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This is my final Newsletter piece as Head of
Department. After ten years in the post, I am
stepping down this summer, and handing
over to my colleague Lily Kahn, who has been
elected by the Department with unanimous
support.

Lily has pursued a remarkable career in our
department, first as BA and MA student, then
doctoral student, British Academy
postdoctoral fellow, and now one of the
leading members of our core academic staff,
recently promoted to the rank of Professor
(2020). An expert in Hebrew and Jewish
languages (and also, actually, all sorts of
other languages), her research and
publications have been prolific. She was
awarded the Philip Leverhulme Prize, and
has won several research grants from the
AHRC, one of which led to the memorable
production of Shakespeare plays in Hebrew
at the Bloomsbury Theatre. She is one of the 
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most popular teachers in the Department,
much loved by all her students. The BA
programme in Ancient Languages, which
draws many students to the Department,
was her vision and creation (in 2015). Lily
was interim Head of Department in 2017/18
when I was away on research leave, so she
knows the job well. She will be a fantastic
Head of Department, and we are all very
excited by this new phase in the
Department’s history.

I take this opportunity, in my last Newsletter
column as Head, to reflect on the
Department’s achievements in the last ten
years. To many of us the Department
remains, after ten years, what it always was:
small, friendly, equalitarian, diverse, and
dynamic. We have the unique distinction, for
a university department, of harbouring no
strife, enmity, rivalry, or envy. I have felt very
privileged, and very grateful, for working in 
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such a wonderful environment and with such
supportive colleagues and friends.

In the last ten years, the Department went
through two IQRs (Internal Quality Review,
the latest this year, with flying colours) and
two REFs (Research Excellence Framework,
2014 and 2021 – more on this below). We
also carried out two reviews of the
curriculum, following which we increased our
contact hours with students, by adding
weekly seminar hours to the two-hour
weekly lectures; and we offered more
flexibility for first-year BA students, more
disciplinary variety, and a better sense of
progression through the degree. The MA
programme was consolidated as a single
degree and re-designed with a new, now
highly appraised MA Core Course. We also
expanded our teaching collaborations with
other UCL departments (History, Greek and
Latin, SSEES and SELCS), where several of us
now teach. All these initiatives, supported by
our team of passionate, academically expert
lecturers, make me feel that the education
our students receive is continually improving
and the best that could ever be offered. We
range from Antiquity to the modern world,
with multi-disciplinary expertise in
languages, literature, and history.

An area in which we have particularly
excelled, and for which the Faculty of Arts
and Humanities holds us in high estimation, is
research. In these ten years, we raised four
million pounds in research grants (a record,
by far, in the whole Faculty), including
notably an ERC (European Research Council)
grant that enabled us to employ five
researchers for a five-year period (2013-18).

Funded projects have had a transformative
effect on our research, particularly on our
world-leading contributions to the study of
Hebrew and Yiddish languages, ancient
medicine and magic, time and calendars, and
eastern European early modern history.

The Department has been through
significant staff changes. Our long-standing
Departmental Manager, Lia Kahn-Zajtmann,
retired and was replaced in 2015 by Vanessa
Richards, later to be joined by Casey
MacKenzie Johnson, adding up to the most
supportive team we could ever hope for. A
generous donation of the Polonsky
Foundation and the Mohamed S. Farsi
Foundation enabled us to open up a new
lectureship in Jewish-Muslim Relations, to
which Seth Anziska was appointed in 2015.
Shirli Gilbert, expert in Holocaust Studies,
joined us in 2019 thanks to a donation of the
Sir Martin Gilbert [no relation!] Learning
Centre. Meanwhile, Tsila Ratner (modern
Hebrew literature) retired, as did Helen Beer
(Yiddish). After tough negotiations with
Faculty (and quite a bit of creative
accounting), Helen was replaced by Sonia
Gollance in 2021. More ‘new blood’ has
streamed into the Department through the
appointment of several teachers of biblical
Hebrew, modern Hebrew, Yiddish, and last
but not least, the research fellows that joined
the Department through our funded
projects.

