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WELCOME
R E F L E C T I O N S  O N  R E C E N T  E V E N T S

A T  U C L :  T H E  U C U  S T R I K E ,  A N D  T H E

I H R A  D E F I N I T I O N  O F

A N T I S E M I T I S M

FROM THE HEAD OF DEPARTMENT
 

Whilst it has been business as usual in the Department, at UCL this term has been eventful. We

have just emerged from an unprecedently long, eight-day strike, during which much of the

university was immobilized. 

 

The strike was called by the Union (UCU) in response to a number of issues: changes to the

Universities Superannuation Scheme (USS), which are putting our pensions at great risk, and

universities' failure to make improvements on pay, equality, casualisation and workloads.

Improvement on pay does not mean that we want more money – no one in our profession has an

ambition of ever getting rich. The problem is that since I began my academic career nearly thirty

years ago, academic salaries have steadily fallen behind inflation, with the result that in real

terms they are worth about half what they were when I started! This makes it very difficult, in

particular, for early career academics, often with young families, to survive financially. The

casualisation of teaching and research fellows, from which our Department is not spared,

compounds the difficulties they face.

S A C H A  S T E R N
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I am encouraged that a majority of our

staff joined the strike – at great sacrifice, as

pay is deducted for every day off on strike

– and supported this important cause. I feel

it is more than an industrial dispute.

British politicians, and perhaps also the

electorate, have never given academia the

support that it deserves. This is ironic, as

the vast majority of MPs and civil servants

have had a university education and most

likely would not have achieved their

positions without it. Their attitude also

betrays a lack of appreciation of the

cultural importance of research and

higher education. 

 

When I compare this country to many

others, not least Israel, where the

importance of universities is well

recognized and where the general public is

far more engaged with the pursuit of

knowledge, I feel that the UK has suffered

a devastating decline as a centre of

western civilisation. As the UK is

pondering its departure from Europe, it is

at least gratifying to know that academics

are soldiering on and still producing some

of the best research in Europe – but for

how long?

 

Many friends and colleagues have written to

me expressing puzzlement at the public

opposition that I have voiced, together with

many colleagues in the Department (including

my predecessor Head of Department, Ada

Rapoport-Albert), to UCL’s recent decision to

adopt the IHRA definition of antisemitism.

The first thing I should say is that I applaud

UCL’s determination to combat antisemitism,

alongside all other forms of racism and

discrimination. Antisemitism is a genuine

issue on campus, particularly for students. 
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Not long ago one of our students wrote an

eye-opening piece in this Newsletter, in

which she expressed concern about the

antisemitic treatment she has been

experiencing – although herself non-

Jewish – for the only reason that she was

taking a BA in Hebrew and Jewish Studies.

 

What is at stake is not the principle of

making a stand against antisemitism, but

the specific definition that has been

adopted by UCL’s senior management and

Council against the advice of the majority

of UCL’s academic community. 

 

The problem with the IHRA definition, in

short, is that it mingles antisemitism with

anti-Zionism and criticism of the State of

Israel. The two are, of course, quite

different. Many Jews, Israelis, and others

do not subscribe to Zionism and are critical

of Israel and/or its government, without

any thought or expression of antisemitism.

Our concern is that the adoption of the

IHRA definition will stifle the expression of

such legitimate political views. 

 

Indeed, there is nothing antisemitic about

criticizing the failure of Zionism, since the

late 19th century, to take proper account of

the rights of non-Jewish populations in

what was later to be known as Palestine, or

about questioning the very notion of a

‘Jewish state’ when a significant share of

Israel’s population is non-Jewish and when

the very definition of ‘Jewish’ is anyway

debatable, or about criticizing the military

and foreign policy of the Israeli

government and, for example, the

successive incursions into Gaza over recent

years. For years, the Israeli government

under Prime Minister Benjamin

Netanyahu has been denouncing any

opposition to its policies as antisemitic. This

is not only absurd, but also playing with

fire: for a similar logic has been used, in

reverse, by some elements in the Labour

party who have used opposition to

Netanyahu and the State of Israel as a

legitimation of vile antisemitic ideas.

 

The IHRA was not the only definition that

could have been used by UCL. For example,

the CST (Community Security Trust) 
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together with the Board of Deputies of

British Jews – neither of whom could be

accused of being soft on antisemitism! –

have adopted, very sensibly, a politically

neutral definition of antisemitism that

makes no reference to Zionism or Israel. To

quote: 

 

What is antisemitism?Antisemitism is

discrimination, prejudice orhostility against

Jews. It has existed for millenniaand is still

present today in the 21st

Century.Antisemitism can be communicated

verbally,physically, in written form or,

increasingly, online. Antisemitism has taken

many forms, including religious, ethnic,

racial-biologicaland nationalist. Occasionally,

antisemitism will be blunt, obvious and easy

torecognise. For example, using

dehumanising language about Jews

alongsidegrossly offensive pictures. At other

times it is more subtle and coded.

