of the 150-year-old 
characters and events, has eluded the author. Then 
the historian yields the spotlight to the prose writer, or 
more precisely, enjoys a fruitful coexistence with him. 
Semyon Reznik draws his creative freedom, which he 
uses skillfully and tactfully, from the inevitable need 
to fill the gaps in the fabric of history — a phenomenon 
common to any historical novel.”

— Еdward Kapitaikin,Novoye Russkoye Slovo
(NewRussianWord — Russianlanguagedaily),

NewYork,1986

“As you may know, I sit on the book review committee 
of The Washington Times, and I can assure you that 
most of the books that come across our desk are not 
half as interesting or readable as your novel. It seems 
to me that there ought to be a real possibility for your 
book to find an audience here in the United States. 
Not only it is a fine piece of literature in its own right, 
it would also come at as time when we are witnessing 
a resurgence of anti-  Semitism — and that not just in 
Russia but in many parts of Europe and the United 
States as well. Reminding people of its grim history 
is very important in my view.”

— Helle Bering-  Jensen,
The Washington Times,1991



“That kind of a novel — rare nowadays — that by all 
means will be read fifty years from now and more. It 
really does not happen often that someone writes a 
tempestuous, laughable and tear-eliciting novel that 
is read from cover to cover.”

— Agnes Gereben,
fromtheafterwordtotheHungarianedition,

Budapest,1990

“The book reads like a masterpiece novel, and is a sig-
nificant contribution to contemporary literature. As 
the reader opens the book he is right away struck by 
the ornate epic style, originally conceived by the author 
of this story. Truth and parody become so intertwined 
that the reader no longer knows in what vein to read 
it. This confusion derives from a professional literary 
approach, which reminds me of the novels by Gabriel 
Garcia Marques. Reznik calls his style a documentary 
phantasmagoria, perhaps, an adequate although a 
rare term to describe a novel. The book is full of bit-
ter sarcasm and cutting irony both of which are so 
typical of the contemporary Soviet Jewish culture. 
Reznik clearly writes for (even if not quite about) 
his contemporaries, occasionally indulging in pop 
Soviet anachronisms, which further aggravate the 
purposeful dissonance of his creation.”

— Yakov M. Rabkin,
Departementd’histoire,

UniversitydeMontreal,1988
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Introduction  
to the English Edition

Itiswidelyconsideredthatanti-Semitismwasbornwithearly
Christianity.AstheNewTestamentsays,theJewshad notac-
ceptedthedivinityofJesusChrist,anddemandedhis crucifix-
ion,saying:“Hisbloodisonusandonourchildren”.So, “the
children”havebeenpayingthepricefor2,000years.
Infact,therootsofanti-Semitismgoevenmuchdeeper.

Whenandhowdiditbegin?Thereisnopreciseanswertothis
question.AccordingtotheOldTestament(Torah),Jewishslaves
sufferedimmenselyinAncientEgypt.Thatwasthemainreason
fortheirexodus — around1,200yearsbeforeJesuswasborn.But
whatprecededthat?
Abrahamalsohadtoleavehishomelandduetothehostility

fromhisneighbors.
TheancientneighborsoftheJewishtribes,eventhemost

numerousandpowerful,sunkintooblivion.Othernations
emerged;someachievedgreatmightandahighlevelofculture.
Buttheydisappearedaswell,whiletheJewsremained.And
anti-Semitismremainedaswell.
Theageofanti-Semitismisalmostthesameastheageof

ourcivilization.AccordingtoAlbertEinstein,“anti-Semitismis
theshadowoftheJewishpeople…I amaphysicist,andI know
thateveryitemcastsashadow.Theshadowofmypeopleis
anti-Semitism.”
Ifitisso,thenperhapstheJewsthemselvesareresponsible

foranti-Semitism.Dotheycarrysomespecifictraitsorproper-
tiesthatmakethemhatedanddespisedbyotherpeoplesand
ethnicgroups?
Somescholarsbelievedthiswasthecase.ProfessorSolomon

Lurie(1891–1964),aprominentRussian-Jewishphilologistand
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historianofAntiquity,substantiatedthisidea.InhisbookAnti- 
Semitism in the Ancient World,hedescribedhowancientGreeks
andRomansdisdainedtheinhabitantsofconqueredprovinces,
contemptuouslycallingthemmeteks.But,acoupleofgenera-
tionslater,meteksabsorbedthereligionbeliefs,language,and
customsoftheconquerorsanddissolvedamongthemwhilethe
Jewsremaineddifferent,suspicious,ridiculed,andrejected.
Luriesupportedhisobservationbyquotingthebestminds
ofAntiquity,fromAristophanesandThucydidestoPlutarch,
Tacitus,andSeneca.
ThebookwaspublishedinSovietRussiain1922.Itwasap-

preciatedbyAlfredRosenberg,oneoftheleadingideologistsof
Hitler’sNational-SocialistParty.ABalticGerman,Rosenberg
grewupandwaseducatedinRussia,sohewasfluentinRus-
sian.Withhissupport,thebookwastranslatedintoGerman
andusedbytheNazisasapropagandatool — asideeffectnot
foreseenbytheauthor.
Lurie’sanalysisthatcoveredantiquitylookedrathercon-

vincing.However,inabroaderhistoricalframework,itisless
credible.Thus,theJewsweredrivenoutoftheBritishKing-
domattheendofthe13thcenturyandallowedbackonlyunder
Cromwell,i. e.inthemiddleofthe17thcentury.Forthreeand
ahalfcenturiesnoJewslivedinBritain.Butacertainperception 
aboutthemremainedintheBritishpublicconsciousness,and
thatkindofperceptionwasbrilliantlyexpressedbyWilliam
ShakespeareinThe Merchant of Venice.
ThefiercebloodthirstinessofShylock,themaincharacter