Our student body has also been evolving,
partly due to changes induced by our
external environment. A regrettable
consequence of Brexit has been the decline
of European student recruitment, as 



from above could well affect the future
physical space of the Department. Also,
although the Department has earned an
excellent name in the Faculty and at UCL, we
still need to work ever harder on building our
alumni community, on fundraising and
research grant applications, and in short, on
securing our long-term financial stability.

Ten years ago, in my very first contribution
to the Newsletter as Head of Department, I
reflected on a consultation of the AHRC
(Arts and Humanities Research Council) to
which I had been asked to respond. It struck
me, at the time, that the Council’s emphasis
was shifting to the ‘economic impact’ of our
disciplines, as if there was no point in the
Humanities unless they could be shown to
deliver lucrative commodities to the
materially hungry British public. I sought to
emphasize, instead, the social, cultural,
intellectual, and – I was not shy to add –
‘spiritual’ benefits to society that Hebrew
and Jewish Studies offered. Ten years later,
political attitudes have not changed; if
anything, it’s only getting worse.

In the latest REF, for example – a
Government-led exercise, referred to above
– we have scored high for our research
outputs, which means, the academic
excellence of the books and articles that we
published in the last seven years. This puts us
in a clear lead over Oxford and Cambridge,
for example, and is a well-deserved
recognition of our world-leading, innovative
research and discoveries. But then, we
scored not so well for ‘impact’. True, we did
not produce any material goods (or not many
– remember our Yiddish versions of NHS
Covid notices that were posted all around 
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Europeans are now charged the very high
tuition fees of overseas students. In contrast,
Chinese students – who now constitute a
very sizable proportion of UCL’s student
body – have been developing an interest in
Jewish Studies and are increasingly enrolling
in the Department. Our combined degree
programmes, especially the BA in Ancient
Languages, have contributed very positively
to the ever-increasing diversity of our
student body.

Among the major events that have marked
this decade, the Department celebrated its
50th anniversary in the spring of 2018, with
the participation of eminent international
scholars and guests. The Institute of Jewish
Studies (IJS) has pursued its internationally
renowned programmes of conferences and
lectures, with the enhanced participation of
Departmental staff members, and with the
added opportunities that online technology
has opened. We pulled through the difficult
pandemic years; and we mourned the passing
of our former colleague and esteemed Head
of Department, Ada Rapoport-Albert
(deceased 18 June 2020).

Nothing is ever finished, and as I hand over to
Lily, I reflect on the work that remains and
the challenges lying ahead. First, the post-
pandemic legacy. We need to revise, again
and again, how we will blend and balance
face-to-face contact with online teaching and
asynchronous resources, in our teaching as
well as our assessment of students. Another
big issue looming up at UCL is office space, as
we work increasingly from home or remotely,
whilst energy and the other costs of
maintaining buildings in central London are
worryingly on the increase; hard decisions 
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Stamford Hill?). But I ask myself: how can a
department like ours not be regarded as
impactful on society, when our research
contributes to such important issues as
present-day antisemitism and its roots in
early modern Europe, the Israel-Palestine
conflict, and the survival of endangered
Jewish languages? – when we run weekly
public lectures (at the IJS), community-based
teaching, summer schools, collaborative
events with eastern European embassies,
media appearances, exhibitions (currently, a
major one in Porto), opera and theatre
performances, etc. etc.? Perhaps the biggest
challenge for us, looking ahead, will be to
highlight and draw attention to our
contribution to broader society, without
however compromising on our academic
integrity and our freedom to investigate,
teach, and disseminate what we consider
most important.