 

CST defines an antisemitic incident is any

malicious act aimed at Jewishpeople,

organisations or property, where there is

evidence that the incidenthas antisemitic

motivation or content, or that the victim was

targeted because they are (or are believed to

be) Jewish.*

 

 

 

I would have been quite happy with that. 

 

UCL’s adoption of the IHRA definition is

already meeting with opposition from

Muslim staff and students, because of its

censure of criticism of Israel. This definition

will not help to ease relations between Jews

and Muslims on campus, quite on the

contrary, it could actually aggravate them. 

 

We applaud UCL’s intention to combat

antisemitism, but we are calling on UCL’s

senior management and Council to move

away from the IHRA definition, and to adopt

instead a definition that allows for open

debate – without accusations of antisemitism

– on the issues that face Jews, Palestinians,

and Israel today. Open debate is, after all,

what a university stands for. It is the only

way of moving things forward.

*https://www.bod.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Facebook-AntiSemitism-Brochure-03-DIGTIAL-
SINGLEPAGE.pdf

Happy
Hanukkah!
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M
Mark Geller received

his title of Doctor

Honoris Cause from

Sofia University, and he

will give a lecture later

this year. 

 

The lecture title is

given in English as well

as Bulgarian!

K
Our amazing alumni

Kyoko Hirooka

published a book she

translated from Hebrew

to Japanese: Fly Already

by Etgar Keret.

 

You can purchase the

book here:

https://www.amazon.co.

jp/銀河の果ての落とし⽳-

エトガル・ケレッ

ト/dp/4309207804

S
Seth Anziska is on

research leave this

term in Jerusalem,

supported by the

British Academy and

Leverhulme Trust, We

miss him!

 

Read about Seth's

new research project

on Page 18.
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What Brings Us
Together?
‘The Footnote’!

The UCL Department for Hebrew
and Jewish Studies covers a lot of
ground. Magic bowls from
Mesopotamia, polemics around the
right way to calculate the calender,
Jewish mysticism, Aramaic and
translation studies, Jewish self-
government in Eastern Europe, the
Yiddish or Hebrew spoken in various
Jewish communities, Jewish
professional photographers,
Holocaust remembrance, the Middle
Eastern conflict and Muslim-Jewish
relations - this seems a bewildering
hodgepodge of topics, and I haven't
mentioned my recent passion for the
history of matted hair yet (well, now I
have). What brings us together as
academics or as students? And more
importantly, does it make sense? 
 
The one common denominator is
obviously the wide field of Jewish
civilisation, and all endeavours
people who self-identified as Jews
got involved in in this quality, through
all times. Translated into research
projects and university course units,
this requires quite a bit of division of
labor, and there is 

indeed not that much dialogue
between the individual research
and teaching perspectives, if for
once we are brutally honest. The
Graduate Seminar and the
Research Seminar are among the
few occasions where we gain
insights into what everyone is doing,
as do the lectures organised
through the UCL Institute for jewish
Studies. But there certainly are
common denominators: Almost all
academic research and teaching in
the Department involve some
degree of translation work, and the
strong commitment of the
Department to first class language
instruction reflects the fact that we
want our undergraduate and
graduate students to understand
the paramount importance of first
hand analysis of original source
material.
 
Another common denominator is
the more basic commitment to the
highest academic standards.
Universities in their origin were
voluntary associations bound by
oath. We have frequently revised 
 
 

- A  WELCOME  EVENT  FOR  I N COM ING  S TUDENTS -

FRANÇO I S  GUESNET
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‘codes of conduct in academic
research’ revised on a regular basis
instead, but the purpose is basically
the same: to pursue research
endeavours in a way which allows us
to communicate with colleagues all
over the world, and to contribute to
this ideal communitas scholarum.
This sounds rather grand, and the
everyday reality looks, sounds, and
feels quite different. 
 
This is beautifully reflected in the
movie ‘The Footnote’ (dir. Joseph
Cedar, Israel 2011) which
demonstrates that academic
endeavours cannot easily be
separated from their less decorous
features such as overblown egos,
disciplinary parochialism, and
jealousies. The Department invites all
incoming students (undergraduate,
postgraduate, and research students),
but all other students as 

FRANÇO I S  GUESNET

François Guesnet

 well, to join a screening of this movie
early on in term 2 and to jointly think
about academic practice as
‘professional vocation’, to use Max
Weber’s term.  
 