presentedasatypicalJewishmoneylender,overcomeseven
hispassionforgold.WheredidShakespearegettheideaabout
Jewishcannibalism?Obviously,notfromtheJewsthemselves.
TheplotwasborrowedfromaGermanchronicleofthe10th
centurythattriggeredtheauthor’simagination.Shakespeare
utilizedthisimage,anddiditsobrilliantlythattheplayhas
beenperformedagainandagain,indifferentlanguages,all
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overtheworld,regardlessofwhetherJewswerearoundornot.
Contrarytothelawsofphysics,theshadowoftheJewishpeople
isendowedwithanamazingability:toseparatefromtheitem,
andliveindependentlyfaraway.
ThehistoryofRussiapresentsplentyofsimilarexamples.
EasternSlavsprayedtomanypagangodsuntilthelate10th

century,whenKievanGrandDukeVladimirforcedthemtobe
baptizedintoGreek-OrthodoxChristianity.Kievwasthemost
importantcity,andacertainnumberofJewstherelivedalong-
sideChristians.AnOrthodoxpreacher,St. Theodosius,founder
ofthefamousPecherskyMonastery(11thcentury),oftenvisited
theJewishquarter(Zhidovi vorota).Hewaseagertochallengethe
Jews,toarguewiththemonreligiousmatters,toconvincethem
tobebaptized,quarrelingwiththem,andprovokingthem.He
believedthattheJewishreligiousritualsrequiredthesacrificeof
innocentChristians,andhispassionatedesirewastobekilled
inthenameofJesusChrist.Tohisdisappointment,hewasnot
holyenoughtohavesuchanhonor.
InthetimeofKievanGrandDukeVladimirMonomakh

(1053–1125),thefirstrecordedJewishpogromtookplaceinKiev.
AftertheMongolinvasionofRussia(1237–1242),theJews

disappearedfromthere.TheleadingpositionoftheKievan
Duchygraduallydiminished,andtheMoscowDuchybecame
supreme.TheGrandDukesofMoscowliberatedtheEastern
SlavsfromtheMongolyokeandunitedthemintoonestate.
TheJewswerenotallowedtosettlethereoreventocomefor
businessorashortvisit.TherewerenoJewsinthecountryfor
eightcenturies.Buttheanti-Semiticoutlookwasstrongand
evenplayedanimportantroleintheinnerpoliticalstruggle.
Inthe15thcentury,underGrandDukeIvan III(1462–1505),

therewasagroupofreformersheadedbyFyodorKuritsyn,and
initiallysupportedbytheGrandDukehimself.Theyattempted
tointroducesomechangesbothinreligiousandsecularlife,
butwereopposedbysomeleadersoftheRussianOrthodox
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Church.TodiscreditKuritsynandhisgroup,theywerelabeled
Judaic heretics(Eres’ Zhidovskaia).Someofthemwereburnedat
thestake,othersthrownintothedungeon.Noone,ofcourse,
wasrelatedtoJewsbybloodorreligion.
Onlyinthelate18thcentury,afterPolandwasdefeatedanddi-

videdbetweenthreemightyneighbors,theJewsbecamesubjects
oftheRussianEmpire.Theauthoritiesdidnotknowmuchabout
them,butwerecertainthatJewswereharmful,sotheirrights
andactivitiesshouldberestrictedasmuchaspossible.Tojustify
thediscrimination,persecution,andpogroms,theauthorities
blamedthevictims.Jewswereaccusedofeverything — fromthe
“alcoholization”and“exploitation”ofthenaïveandsimplistic
Orthodoxpeasants,toavoidingmilitaryservice;aswellasthe
ritualkillingofChristianbabies,andorganizingpoliticalupris-
ings.ThispropagandaofhateculminatedwithThe Protocols of the 
Elders of ZionfabricatedbytheRussiansecretpolice.TheNazis
skillfullyturnedtheforgeryintoaWarrant for Genocide.1

AfterWorldWar IandtheRussianRevolution,Polandbe-
cameanindependentstateagain.Jewswerehatedtherejust
asbeforetherevolution.UnderGermanoccupationinWorld
War IItheywereeliminatedbytheNazis,whoweregladlyas-
sistedbythelocalpopulation.ThosePolishJewswhomanaged
tosurviveduringtheHolocaustweresqueezedoutofPoland
bytheCommunistregimeinthelate1960s.Sincethattime,
practicallynoJewshavelivedinthatcountry,butanti-Semitic
sentimentsarewidespreadthere.
HatredtowardtheJewsinMuslimcountries,includingthose

wherenoJewseverlived,isalsowellknown.
NoJewseverlivedinJapan,butsomepeopleinthiscountry

stronglybelieveintheWorldJewishConspiracy.The Protocols 
of the Elders of Zionhavebeenpublishedthereagainandagain,
findingzealousreaders.