Now, I am reverting to the rank of foot
soldier, with the regular jobs of teaching,
research, and administration. My next
research project will turn to the forgotten
seventh and eighth centuries, a period
usually viewed as a ‘dark age’ but actually  

one of sudden productivity, by Jews as well
as others in the Near East, in the sciences of
astronomy, astrology, and calendar
computation. I also look forward to
furthering my contribution to the
governance of the University. In the last five
years, I have become very active in Academic
Board, the body that is charged with advising
Council on all academic matters and on
educational policy. I was a member of the
Academic Board’s Commission of Inquiry
(2018-20), that exposed many failures in the
relationship between UCL’s management
and its academic community, and led to
several constructive recommendations
which are now being implemented. From
2017, I have been member of the newly
formed Governance Committee of Academic
Board, and from 2020, of its Executive
Committee, in both of which I serve as Vice-
Chair. I feel this high-level participation in
the governance of UCL has been of great
benefit to our department, in raising its
profile and validating its role within the
University. But my first priorities remain the
Department, and on a global level, the
vibrant, diverse, and inspiring world of
Hebrew and Jewish Studies.



N E W S  &  E V E N T S

Constructing, Deconstructing, and
Reconstructing Identities: Gender,
Sexuality, and Jewishness seminar series
This four-week series deals with questions of

identity ,  belonging ,  stigma ,  prejudices ,

celebrations ,  and empowerment .  

Congratulat ions  to  our  alum  Dr

Noëmie Duhaut  who  wil l  be  a

fe l low  at  the  Katz  Center  for

Advanced  Judaic  Studies  th is

coming  academic  year !
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Research  Student  Vivian

Wineman wrote  about  his

research  for  the  Times  of  I s rael :

Jewish  Anti -Zionists  Holders  of

the  Wooden  Spoon?

 

Prof  Nei l l  Lochery 's  exhibit ion

1941 :  Guggenheim and Fleming,

Art ists  & Spies in WWII  Portugal

opened  in  Porto ,  Portugal  in  Apri l .

25 May Unheard Voices: Non-heterosexual Jewish     

 Women's Lived Experiences

1 June Pepi Littman, Yiddish Drag King

8 June Non-Binary and Gender-Inclusive Hebrew

15 June Hebrew and Yiddish Queer Literature and

Liturgy 

Sacred Ink: Body Marking through the
Ages
This lecture series focuses on body marking for

ritualistic ,  aesthetic ,  and other benign

purposes throughout the ages ,  from Ancient

Egypt up to the present day .

25 May Is There Such a Thing as a Kosher Tattoo? 

1 June Revealing the Practice of Tattooing in Ancient

Egypt 

8 June Tattoos in Jewish languages 

Congrats  to  Dr Sonya

Yampolskaya who  was  awarded

the  Humboldt  Research

Fel lowship  Programme  for

Exper ienced  Researchers  for  her

research  in  forms  of  address  in

mult i l ingual  communit ies

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/hebrew-jewish/events/2022/may/unheard-voices-non-heterosexual-jewish-womens-lived-experiences
https://katz.sas.upenn.edu/resources/blog/announcing-2022-23-fellows
https://blogs.timesofisrael.com/jewish-anti-zionists-holders-of-the-wooden-spoon/
https://www.porto.pt/en/news/porto-city-hall-exhibits-unpublished-documents-of-spies-and-refugee-artists-in-portugal-in-world-war-ii
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/hebrew-jewish/events/2022/may/unheard-voices-non-heterosexual-jewish-womens-lived-experiences
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/hebrew-jewish/events/2022/may/there-such-thing-kosher-tattoo
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/hebrew-jewish/events/2022/may/there-such-thing-kosher-tattoo
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/hebrew-jewish/events/2022/may/there-such-thing-kosher-tattoo
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/hebrew-jewish/events/2022/jun/revealing-practice-tattooing-ancient-egypt
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/hebrew-jewish/events/2022/jun/tattoos-jewish-languages


The Department of Hebrew and Jewish Studies
invites friends, colleagues and family of Ada
Rapoport-Albert to come together on
Wednesday, 8 June 2022, at 5:30pm, in the
departmental Common Room in Foster Court
(Room 307) at UCL, Gower Street. 
 