A date has not yet been set, but you
all will be notified. The screening
should offer the opportunity to
introduce the incoming students to
their fellow students as well as
academic staff. Because in the end it
does not really matter whether you
explore the Jewish calendar in
antiquity or Yiddish literature in the
20th century, as long as you have an
open mind and get these bloody
footnotes right.  
 
So, please do watch out for an e-mail
from the departmental office for date
and venue! 

Film: The Footnote. Image source: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?curid=31774380
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a difficult dead language, and a million
tiny rules that can show us up as
somebody who hasn’t quite achieved
mastery. Jews pride ourselves on our
depth of knowledge of the rites.  
 
For somebody who has difficulty learning
and, more importantly, following the
norms of everyday society, religious
practice can be a minefield of potential
failure.

RAISING
ISAAC
JEWISH

Robert Sandler's
heart-felt story on his
experience of raising
his son Isaac Jewish 
 

It’s often challenging to raise any child. 
 
It can be even tougher to raise a child
with special needs. 
 
And bringing up a child with special needs
in the Jewish faith seems to be almost the
peak of a reverse-Maslow child-raising
pyramid. 
 
Judaism is a religion of rituals that must
be learned, prayers that must be intoned,
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My son, Isaac, has Down’s
Syndrome. He attends a
mainstream school, loves
playing and watching football,
enjoys learning and reading
about dinosaurs and about other
terrifying creatures. In many
ways - perhaps in most ways -
he is a typical ten-year-old boy.
He also does seem to enjoy
studying Hebrew letters with
me and loves connecting the
phonemes with English words.  
 
Isaac’s ability to follow the rules
of society though, is not his
strong point. While often
charming and loving, he also
shakes his fist aggressively at
sweet old ladies, swears navally
at his teachers, kicks other
supporters at football matches
and passes wind loudly and
disgustingly whenever he judges
it to be the most disruptive. Shul
is a favoured time for this last
behaviour.  
 
For these reasons, attending
services and cheder has always
been nerve-wracking for us. It’s
not that we don’t know if Isaac
is going to misbehave. Rather,
we wonder just how heinous will
be the crimes he commits.
 
We are always amazed and awed
at the kindness and patience
shown to us by other
congregants and parents at the
two synagogues where we have
been members: Havurah Shalom
in Portland, Oregon and
Westminster Synagogue,
London. Our dear community

at Westminster have even gone
as far as hiring a 1:1 support
worker so that Isaac can attend
shabbat school in London in
relative peace.
 
Attending shul with Isaac
though still causes us great
anxiety. What if he misbehaves
during a service? What if he
punches some other child?
What if he somehow gets close
to a Torah scroll and desecrates
it in some way? Despite the best
efforts of all those around us,
we have always been extremely
uncomfortable taking Isaac to
synagogue. 
 
Most important of all, Isaac
himself never seemed to enjoy it
much.
 
During the celebration of
Simchat Torah, something
changed.
 
It was my first time attending
this festival and I didn’t really
know what to expect. I had a
general idea, of course. We all
dance around with the Torah
and there’s whiskey. At some
point in the festivities, Isaac and
I found ourselves holding a
Torah scroll together. Rather, I
was holding it and
simultaneously letting Isaac
touch it but not so much that he
could be at risk of doing
something insane with it.
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We were dancing around, he wildly,
and me guardedly. Then he pulled
me down to his level and shouted in
my ear “Dad. I want to hold the
Torah.” Despite my initial refusal,
there was something in his eyes
that made me believe it would be
alright. I told him he couldn’t hold
this one because it was too heavy
but that I would find that smaller,
kid-size one, for him for the next
go-around.  
 
In time for the next bout of singing,
I managed to position Isaac with a
Torah scroll that he could
comfortably manage. He stood like a
statue on the platform while the
rest of the congregation paraded,
sung and danced around him with
the larger scrolls. His small face was
upturned with an expression of
deep pride and belonging. It is 

fanciful to believe that a light shone
directly on his head - it was just the
coincidental position of a ceiling
light - but he certainly looked as if
he had connected to something
deeper and not of our everyday life. 
 
In the taxi home that night, Isaac
and his brother both snuggled in
close to me - it was chilly and I was
jolly. “Dad, that was so fun,”
whispered Isaac, entirely calm.
These are words I never expected a
ten-year-old son of mine to say of a
religious service!
 