1 NormanKohn.Warrant for Genocide. The Myth of the Jewish World-  Conspiracy and 
the Protocols of the Elders of Zion//NewYork&Evanston:Harper&Row,1967.
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Thevirulentanti-Semiticbook,The Jews in Russia and the USSR
byAndreiDikiy,aRussianémigré,waspublishedinNewYorkin
1967.ItwasmostlyoverlookedintheWest,butgreedilyconsumed
byRussiannationalistsintheSovietUnion.Inpost-SovietRussia,
thebookwasreprintedthereandbecameacatechismforso-called
‘nationalpatriots’.Itsinfluencecouldbeseenin“patriotic”ac-
countsbyprominentmathematicianandformerdissidentIgor
Shafarevich,byNobelPrizewinnerAlexanderSolzhenitsyn,notto
mentionlessfamouspreachersoftheso-calledRussianIdea.The
Idea,infact,isnotsomuchRussian,butverymuchanti-Semitic.
What exactly the Jews have been accused of depends on

timeandplace.AsrabbiJonathanSacksputitwithbittersar-
casm, Jewswere hated because theywere rich and because
theywerepoor;becausetheywerecapitalistsandbecausethey
werecommunists;becausetheyliveapartfromtherestofthe
populationandbecausetheyaretoomuchintegrated;because
theyare too religiousandbecause theyare too secular.This
listcangoonand on.TheJewspoisonthewells,theydrinkthe
bloodofChristianchildren,andtheyspreaddiseases…During
theSovietperiodtheyweresaidtobeguiltyofshootingBol-
shevikleaderVladimirLenin,whileinthepost-Sovietperiod
theyhavebeenaccusedoftheritualkillingofNicholasII,the
lastRussianczar.IntheSovietperiodtheywereDoctor-Killers
andZionist-TraitorsdisloyaltotheSovietgovernment,while
inthepost-Sovietperiodtheyhavebeenlabeledasthemain
supportersofBolshevism.
InhisbookThree Thousand-  Year Enigma,theinternationally

recognizedmathematicianandindependentlymindedformer
Sovietdissident,academicianIgorShafarevich“proved”that
theJewshadalwaysstrivedforsupremepowerovertheworld,
nothinglesswasenoughforthem.
IntheWestaftertheHolocaust,itbecameunacceptableto

publicizeanti-Semiticviews,soJew-hatershadtokeepalow
profileforseveraldecades.
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Thisisnotthecaseanymore,andanti-Semitismisontherise
inmanyU.S.collegecampuses.TheresultisthatJewishstudents
arefindingoutthetruththehardway.PublicspeechesbyLouis
Farrakhanattractlargeaudiences,andhissarcasticstatements,
suchas“I am not an anti-  Semite, I am anti-  Termite,”havebeen
cheeredbythousandsofhisardentsupporters.Closeonthe
heelsofFarrakhanarethewidelypublicizedannouncements
bysomenewlyelectedcongress(wo)men,whoseactivitieshave
beenfoundedbyorganizationssuchasMiftah — “a rabidly anti- 
Semitic group that has accused Jews of using ‘the blood of Christians 
in the Jewish Passover,’ has published neo-  Nazi propaganda question-
ing ‘the Jewish ‘Holocaust’ tale’ in quotes and has celebrated terrorists 
who murder Israeli children”,asThe Washington Postcolumnist
Marc A. Thiessenputit(August20,2019).
TheyclaimthattheU.S. Governmentissecretlyruledfrom

behindbytheJews,whoseloyaltybelongstoIsrael,nottothe
UnitedStates,andtheNew York Timesillustratesthisgreatdis-
coverywithacartoondepictingU.S.PresidentDonaldTramp
wearingayarmulkeonhisheadandblindlyfollowingaguide-
dogwiththefaceofIsraeliPrimeMinisterBenjaminNetanyahu
andtheStarofDavidonthiscollar.Thecostofthispictureisnot
athousand,butahundredthousandwords.Thecentralideaof
theProtocols of the Elders of Zion isnowwidelypublicizedbythe
mainstreamU.S.media.

To the credit of The New York Times, she apologized for
publishingthiscartoon.But,astheRussianproverbsays,the 
word is not a sparrow, if it flies out, you can’t catch it.
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Theexpressionofanti-Semitismmightbedifferent,but
thereasonhasbeenalwaysthesame:previousanti-Semitic
mythologypassedfromgenerationtogeneration.Aslight
modernizationofoldmythshelpsthemtobeadjustedtodif-
ferentcircumstances.ThatishowtheDreyfusCasebrokeout
inFranceattheendofthe19thcentury,andtheBeilisCasewas
launchedinRussiabetweentworevolutions(1905and1917).
Thatiswhyintoday’sEuropesomanypeoplearefocusedon
Israeli’s“humanrightsviolations”ofIslamicterrorists,instead
ofbeingconcernedabouttheintrusionofthepotentialradical
Islamistsintotheirownbackyard.
WeseeasimilartrendintheU.S.wheresomanypoliticians

andevenuniversityscholarsanathematizeanyonewhothinks
differently — inthenameof‘diversity’regardingthosewho
lookdifferent.AnyonewhodarestomentionIslamicterrorism
isracist,sexistandIslamophobic,butthosewho“expose”the
globalJewishconspiracyareexercisingtheirrighttofreespeech.
Thevirtuositywithwhichtheconceptsoffreedom of speech and
thepolitical correctness aremanipulatedwouldarouseenvythe
NaziandtheSovietagitpropdepartments.
Mynovel,Chaim-and-  Maria,isanattempttoremindthe

publicthatAdolfHitler,alongwithhisdedicatedbutchers,
bothGermansandnon-Germans,didnotcomefromnowhere.
Theywerethefruitsripenedonacertainbranchofthetreeof
ourgreatcivilization.Theirfollowersandsympathizersare
livingamongus — justastheirpredecessorslivedamongour
grandparentsandgreat-grandparents.
Thenovelwaswritteninthelate1970s,whenI stilllivedin

theSovietUnion,whilethedescribedeventshadtakenplace
150yearsbeforethat,inCzaristRussia,intheremotetownof
VelizhinVitebskProvince.
TheVelizhCaseisoneofabout200blood libelcasesrecord-

edinthehistoryofourcivilization.Itattractedmyatten-
tionfortwomainreasons:itwasoneofthelargestandmost
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ridiculousblood libelinvestigations,anditwasalmostcom-
pletelyforgotten.1