As last year, we hope for an informal and
friendly gathering of all those who would like to
mark this occasion jointly. For those who are
unable to join us in person, a Zoom link is
included below. Please do not share this link on
social media. 
 
Dr Eleazar Rubin, the last PhD student to
conduct his doctoral research under the
guidance of Ada, will present a lecture of ca 30
minutes: "Memory as Mystical Praxis in Rabbi
Yosef Yitzḥak Schneersohn’s Literary Oeuvre" 

We invite all to stay on after the
lecture and enjoy the company
and a glass of wine or juice. 
 
Zoom Meeting 8 June 2022
17:30BST 
 https://ucl.zoom.us/j/9511045566
5 
Meeting-ID: 951 1045 5665 
No password required. 

In Memory
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Remarkably, I never wrote for the
Departmental newsletter during
my years at the Hebrew and Jewish
Studies Department. It’s
regrettable and, admittedly, a bit
selfish because I enjoy reading it a
lot. 

Early career mobility has some
perks. One of them is that you end
up living in unsuspected places. So
here I am in stunning Graz. Or
should I say Leningraz? I arrived in
the capital of Styria on October 1,
2021, a week after the Communist
Party of Austria won the municipal
council elections. I was also a week
after a newly created anti-vax party
won three seats in the regional
parliament of Upper Austria, but
let’s not talk about that. 

I took a break from my usual job at
the Leibniz Institute of European
History in Mainz to teach Balkan
Jewish history as a guest professor
at the University of Graz. Thanks to
the wonders of videoconferencing, I 

also teach students at the University
of Bar Ilan at the same time. You
might think Balkan Jewish history is
a very niche subject. It might be
seen as such in England, where
planned redundancies across
Goldsmiths College might axe the
Centre for the Study of the Balkans.
It’s much less so in Israel, where
many people have roots in the
Balkans. Balkan history is not an
outlandish topic in Austria either.
I’ve known about Graz University’s
Centre for Southeast European
Studies ever since I was a BA
student at the School of Slavonic
and East European studies at UCL.
The Balkans are very close by. Some
people would even say Austria
belongs to the Balkans; I won’t name
names. 

You can feel this closeness when
wandering around the city. One
hears BCS (Bosnian/Croatian/
Serbian, often referred to as “naški”
or “ours”) 

FROM
GRAZ
WITH
LOVE

 BY NOËMIE
DUHAUT
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more often than German, which is
great for me because I love speaking
naški. Living here also made me
realise how many Austrian words
migrated southwards and found
their way into this language. One
day I might write a poem about
kremšnita, hren, koverta, šank, sako,
kifla, karfiol, kukuruz, paradajz,
špricer, palačinka, ribizla and trač. If
you’re hungry, why not stop at one
of the countless Würstelstände and
order a Bosna? 

Suppose you feel like watching the
new film about Yugoslav singing idol
Toma Zdravković (1938-1991). You
won’t have to stream it on some
illegal Russian website and watch it
in the loneliness of your living room.
You can simply go to your local
cinema. The room will be full of
people born well after Yugoslavia 

fell apart but know his songs well
enough to sing them aloud during
the screening. If you want to hear
Miljenko Jergović read excerpts
from his latest novel, just show up at
the Literaturhaus. And if you haven’t
read his earlier book about Jewish
life in Zagreb on the eve of the
Second World War Ruta
Tannenbaum, I warmly recommend
it. It’s inspired by Lea Deutsch, a
Zagreb-born Jewish actress who
became known as the Yugoslav
Shirley Temple in the 1930s. To
discover a new generation of
Slovene poets, just climb up Graz’s
famous hill, the Schlossberg. You’ll
find a chewing gum vending
machine transformed into a poem
vending machine. It’s just by the
slide entrance – fun and slightly
random fact, Graz has the world’s
tallest underground slide.