Isaac still behaves badly in the
synagogue. But maybe not quite as
appallingly as before. 
 
Perhaps he, even my Isaac, has
found his place, close to the Torah,
close to the word.
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In today's world calendars abound, both printed and digital, and if someone wishes to know
when a particular holiday will fall, they simply pull out a calendar on their desk or phone and
check. Even in the world of rabbinic studies, my primary teaching occupation, few attempt to
understand how the calendar and the dates of the holidays are determined. However, this was
not always the case. There were periods in Jewish history when calendar manuals known as
Sifrei Evronot (books of intercalation) flourished. These manuals set out to each anyone
interested all the rules of the calendar, so that one who studies them would be able to
produce an exact calendar on his own. Approximately a year ago, I embarked on a part time
PhD research project at UCL, under the supervision of Prof. Sacha Stern, to learn more about
these Sifrei Evronot, what they contain, and how they were used.

I M A G E  F R O M  K L A U  L I B R A R Y ,  H E B R E W  U N I O N  C O L L E G E - J E W I S H  I N S T I T U T E  O F  R E L I G I O N ,  R E P R O D U C E D  B Y  P E R M I S S I O N  O F  T H E  B E L K N A P  P R E S S  O F
H A R V A R D  U N I V E R S I T Y  P R E S S ,  C O P Y R I G H T  ©  2 0 1 1 .

HANUKKAH MNEMONICS
IN JEWISH CALENDRICAL
LITERATURE

O F E R  L I V N A T
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One interesting feature that I found to
be common to many of these books, is
the use of mnemonics, probably as an
attempt to simplify and facilitate
memorization. Some of these
mnemonics are intended to help you
know on which day of the week a
particular holiday will fall. Perhaps the
most famous such mnemonic is the א"ת
mnemonic. This mnemonic is based ב"ש
on a technique of pairing the first letter
of the Hebrew alphabet with the last
letter, the second letter with the second
to last letter, and so on. In regards to
knowing which day of the week a
particular holiday will fall upon, it is
used as follows. The first letter
corresponds to the day of Passover,
aleph referring to the first day of
Passover, bet to the second day of
Passover, and so on. The corresponding
letter at the end of the alphabet, hints
to a particular holiday. Thus, the
tandem of א"ת, means that תשעה באב,
the fast of the ninth of Av, will fall on the
same day of the week as the first day of
Passover. The second tandem of ב"ש,
means that שבועות, Shavuot, falls on the
same day as the second day of
Passover. This mnemonic continues in
early sources until the sixth day of
Passover,[1] though there have been
recent attempts to extend it to the
seventh day as well.[2]

 

[1] It continues as follows: 3 = ג – ראש השנהrd day corresponds to Rosh Hashanah (and Sukkot).4 = ד – קריאת התורהth day corresponds to
Simchat Torah in communities outside of Israel.5 = ה – צום כיפורth days corresponds to Yom Kippur.6 = ו – פוריםth corresponds to the
preceding Purim.
[2] Rabbi Shlomo Fisher has suggested in a lecture ז – עצים, which means the 7th day corresponds to the 15th day of Av, the day upon which
during the times of Temple they would celebrate the completion of the cutting of wood for the altar (see Babylonian Talmud, Ta'anit 31a). A
popular suggestion in religious Zionist circles is ז – עצמאות, which means the 7th day corresponds to the 5th of Iyar, the state of Israel's
Independence Day.

Thus, by knowing the day of the week
that Passover falls on in a particular
year, using this mnemonic one can
easily figure out on which day of the
week several other holidays will fall.
 
Hanukkah, however, poses a challenge
for those wishing to create a mnemonic
calculating upon which day it will fall.
The reason for this is that while most
months in the Jewish calendar have a
set length, the months of Marcheshvan
and Kislev may be either 29 days or 30
days, depending on the year. As
Hanukkah falls on the 25th of the month
of Kislev, the day of the week it falls
upon fluctuates in accordance with the
length of the previous month of
Marcheshvan. Thus, it does not
correspond in a fixed manner with any
other holiday.
 
This lack of correspondence is
demonstrated by another mnemonic
that appears in the Sifrei Evronot, which
instructs which day of the week a
holiday cannot fall upon. The most
famous one is, לא אד"ו ראש, which
means that Rosh Hashanah cannot fall
on a Sunday, Wednesday, or Friday. For
each holiday there is such a mnemonic,
specifying the days of the week it
cannot fall upon. Each of the holidays,
like Rosh Hashanah, has three days of
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the week that it cannot fall upon, the
specific three days differing from
holiday to holiday. Hanukkah is the only
exception, as the first day of Hanukkah
may fall on any day of the week except
for Tuesday. Thus, Hanukkah cannot
correspond to any other holiday in a
fixed manner.
 