Theonlyotherhistoricalnovelbasedonblood libelaccusations
knowntomeisThe FixerbyBernard Malamud. Itwaswrittenabout
70yearsago.ItisbasedontheBeilisCasethatalsotookplace
inCzaristRussia.Thenovelbecameaninternationalbestseller,
andtheauthorwasawardedwiththePulitzerPrize.
I believethatmynovelChaim-and-  Maria, withitsgripping

plot,life-likecharacters,andrelaxednarrative,mightattract
readersfromallwalksoflife.Thebitterironyofthetitleisclear
toRussianreaders,butitshouldbeexplainedhere.
Thereisacommonfieldflower,violet(Viola tricolor L.).In

Russian,itiscalledIvan-da-  Mariaandisasymbolforlove.By
replacingthetypicalRussianmalename,Ivan,withthetypical
Jewishname,Chaim,thetitleparodiesthesymbolicmeaning
ofthebeautifulflower.
WhatkindoflovestoryisdevelopingbetweenChaimand

Maria?
Thereisnootherwaytofigureitout,buttoreadthenovel.

Semyon Reznik,
Springfield, VA
September 2019

1 ThecasewasresearchedrecentlybyDr. Eugene M. Avrutin,professorofIllinois
University.See:The Velizh Affair. Blood Libel in a Russian Town.ByEugene M. Avrutin
/OxfordUniversityPress,2018.



19

Introduction  
to the First Russian Edition

SincethetimeI remembermyself,I rememberthatI amJewish,
andwhilethereisnothingshamefulaboutthat,as Iwastaught
bymyparents,I shouldbeashamedanyway—suchwerethe
lessonsoflife.Theshameformyethnicity(religionwasoutof
thequestion)I wassqueezingoutofmyselfdropbydrop,as
AntonChekhovsqueezedouthisslavementality.
ManyRussianJewsofmygenerationexperiencedsimilar

feelings.
Inthepast,anti-Semitismwasexplainedbyreligiouspreju-

dices,byethnicdifferences,and,aftertheMarxist-Leninist
ideology“capturedthemassesandbecamethematerialforce,”
bytheclassstrugglewithinincapitalistsociety.
Anti-Semitismhasmuchdeeperroots,tobesure.Itisa

thousands-yearlongculturaltraditiongoingbackasfarasto
thebeginningofcivilization.
Anti-Semitismwasveryusefultotyrants.
InImperialRussia,hatredtowardtheJewswascultivated

andwidelyexploitedbygroupseager topreserve thebank-
ruptedCzaristregimeatanycost.Hitlerwasmostlybetting
onanti-Semitism.IntheUSSRitreacheditspeakattheend
of Stalin’s era, when the witch-hunt against “rootless cos-
mopolitans” culminated in the “Conspiracy of the Doctor-
Killers.”
AfterStalin’sdeath,thearrestedJewishdoctorswerethe

firsttobereleasedfromprisonandpronouncedinnocent.
Itwasthe earliestsignofthe Thaw.1Ithappenedevenbefore
Khrushchev’scampaignforthe“rehabilitation”oftheinnocent

1 ThefirstyearsafterStalin’sdeathwerecalledafterashortnovel,The Thaw, by
IlyaErenburg.
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victimsofStalin’spurgesbegan.Inthefollowingyears,anti-
Semitismwasgoingupanddown,followingthefluctuation
ofthehalf-heartedpolicyof“liberalism”initiatedbyNikita
Khrushchev.
The remains of liberal illusions in Soviet society were

crushed by the 1968 military invasion of Czechoslovakia,
where the new Communist leaders started reforms in the
hope of building “socialismwith a human face.”The violent
attack on the “brotherly Socialist country” should be some-
howexplainedtotheSovietpeople,sotheJewswereusedas
scapegoats again.The large-scale campaign of exposing the
“Zionists”as“theinternalenemiesofsocialism,therealrul-
ersofAmerican imperialism,andthedeadlyenemiesof the
RussianSpirit”wasunleashed.Ithascontinueduptothisday,
althoughtheinitialtriggerforit(theabortedPrague Spring)is
mostlyforgotten.
The“new”slogan — “DenunciationofInternationalZion-

ism” — isjusttheforgottenoldone:“Beatkikes,saveRussia.”
Theexecutorsofthiscampaignhavenotinventedanythingnew,
theyparasitizeonthesocalledRussianpatriotism,stealing
ideas,quotations,“facts”,andlargefragmentsoftextsfrom
thepre-1917ideologistsoftheBlack Hundreds.
Asajournalistandprosewriter,amemberoftheUnion

of SovietWritersandtheUnionofSovietJournalists,I at-
temptedto confrontthis“patriotism”inpolemicalarticles,
parodies,bookreviews,andessays.I submittedthemtothe
mostliberalSovietperiodicals,butnotasinglelinewasac-
ceptedforpublication.
ThenovelChaim-and-  Mariawasoneofthoseattempts.The

eventsdescribedinthenoveltookplaceabout150yearsago,
butThe Presentexistsbetweenthelines.Inspiteofalltheca-
tastrophesRussiawentthroughduringthelastcentury(three
revolutions,acivilwar,twoworldwars,wavesofmassterror),
certainaspectsofthe“Russianspirit”remainverydurable.The
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novelpassedthetestonmodernityintheUSSR,whereallmy
attemptstopublishitfailedbecauseitwastoochallengingto
mainstream“Russianpatriotism.”Asaseverehereditarydis-
ease,anti-SemitismcontributedmuchtoruiningRussiainthe
past,andcontinuestoruinthecountrytodaywithitsdestruc-
tiveimpulses.