Ex-YU altar at the Dolly Bell bar – Nikola Tesla, Azra (rock band from the 1970s-80s), Toma Zdravković
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How is all of this connected to communism? Communist party candidate Elke Kahr keeps a picture
of Yugoslav socialist leader Tito and his wife Jovanka in her office. This is really no surprise given
Graz’s cultural, political, and historical links to the Balkans. I could not resist when I moved here and
started documenting the first days of the Graz soviet for future generations of historians. You can
have a look at my painstaking archival efforts here: lifeunderstyriancommunism.tumblr.com.

Almost two months after the elections, Elke Kahr was finally sworn in as mayor. As a French person
living between Germany and Austria, it took me a while to get used to coalitions and the endless
negotiations that precede them. In the meanwhile, I learnt the beautiful word
Sondierungsgespräche. Anyhow, Kahr and her party ran on a robust social and housing policy
platform. They’re allied with the Greens and support environmental measures. The coalition
announced a few days ago that every child would receive a bicycle…Maybe London can learn from
Graz? 
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ALUMNI
INTERVIEWS

W e  a r e  l o o k i n g  f o r
A l u m n i  w h o  a r e  h a p p y
t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n
r e m o t e  i n t e r v i e w s
a b o u t  t h e i r  l i f e  a n d
w o r k  f o r  t h e
D e p a r t m e n t a l  w e b s i t e
a n d  f u t u r e  e d i t i o n s  o f
t h e  n e w s l e t t e r .

F o r  d e t a i l s  a n d  t o
v o l u n t e e r  p l e a s e  e m a i l
C a s e y  M a c K e n z i e
J o h n s o n  a t  
jewish.studies@ucl .ac.uk 
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The future will show how the attack by

the armed forces of the Russian

Federation on Ukraine which started on

February 24 will change the European

map, world policy, and relations

between nations and communities. I

agree with those who claim that this

onslaught was not the beginning of a

new war, but the continuation of an

ongoing aggression by Russia on the

integrity of Ukraine which in 2013-14

had chosen the path of

democratisation and true

independence from the former Soviet

imperial capital, Moscow. Back then, I

hosted an evening with Josef Zissels, a

community activist from Kiev and an

ardent believer in the future of the

project of democratic Ukraine, to

discuss the precarious situation of the

Ukrainian Jewish community. Back

then, I called him a 'Jew in the

Ukrainian Revolution', echoing the

stance of Zalkind Hourwitz, the Polish

Jew made royal librarian in late 18th-

century Paris, defender of the Jews of

France and fighter for the French

Revolution, so brilliantly analysed by

Frances Malino. At present, he is again

involved in supporting the fight of

Ukraine, this time a fight for its very

survival. 

'FOR OUR
FREEDOM
AND
YOURS' 
THE WAR AGAINST
UKRAINE, FROM
AFAR

In February and March, most observers,

including me, had expected a short and

terrible campaign, ending with the

subjugation of Ukraine. This has not

happened, as we all know - due to the

hugely impressive resolve of the

Ukrainian people, and the unexpectedly

swift and clear reaction of 'the West',

and the support of many millions of

individual supporters of the Ukrainian

cause, be it through donations or

volunteering. This immense wave of

support resonates with other episodes

of eastern European history - perhaps

most notably the anti-imperial

mobilisation in 1830 which led to one of

FRANÇOIS GUESNET
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the uprisings in Poland against Russian

supremacy, the November Uprising. Its slogan,

'For your freedom and ours' (in Polish: Za

wolność naszą i waszą), originally expressing

solidarity with the attempted coup by the so-

called Dekabrists against the Tsar in

December 1825, became a rallying call to

support the Polish insurrection across Europe.

The episode of the Jews of Warsaw supporting

this uprising through joining the capital's

militia and National Guard was reported in

press articles, caricatures, and songs. 