However, authors of these mnemonics
were not to be deterred by such mere
technical difficulties. One mnemonic
they created for Hanukkah, states that
Hanukkah will fall on the same day as
Atzeret. Atzeret is a term that may refer
either to the holiday of Shavuot, or to
the eighth day of Sukkot. However,
many have struggled with this
mnemonic, as while Hanukkah does fall
on the same day as the preceding
Shavuot on the majority of years when
Marcheshvan is only 29 days, it does not
hold true on those years when
Marcheshvan is 30 days.
 
Perhaps the answer to this conundrum
may be found in a calendar treatise
found in a manuscript dated to the year
of 1329. This treatise indicates that this
mnemonic is actually a clever
mnemonic, to be understood differently
on years when Marcheshvan is 30 days.
Thus, on years where Marcheshvan is 30
days, Hanukkah falls on the same day as
the other Atzeret, the eighth day of
Sukkot. 

 

[3] This includes years where Marcheshvan is 29 days and Kislev 30, named Kesidran, and years where both Marcheshvan and Kislev are 29
days, named Chaserim.
[4] Years where both Marcheshvan and Kislev are 30 days are called Shleimim.

In other words, Hanukkah always falls
on the same day as Atzeret, but as to
which Atzeret is dependent on the year.
 
Another Hanukkah mnemonic found in a
calendar treatise in a manuscript dated
to the year 1392 reads as follows: כ"ח
:Literally translated it reads .נער"ה שיר"ה
"power maiden song". It actually serves
as an acronym as
follows:  ,כסדרן חסרים נר ערב ראש השנה
This means that onשלמים יום ראש השנה
years where Marcheshvan is 29 days[3],
Hanukkah falls on the same day of the
week as the day before the preceding
Rosh Hashanah, and on years where
Marcheshvan is 30 days,[4] Hanukkah
falls on the same day as the preceding
Rosh Hashanah.
 
The manuscript does not offer an
explanation as to why these words were
chosen to create the acronym, and how
they relate to Hanukkah. Perhaps we
may suggest that this is a reference to
one of the stories linked with Hanukkah,
that of Yehudit, the Jewish woman who
was able to gain the trust of the
enemy's king, and while he was drunk,
killed him, thus saving her people. The
mnemonic hints to the story, as due to
the power of a maiden, we may sing and
rejoice. Happy Hanukkah!
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ALL SAINTS' DAY
Yes, our cases were heavy and the journey was long,

but we climbed onto the  bunks and tried to rest. 
 

Somewhere, on the border with Poland,
armed guards boarded the train, 

hammering on the door.
“Don’t they know we’re just young girls?” asked Lucy. 

 
No interceding saint met Eva Hoffmann, Waisenkind, on her journey to Auschwitz.

Her case was clearly labelled, nothing exceptional about her loss.
Following the others, waiting for the train, crushed inside.

“Can’t you see she’s just a little girl?” they asked.  
 

White chrysanthemums and coloured lanterns punctuated the route,
Remembrance of the spirits of the past, souls floating in the air,

Waiting to be reclaimed, identified, recognised, mourned.
“There was no morality”, said Miroslaw; “it was a morality of numbers.” 

 
“Just imagine, think about this. Our winters are very severe.

Picture yourself: frightened, cold, hungry,
Separated from family and friends.”

Quietly, insistently, gently telling us, showing us.
Not shouting, not sentimentalising. This is how it was. 

 
Suddenly, inexplicably, a rainbow appeared in the sky;

We caught a glimpse of our shared humanity and knew its fragility,
Drove the beast in ourselves for one short moment back into his lair.

The rainbow faded, the intercession was over and the rain fell.

By Jennifer Basannavar 

P O E M

Waisenkind = orphan
Miroslaw (Mirek) was our guide at Auschwitz
Lucy was one of my students on our visit to Auschwitz. We had all travelled to Poland
by train from the Czech Republic. Our visit took place on All Souls’ Day.



D I S C O U R S E S  O N  B O D Y

A N D  S E X U A L I T Y  I N

P O L I S H - J E W I S H  F E M A L E

W R I T I N G  B E T W E E N

1 8 9 0  A N D  1 9 1 8

In 1913 Aniela Korngutówna in her

novel Córki marnotrawne (The

Prodigal Daughters) described Jewish

rituals around marriage as extremely

oppressive for women. In the eyes of

one of the heroines, a woman’s body

does not belong to her, but to society.