Semyon Reznik,
Washington, DC

August 1985
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Chapter One
1828

SurelyyouknowMariaTerentyeva!What?You’veneverheard
ofMariaTerentyeva?You’veneverheardofthatpaleskinned,
ox-eyedbeauty,whocanbreakaman’sheartwithonegraceful
swingofherlusciouships?!
It’struethattherearenosignorssingingloveserenades

underherbalcony.Butthenwherewouldyoufindsignorsin
thesleepytownofVelizhtuckedamidthickforestsandboggy
swamps,andclingingtothebanksoftheriverDvina?Asfor
balconies,therearenoneinthelittleone-storytownofVelizh,
whichishemmedinbyplankfences.Balconiesarenotwhat
MariaTerentyevadreamsof.Doesshehaveahouseorevenatiny
littlenookofherown?Notonyourlife!Fromthedayshewas
born,MariaTerentyevahasneverhadevenabitofspaceeven
insomewreckofabackyardshedwithwindhowlingthrough
thecracksandrainseepinginbetweentheboards.Ifsomekind
soulgiveshershelterforthenight,MariapraisesherLordJesus
Christ,butasforthenextnight…whoknows?Mariadoesknow
onething:theLordwouldneverabandonher.
Oh,Velizh,Velizh,youwonderfullittletown!Quiet,cozy,

witha lively trademarket, statelybeards trimmed into cir-
cles,withmanymerchants,churchesanddrinkingestablish-
ments.LifeinVelizhismilkandhoneyforMariaTerentyeva.
Shejusthastofixhermessybutcolorfulgypsyskirts,rollher
curvy shoulders, wiggle her luscious hips, flutter her huge
fan-likeeyelashes,andanymanwillofferhersomebreadand
aglassof vodka.Ofcoursetogetthis,MariaTerentyevadoes
haveto sinabit…Butwhatof it!She isno infidelorsome-
thing.HerGodis notcruelandmercilesslikethekike’sgod;
herGodisfriendlyandtender,lookingdownfromiconswith
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hissadeyes,lookingather,Maria,pityingthepoorsouland
forgivinghersins.
Marialoves,nay,adoresherLordJesusChrist.Shealsolikes

His temples.Say, it’s freezingcoldoutside,andyoucan feel
the bitingwind going right down to your bones, or say, it’s
rainingcatsanddogs,andsoakingyourcolorfuldress…No,
thanks!It’sdryandwarminsideachurch,andtheiconsshim-
merfromthelightoftheoddcandle.It’squietinthetemple
ofGod; shadows lurk in thecorners; it’samysteriousplace,
somewhatfrightening,butsereneatthesametime.Mariacan
feelthegazesofallthesaintsuponher.Shejusthastokissan
iconandwarmhernumbsoulwithaferventprayer.
Mariaprayswithgreatdevotion,bowinglikearockingchair,

crossingherselfpiously,andmovingherlipsinawhisper.What
isshewhispering?Sometimesshecan’teventellherself,butHe,
ChristtheSavior,Hecanalwaysdecipherherwords.Hewillun-
derstandeverything,forgiveeverythingandnevercondemnher.
MariafeelsgoodalloverbecauseChristunderstands,pit-

ies,andforgivesher,andwarm,happytearskeeprollingout
ofherbeautifuloxeyes,fannedbythick,longeyelashes,and
downhercheeks.
AndhowMarialovestojointhecommonfeastduringachurch

celebration!Withdecorum,piety,hymnsingingandiconkiss-
ing.Andwhatfunitis,whatgreatfun!Ifanyonecanliveitup
inhonoroftheirsaints,it’stheRussianOrthodoxpeople.
Tablesoverflowwithfood,riversofwine,andallarewelcome,

alldeartothehost!Thehost,yousee,hasbeengreatlyhonored
bythefeastingparish,forasaint’siconwillnowadornhishouse
forawholeyear.Andsothehosthasgoneoutofhiswaytotreat
theguests:please,sit,dearfriends;eatdrinkandkickupyour
heels:thereISagreatcelebrationforallyouOrthodoxChristians!
“Ting-ting-ting…”Thegold,silverandcoppercoinsarehit-

tingthebottomofaplateinthemiddleofthetable.Asthose
feastingfilleachother’sbowlsandglasses,eachtriestooutdo
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hisneighbor:youthrewonekopeckintotheplate,well,watch
mepitchinfive!Look,goodpeople,howOrthodoxChristians
honorSt. Nicholas,ortheVirginMary,orwhoeveritISthatwe
aresupposedtobehonoringtoday!
Thecoinsdropintotheplateonebyone,buttheydisappear

fromitinhandfuls — allheadedforthenearesttavern,intothe
greatbigapronpocketofthefat,formlessJewess.Herapronis
tornanddirty,butfromunderityoucancatchaglimpseofher
satindress.Earringswithpreciousgemsglitterinherears,and
herwigisadornedbyagildeddiadem,justlikeaczarina’scrown.
AstheJewessrollsoutawinekeg,shegiveseveryoneaflat-