Korngutówna was not the only Polish-

Jewish writer to describe what we

would today consider sexual abuse. In

fact, numerous nineteenth-century

Polish-Jewish literary texts discussed

such issues in the context of the so

called ‘woman’s question’. The main

hypothesis of the project is that the

discourse on women’s sexuality and

body in in literature written by Jewish

women in the Polish language is at

variance from other Polish and Jewish

(that is written in other European

languages, Yiddish and Hebrew)

literatures of the time. 

 

A New Project at the

Department

Zuzanna

Kołodziejska-Smagała
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The objective of the project is to examine

the approach to sexuality and female

body beyond literary texts, and to also

look at press articles, ethnographic

studies, private correspondence and

memoirs by Jewish women who wrote in

Polish between 1890 and 1918. The time

frame adopted begins with a decade of

important and iconic moments for the

Jewish world and for women. The period

covered ends with the year when women

were granted voting rights in

independent Poland. 

 

The research will examine the flow of

ideas between different cultural centres.

The analysis will show whether it was

only a literary phenomenon or an issue

present in other discourses. It seems

obvious that the theme was related to

the first feminist movement and its

struggle against prostitution and

women’s trafficking – the so-called White

Slavery –, as well as double standards

applied to women. The aim of the project

is to reflect on the broader cultural

context in which Jewish women lived in

the Polish lands between the 1890s and

1918, and how it impacted on

perceptions of sexuality and the body. Its

objective is to engage with non-obvious

relations between Jewish and non-

Jewish women and most of all to

examine the complex notions around the

female body and sexuality. 

 

This research project goes back to my

earlier research on “Polish-Jewish

Literature between 1861 and 1918” at the

Jagiellonian University (Kraków). I realised

that more women than men had

contributed to this corpus of texts. I

started to think about the reasons for this

discrepancy, and also whether texts

written by women differed from those

written by men. In 2017 I had a chance to

share my ideas with François Guesnet.

Many debates and an unsuccessful grant

application later, a new project idea

emerged: “Discourses on Body and

Sexuality in Polish-Jewish Female Writing

between 1890 and 1918”.

 

The project is funded by the National

Science Centre in Poland (the Polish

equivalent to the AHRC) and it will be

conducted in the University of Warsaw

Institute of History in collaboration with

François Guesnet and, hopefully, other

HJS academics. 

 

I will be based in the Department in May

and June 2020, in May 2021, and again in

December 2021, and look forward to

further discussions, events, and

inspiration.
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Greetings

Seth Anziska

from Jerusalem
Greetings from Jerusalem. I’m spending this term on research leave for a new project
supported by the British Academy and Leverhulme Trust, focusing on the history of the
1982 Israeli war in Lebanon. 
 
It was a formative moment in Middle Eastern and international history, transforming Israeli
society and military strategy, the fate of Palestinian self-determination, diaspora Jewish
perceptions of Zionism, and western policy across the region. Yet the war has often been
elided in public discourse and remains a black box of historical scholarship, the result of
selective amnesia, political convenience, and the difficulty of access to primary sources
across political divides. 
 
For this first phase of fieldwork, I am working in several different archives and conducting
interviews across Israel/Palestine as part of a project to write a new international history of
the war. The archives I am visiting include the IDF archive in Tel Hashomer, where military
documents and photograps of the invasion are housed, private collections of cultural
figures in Israel's National Library, and Gnazim, the Hebrew Writers Association in Tel Aviv.
I have also been conducting oral history interviews with veterans and survivors of the war,
as well as those who refused to serve in 1982. 
 
Over the last several weeks, the research has taken me to Ramallah, Bethlehem, Jaffa,
Haifa and Nazareth, and I am looking forward to returning to London in January for the
new term of teaching. 
 
With warmest wishes for a chag sameach and a relaxing holiday break.



 
This autumn, I ended up studying for a PhD on the history of voluntary organisations in London
in the 1980s. I’ve transitioned from Jewish and Eastern European history to contemporary British
history. Of course, folks I meet now ask: how come I started reading history in Jewish Studies? I’ve
begun turning the question on its head: how could I not start there? What other degree would
give me a better or more fully-rounded perspective and approach to studying history? I’ll give one
direct example, followed by two colourful anecdotes that illustrate the wonderful serendipity of
the universe. 
 