teringsmileandspeaksinhersing-song,hypocriticalvoice
withaburr.Goahead,drinkyourfillifyourcelebrationcalls
forit,havefunallingoodhealth.You’llneverfindbetterwine
inallofVelizh.Andifthat’snotenough,thenhavemore;for
you — anything!Allthewhileshekeepsfingeringthelittlecoins
asshecountsthemforasecondandthirdtime.
“What’sthis,Jewess?Notenough?Here.Hereismore!”And

theclinkingcoinsdropoutofstickyhands.“Takeitall,Jewess,
goahead,andsuckourChristianblood!SeehowOrthodox
Christianssingpraisetotheirsaints!”
Andthat’showgoodRussianChristianfolkmakemerry.Some

claptheirhands,somestomptheirfeet,whileothersarealready
breakingbenchesontheirneighbors’heads.Thereisagreatruckus
andasoursmellofbarfintheair.Thepeoplearejoyful,andjoyful
isMariaTerentyeva.Likealittlefishintheclearwatersoftheriver
Dvina,likeayoungmareonagreenmeadow,likealarksoaring
nearthefirmament — thatishowMariafeelsatthesefeasts.
“Thesefestivitiesarecharacteristicallymarkedbythesinging

ofdistortedreligioussongs,drunkennessandfighting,”sadly
relatestheOrthodoxChristianscholar.
ButMariaTerentyevaneverlearnedtoread,sosheknows

nothingofthisresearch.Ohshejustgivesanangrylooktoone
man,fluttersherlongeyelashesatanother,andsticksouther
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longtongueandmakesafaceatathirdone:“Youlayyourdirty
pawsonme,andI’llscratchyoureyesout,youfilthyscum!A
girlalsohasherpridetoo,youknow.First,yougivemeaglass
ofvodka,offermesomethingnicetoeat,andtreatmewith
respect.Thenit’llbeanotherstory.Lookatyou!Youstillhave
piecesofcabbagestickingoutofyourbeard,butalreadyyou’re
goingrightformyass!I’llshowyousuchassthatyou’llforget
rightawayallthesaintsandGodhimself…”
AndwhatadancerMariaTerentyevais!Justwatchherin-

sidethecircleofotherdancers,assheletshershawl,whichis
dirtyandtornbutfullofgypsycolors,slidefromhershoulders
downtoherelbows,turnsherswan-likeneck,wavesherhand-
kerchief,and…needI saymore?It’snoteasyforthemenofVe-
lizheveniftherearenoserenadesignorsamongthem!It’snot
sobadforthebachelors,youknow,butthemarriedones,who
havetakenavowbeforetheirGodandaccordingtothelawsof
theirfaith — betheyRussianOrthodox,membersoftheUni-
ateChurch,orRomanCatholic,or,pardontheexpression,the
Jews — to bear the burden ofmatrimonial fidelity until their
lastdyingbreath,God’swillbedone.Sothesepoorsoulsmust
suffer the sight ofMaria Terentyeva as shewiggles her way
downthestreet inhergypsyskirtsandhergypsyshawl,her
luscioushipsswayinginvitinglybackandforth,andhereyes,
adornedbylongeyelashes,givingtheworldmockingwinks…
Howcanaman’sinstinctsliedormantatsuchasight?How

canhecontrolhissinfullust,whichisnormallybridledandsup-
pressedinthedepthsofthesubconscious?Wouldyouguarantee
thatyoucouldresistthetemptation?Goodforyou!ButChaim
Wheezercouldnot.
Youprobablythink:sowhatifhecouldn’tresist!Whocares

anyway?Weareallsinners,andGod,thankGod,ismerciful.
Butthat’sexactlywhatI amtryingtosay!IfChaimWheezer
wassoeager,hecouldhavesimplywaitedforMariatogoby
somelonelynook,andthen,foradrinkortwo,shewouldhave
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readilypulleduphercolorfulskirtsandgoneforarollwithhim
insomeditch.Asforherprudery,shejustgoesonaboutitfor
fun — nothingelse.Whodoesn’tknowinVelizhthatMariais
alwaysreadytoswapherprideforaglassofvodka.
ButChaimWheezerisChaimWheezer.That’sjustthewayhe

is.Ifhetacklessomething,he’llalwaysthinkitoverthoroughly
andwilldothejobmeticulously,likearealJew.
I guessyouhavealreadyfiguredoutwhathedid.Precisely!
ChaimWheezermarriedMariaTerentyeva.
YouprobablythinkthatheconvertedtoChristianityandwed

MariaaccordingtotheChristiantradition.
Look,wouldI wasteyourtimewithsuchtrifles?Whatwould

havebeensospecialaboutthat?So,anotherJew,tryingtomake
itintheworld,forsakesthefaithofhisfathers.Bigdeal!That
youcanfindanywhere.HaveyoueverheardofPodzersky,the
Catholicpriest?Well,youwill:heusedtobeaJewandisquite
welloffnow!Thereisalotofniceroundpotentialinhislineof
work,beingaChristianpastorthatis.AndhowaboutAnton
Grudinsky?Haven’theardofhimeither?That’sallright.You’ll
aslofindoutabouthim,I promise.HetooisaconvertedJew,
eventhoughhehasremainedasdirt-poorasbefore.AndFe-
dorov,aprivateintheFinnishRoyalGuardRegiment,isalsoa
formerJew,ifyoucanfancythat!Sodon’tworry — I wouldn’tbe
botheringyouwithsuchpettiness.I amtellingyouadifferent
story.ThestoryofChaimWheezer.

OurChaimdidn’tcomefromarichfamilyeither.
They seemtothinkthatallJewsareloaded.Whydothey think

that?HowshouldI know?I supposeit’sGod’swillthatthey have
thisimpression.Thegrassisalwaysgreenerinsomebodyelse’s
garden…Andthenthere’sthisridiculouspassionfordressing
up.Howmanytimeshavethekahals 1proclaimedthatJewsare

1 CouncilsofJewishelders.
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strictlyforbiddentostrutaboutinexpensiveclothesandjewelry,
seeingasitcausesnothingbuttheruinofJewsthemselvesand
unnecessaryjealousyonthepartofthesurroundinggentiles?
Rabbishavethreatenedtopunishdisobediencewithaherem.1
CanadevoutJewimagineafateworsethanaherem,whichex-
communicateshimfromthesynagogue?Well,youwon’tbelieve
it,buteventhatdoesn’tseemtowork!
Andso,forexample,whileahusbandisrockingawayoverthe

holybooksattheBethHamedrash,2awifemayhavenoother
occupationthanbuyingaherringforsixkopecks,cuttingitinto
eightpiecesandsellingeachpieceforonekopeck.Why,shemay
spendthewholedaysittingatthemarketwithherherring,and
sometimesevenmorethanoneday;butcomestheSabbath,and
likeapeacocksheISsportinghergolddiademandpearlnecklaces.
Andnoonewouldsuspectthatherhouseisempty,thefamilyisup
toitsneckindebt,thechildrenhaven’tbeenfedandthereiseven
nothingfromwhichtobaketheSabbathkugel.3Butthenyouand
I knowthatJewsarejustlikeRussians,orBelorussians,orPoles:
foreverypocketfullofmoneytherearetenpocketsfullofwind.
Chaim’sfatherwasafreightmover.Usuallyfreightmovers

arefairlywelloff;thatis,iftheyhavetheirownpairofhorses
andwagon,andprovidedtheycanaffordtohireahelper.But
Ghirsha,Chaim’sfather,wasnotoneofthosewhohiredwork-
ers;othershiredhim.Throughrainandsnow,throughthickor
thin,hetransportedotherpeople’sgoodsandneverevenhad
thechancetoownahorse.Sometimesheearnedsomeextra
money — justenoughforahorse,butthenitwouldbetimeto
paythedoubletaxesimposedontheJews.Andthecontribu-
tiontothekahalwasnojokingmattereither.Inthemeantime,
Ghirsha’slawfullyweddedwifekeptnagging:“I can’tlookgood

1 Anathema.
2 SchoolofhigherecclesiasticJewishstudies.
3 TraditionalJewishcake.
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peopleintheface!Alloftheneighbors’wiveshavenewdresses,
andwhat,amI worsethanothers?”
AllGhirshacoulddoissigh,turnhispocketsinsideoutand

hittheroadagain.AndsoGhirshaspenthiswholelifedriving
otherpeople’shorses.Hehadaconstantcold,alwayswheez-
ing — that’swherethenickname“Wheezer”camefrom.Hisson
inheriteditasalastname.
Ghirsha’srelationshipwithGodwasn’tsimpleeither.
HecouldbarelymuddlehiswaythroughtheTorah,butthat

wasonlyhalfthetrouble.Tocompensateforthat,youjusthave
tomakeregularcontributionstothekahal.Thatisthewiseway
oftheLord:ifyouarenotascholar,otherswillstudytheTorah
andtheTalmudforyou,andwillputinagoodwordforyou
beforeGod.Togivethemtheopportunitytoworkpeacefully
onyourbehalf,youhavetotoilhardandregularlycontribute
tothekahal,formenoflearningshouldn’thavetoworryabout
theirdailybread.It’sawin-winsituation:reliable,convenient,
andmutuallybeneficial.Youtakecareoftheirearthlyneeds,
andtheylookafteryourheavenlyones.Divisionoflabor,you
see.However,therewasone“but”thatbotheredGhirshathe
Wheezeragreatdeal.Heknewforafactthatthescholars’work
onbehalfofhissoulwouldonlycountifheobservedthe613
mitzvahs 1 — allwithoutexception.Therewasnowayaroundthis.
Mindyou,it’seasytosay:observeallthemitzvahs!Letmetell

yousomething.Sayyouarestrandedinafieldinthemiddleof
asnowstorm,andyou’velostyourvoicebecausethecoldgoes
rightdowntothemarrowofyourbones.Andsayyoucome
uponaninnwheretheinnkeeperputsabowlofrich,steaming
borschtinfrontofyou.Youarenotgoingtomakeanyspecial
efforttofindoutwhetherthemeatinthesoupiskosherornot,
areyou?Andsayyou’vebeenhelduponyourwayhome,and
theSabbathcomes.Well,you’lljustpraytoGodforabitand

1 Jewishcodeofbehavior.
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continueonyourway,althoughit’sstrictlyforbidden.Inother
words,GhirshatheWheezerknewthathewasfarfrombeinga
modelJew,andthiswasasourceofgreatanguishforhim.But
heconsoledhimselfwiththethoughtthatwhenhissongrewup
andstartedtowork,theywouldsaveenoughmoneyforahorse
andhireahelper.Then,Ghirshawouldnothavetodoanymore
longhauls.HewoulddiligentlystudytheTorah,observeallthe
mitzvahsandsayardentprayersinthesynagogue.Andbefore
youknowit,theAlmightymightabsolvehimofallhissins.
However,manproposesandGoddisposes.AndGodchoseto

disposeotherwise.OnthefifthyearofChaim’slife,Ghirshatook
himdownthestreettotheramshacklehouseofRebeMendel,
thelocalmelamed.1Hismercilessbirchrodwaswell-knownto
hisstudents,especiallytothosewhoseparentsdidn’tpayfor
theirduesontime.
Andso,onthewaytoschool,asheheldChaim’slittlehand,