My current research is about voluntary organisations and what they did. You might also call this
civil society or NGOs, but my main task is to go to archives and try to discover the legacy of their
actions. The groups I study are diverse, ranging from boxing clubs to toddler daycare centres. In
the last year of my BA at the Department I wrote an essay for François’s History of the Jews in
Poland module. My topic was how the Jewish community in Stockholm assisted the reception
and integration of Polish-Jewish exiles who left Poland after the government’s antisemitic
campaign in 1968. In effect, I was studying something very similar to what I am writing about
now; the function of voluntary society. 
 
I think my time at HJS also increased my curiosity. After having studied Eastern Europe for four
years, I finally had the opportunity to spend a week there as my friend and I interrailed through
the Balkans to Istanbul. We stopped in Sofia for a couple of days and when I saw a leaflet for a
free walking tour about the city’s Jewish history I knew we had to go. We couldn’t have asked for a
better introduction to the city by foot. Furthermore, I learned that the marvellous tour guide was
part of a small but growing movement in Bulgaria aimed at rediscovering and redefining a
Bulgarian Jewish identity after two generations of silence since the war and during Stalinism.  

MY HJS EXPERIENCE

Regular readers of this newsletter know that I cannot
praise this department, its members and its work highly
enough. Maybe this is why, to this day, I’m puzzled when
people ask why I started out in Jewish Studies. However,
I’ve finally come up with the best reply ever. Explaining it
will also let me describe a few things I’ve been up to
recently.

By David Dahlborn
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Finally, very recently, I was invited to a reception honouring the 80th birthday of Sir
Ben Helfgott at the Athenaeum Club on Pall Mall. It was a very nice event and I felt
very lucky that I had the opportunity to join it, in my new capacity as treasurer for the
Institute for Polish Jewish Studies (I’m sure François will promote the Institute’s
excellent events elsewhere in this newsletter, so let me just say that I’m now its
person in charge of daily finances; in other words, please contact me if you’d be
interested to make a donation!). In short, if you’d told me a year ago that I’d spend an
evening at such a fancy establishment I’d probably have though it sounded far above
my station. 
 
Just as I was leaving I saw an ambulance nurse attending an emergency call-out in the
lobby. I always get tears in my eyes when I see ambulance staff or fire fighters at work.
In this instance I also happened to spot something else. The nurse was very focused
on her job, but just as she came inside the club I happened to see her eyes gaze up at
the lobby’s opulent high ceiling and marble pillars. It was one of those moments
where I thought I knew what she felt – her eyes seemed to say “where am I?” Maybe I
was just projecting my own feelings, but for a spilt second I felt an uncanny
commonality with a stranger who was there for an essential job whereas I was just
standing in a lobby.
 
What I hope these disjointed stories have in common is that serendipity exists.
Furthermore, it sometimes lets us study, discover and feel the most remarkable
events, places and sensations. I think the Department has been an amazing starting
point for serendipitous opportunities. We have to take our opportunities too, of
course. But, if I had a say over it, serendipity would be right up there as one of our top
“transferable skills” at UCL. Life itself is serendipitous. I think nothing prepared me for
this better than four years at the department.

I cannot praise this
department highly

enough...nothing prepared
me for this better than four

years at the department.



OT 
AZOY

‘Ot Azoy’ is the name of the

intensive 1 week Yiddish

language school which

takes placeevery summer at

SOAS under the auspices of

the Jewish Music Institute

(JMI). It has existed since

2002 following on in the

tradition of Yiddish summer

courses world-wide which

have existed for at least four

decades. When I was first

asked to be Director of the

Yiddish language school in

London seventeen years

ago, I did wonder how long

it would continue. I can only

say that all is in good health

and going from strength to

strength if numbers

attending are anything to

go by. 

For years, these intensive

summer courses have

provided options for those

wishing to learn Yiddish or

deepen their knowledge of

Yiddish language, literature

and culture, given that there

are very few places in the

world where one can take a

degree in Yiddish. Currently,

a person can attend

summer courses in New

York, Massachusetts, Tel-

Aviv, Brussels, Paris, Berlin,

Weimar, Warsaw and

London. For many years

there were also courses in

Oxford, Vilne (Vilnius) and

several years ago there was

even a course in

Birobidzhan (an ex-UCL

student attended). 

The above-mentioned

courses vary in length – the

longest lasting 6 weeks

(New York) and the shortest

just 1 week (London).

 

Each summer course is truly

international and attracts

students (and teachers) of

all ages from all over the

world. ‘Ot Azoy’ mirrors this

trend although it probably

has more English/UK

students than any of the

other courses. People are

motivated to study Yiddish

for many reasons. It might

be part of a family legacy or

possibly the language

spoken by parents or

grandparents who did not

want their children to

understand what they were

saying. 

or ‘this is the way…’

By  HELEN BEER
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Students are also motivated by a

passion for languages or Yiddish folk

song or an interest in East European

Jewish history or literature. 