Ghirshakepttryingtosaysomethingcheerfulinhisraspyvoice.
Buthisheartached,andhewasafraidoflookinghislittleboyin
theface.Ghirshaknewhowmanyadditionalinsultsandsmacks
thelittleboywouldhavetosufferfromthestrictmelamed
becauseofhisfather’spoverty.Andthat’swhyGhirshafelt
profoundlyguiltytowardshislittleson.
Hewasterrifiedofthemelamed!Themomentheglimpsed

themanonthestreet,hewouldbowbeforeevencomingnear
RebeMendel,alwaysbegginghimtowaitawhilelongerforthe
schoolfees.Butthemelamedwouldjustspreadhisarms,give
Ghirshaanear-to-earsmileandsay:“Oh,RebGhirsha,don’t
evenmentionit!I amtheonewhooughttopayyou.I havebeen
amelamedforthirtyyearsnowandhaveneverseenaboylike
yourlittleChaimele!Godwilling,hewillbecomeagreatrabbi.
Knockonwood!”AndRebeMendelwouldspitthreetimesover
hisshoulder.

1 Schoolteacher.



InthemiddleoftheXVIIIcentury,bloodylibelpersecutions
of the JewswerewidelyspreadinEurope.Themostnotoriouswere
casesinPoland:Poznan(1736),Dunaevtsy(1748),Zhytomyr(1753),
Yampol(1756),Wojcłowice(1761).AccordingtothekingSigismund II
Augustus,bloodlibelswerecaused“bythedesireofsomeroyal
subjects underfalsepretextstoeradicateJewsinroyalcities.”



DivisionofPolandattheendof18centurybetweenRussia,
Prussia and Austria.SittingattheleftisEkaterinatheGreat,

the empressofRussia.

ThemurderoftheemperorPaultheFirstbythe conspirators.
His eldestsonandheirtothethroneAlexander

was involved in the conspiracy.
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StreetofVelizh,inthebackgroundtheUniateCathedral.Uniatechurch
wascreatedinPolandontheEast-Slavs(traditionallyOrthodox)lands,
asakindofcompromisebetweenOrthodoxyandCatholicism.Itkept

mostoftheOrthodoxritualsbutsubordinatedtothePope.



Velizh,CathedraloftheHolySpirit,1823.



Velizh,Synagogue.

TsarAlexandertheFirstonhisdeathbed.Taganrog.November1825.



St.Petersburg.Decembristrevolt.December1825.

EmperorNicholas
the Firstafter crashing

the Decembrists.



St.Petersburg.MeetingoftheStateCouncil.

Memberofthe State
CouncilCount
N.S. Mordvinov,who
provedtheinnocence
oftheJewsofVelizh,
accusedofritual
killingsofChristian
babies.



“Semyon Reznik’s use of historical material can be only associated with the skills of a professional historian. It 
seems that not even the smallest detail, contributing to the recreation of the 150-year-old characters and events, 
has eluded the author. Then, the historian yields the spotlight to the prose writer or, more precisely, enjoys a fruitful 
coexistence with him.”

—Edward Kapitaikin, Novoye Russkoye Slovo, New York

“The book reads like a masterpiece novel, and is a significant contribution to contemporary literature.”
—Yakov M. Rabkin, University de Montreal, Departement d’histoire

“It really does not often happen that someone writes a tempestuous, humorous, and tear-eliciting novel that is 
read from cover to cover.”

—Agnes Gereben, from the afterword to the Hungarian Edition

“…This book is not only a fine piece of literature in its own right, it would also come at as time when we are wit-
nessing a resurgence of anti-Semitism — and that not just in Russia but in many parts of Europe and the United 
States as well. Reminding people of its grim history is very important in my view.”
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events in the distant past. Nevertheless, instead of Inspector Strakhov and Inspector Shkurin, we could easily put 
some well known U.S. political figures of today. And in place of all the 'witnesses' and victims we can easily find 
similar personas.

—John Varoli, the editor. December 2019

Chaim-and-M
aria 

Semyon Reznik is an award-winning Russian-Jewish émigré writer, journalist, 
historian, and author of over twenty fiction and nonfiction books, mostly about 
Russian scientists and Russian/Soviet anti-Semitism. According to Wikipedia, 
“He is noted in particular for his study of the blood libel and the resurgence of 
Neo-Nazism in Russia.”

Before his emigration from the Soviet Union in 1982, Mr. Reznik was the 
longtime editor of the prestigious Russian biographical book series, “Lives of 
Remarkable People,” to which he also contributed as an author. In the United 

States, he became a radio personality and a writer for the Russian desk of the Voice of America. He is a mem-
ber of the International PEN Club, and a member of the Union of Writers of Moscow.

The historical novel Chaim-and-Maria was written back in the Soviet Union, in the late 1970s. It chal-
lenged the anti-Semitic propaganda that dominated the Soviet media and could not be published due to 
government censorship. The first Russian edition appeared in the United States in 1986. The book was also 
translated into Hungarian and published in Budapest in 1990. It came out in Russia only in 2006. 

Chaim-and-Maria is the second book by Mr. Reznik in English translation. The first was a nonfiction 
account,  The Nazification of Russia, 1996.