 

The London course runs in tandem

with two other summer schools – a

Yiddish Song School (The Golden

Peacock) and an instrumental school

(Klezfest), with dance. Those attending

Ot Azoy also have the opportunity to

attend song sessions, a theatre

workshop (culminating in a

performance); they can attend evening

lectures, see Yiddish films and go to

concerts. With so many classes, events

and activities sleeping comes at a

premium. 

 

At the Yiddish language school, our

Hebrew and Jewish Studies

department is exceptionally well-

represented. Amongst the teaching

staff are: Lily Kahn, Sima Beeri, Simo

Muir and yours truly, with additional

staff from Europe. Over the years,

many of our HJS students have

attended Ot Azoy and we acquire new

students in our department who have

attended the summer courses. Many

participants return year after year –

both to Ot Azoy and to HJS.

As befits the summer season, the

atmosphere is lively, friendly and

inspiring. During the last few years as

UK and world politics have become

crazier, one has the feeling that people

attending the summer courses exude

the feeling of entering into a cultural

bubble, far removed from day-to-day

reality. So, as the winter cold envelops

us and you begin to think of summer

2020, why not consider an intensive

Yiddish and/or music bubble in London

(23-28 August, 2020). Given that the

course only lasts for a week, by the

time you have started, blinked a few

times, it is already over. 

 

And:
It is also possible to work as a volunteer

for the various London summer

programmes, and this enables access

to many of the inspiring events.

 

For further information, check the

Jewish Music Institute website.

 

Anyone interested in volunteering,

please contact: h.beer@ucl.ac.uk 
 

Helen Beer
Ben Zion Margulies Lecturer in Yiddish 

Dept. HJS.
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INGREDIENTS

SMALL HANUKKAH

DOUGHNUTS
A recipe by Sima Beeri
 
If you like the tradition of eating doughnuts
forHanukkah, but you prefer to consume less
calories these doughnuts are an ideal treat.

1 1/2 cups flour

2 tsp baking powder

½ tsp salt

¼ tsp ground cinnamon

1/3 cup castor sugar

1 large egg

½ cup milk (or single

cream)

1 mashed very ripe

banana (or 1 peeled and

grated apple) 

1 tsp vanilla essence

2 tbsp veg. oil

In a small bowl mix ½ cup castor sugar

mixed with 1 tsp ground cinnamon for

rolling the fried doughnuts. Place a

medium pan on the hob (filled with 4cm

veg. oil for frying) and bring to

180c.  Takes about 5 min.

Sieve the flour and baking powder into a

large mixing bowl.  Add salt, sugar and

cinnamon, and mix well.

In a separate bowl mix egg, milk and

mashed banana (or grated apple), vanilla

essence and 2 tbsp. veg. oil.  Pour the egg

mixture into the dry ingredients and

mix until you get a smooth batter.  If it is

too thick, add a couple extra tbsp. milk

to loosen it up.

01

02

03

BaScoop out doughnuts using a small ice

cream scoop and drop them into the hot

oil.  Cook 5-6 at a time for 4-5min. Until

golden in colour.  Take out and drain on

kitchen paper and then roll them in the

icing sugar and cinnamon mix.

04
Best eaten on the same day 

Enjoy!
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0 3 / 0 1

2 0 / 0 1

1 1 / 0 2

0 2 / 0 3

1 6 / 0 3

Yael Almog, "Heinrich Heine's
'Rabbi von Bacharach':  on Jews
and other bad readers"
5:15 PM IHR Senate House

Diana Matut, "Singing, saying,
creating memory: early modern
Yiddish songs as sources for
Jewish history" 
5:15 PM IHR Senate House
 

Shirli Gilbert, 'Beyond Black
and White: The Dilemmas of
Being a South African Jew'
6:30 - 7:30 PM
Gustave Tuck Lecture Theatre
 

Chloe Julius, "Made-unmade-
remade: identity and history in
a postcolonial Kinderhood
(1994) by Eiaine Reichek"
5:15 PM IHR Senate House
 

Sandrine Sanos, “Memory’s
histories after the Holocaust:
imaginaries during the Algerian
War of Independence, 1959”
5:15 PM IHR Senate House
 

E V E N T S

S T A Y  T U N E D  F O R  2 0 2 0

For more  IJS events please see website: https://www.ucl.ac.uk/institute-jewish-studies/
Follow Us on Twitter for More Updates @uclhjs
 