Back then, the international public sphere

followed events not only from afar, but also

with quite a bit of delay, for obvious reasons.

Today, in contrast, one can follow actual

combat situations on YouTube as they

happen, track the movements of the fighting

units, receive live updates every second. In

order to maintain some degree of sanity, I limit

my ingestion of such material to two to four

daily updates from a very limited amount of

Twitter accounts. It was actually reporting on

the Maidan in 2014 which converted me to

Twitter, as back then, few press outlets had a

presence on the ground, and Twitter became

an excellent source of information. The

following recommended accounts present

events mostly from a Ukrainian perspective,

though almost all of them react to Russian

reporting. On the basis of my experience since

February 24, I believe they are trustworthy.  

My favourite military expert is Professor Phillips

P. O'Brien of St Andrews who has been the

most austere commentator one can imagine.

A military historian, O'Brien has impressive

Z A  W O L N O Ś Ć  N A S Z Ą
I  W A S Z Ą

expertise on matters of military logistics, and

from early on was skeptical about the

outlook of swift Russian victory. Nexta is

originally a Belarusian democratic press

outlet covering matters very reliably, as do

Euromaidan PR and The Kyiv Independent,

both Ukrainian press outlets going back to

the Maidan of 2014. As a matter of fact, I

started following the former already in 2014,

as a very well-informed and high-quality

platform. Illia Ponomarenko is the best

defense reporter of the Kyiv Independent, he

shares in-depth analysis through Twitter as

well. A new resource for me was Oryx, an

account which limits itself to reporting about

military hardware in the conflict. On

February 23, 2022, I would not have believed

I would check such an account on a daily

basis. Experts on the various implications of

the conflict are legion, but I thought I share

those Twitter accounts which are (mostly) in

English and which I believe allow to follow

events on the ground, with a reasonable

investment in time and focus. I should add a

shout-out to our colleague Uilleam Blacker

at UCL SSEES, who knows so much more

than most of us about Ukrainian literature

and culture, and is always an excellent

source of information, including things going

on in London in support of Ukraine.

LINKS AND TWITTER
BIOS ON THE NEXT PAGE
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https://twitter.com/PhillipsPOBrien
https://twitter.com/nexta_tv
https://twitter.com/EuromaidanPR
https://twitter.com/KyivIndependent
https://twitter.com/IAPonomarenko
https://twitter.com/oryxspioenkop
https://twitter.com/BlackerUilleam


T H E  A C C O U N T S :

@PHILLIPSPOBRIEN @NEXTA_TV @EUROMAIDANPR
#1 Independent Citizen Media

about #Ukraine | Former Official
Twitter of International PR

Secretariat for HQ of National
Resistance of Euromaidan

The largest Eastern European
media. To let the world know.

Professor of Strategic Studies, 
@univofstandrews

Author: How the War was Won,
and Second Most Powerful Man
in the World. Editor in Chief, War

in History

@KYIVINDEPENDENT @IAPONOMARENKO @ORYXSPIOENKOP
Authors of: The Armed Forces of

North Korea, on the path of
Songun

Defense reporter with The Kyiv
Independent. 

War, weapons, beer & heavy
metal. A village guy from Donbas

in a crusade for something
better.

Independent English-language
journalism in Ukraine.
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https://twitter.com/PhillipsPOBrien
https://twitter.com/nexta_tv
https://twitter.com/oryxspioenkop
https://twitter.com/search?q=%23Ukraine&src=hashtag_click
https://twitter.com/univofstandrews
https://twitter.com/PhillipsPOBrien
https://twitter.com/nexta_tv
https://twitter.com/oryxspioenkop


This year marks what we hope will
become the first instalment of a new
Departmental tradition: the Annual
HJS Ugaritic Tablet-Making
Workshop. 

Ugaritic, an ancient Northwest
Semitic language closely related to
Hebrew but at least a few hundred
years older, is written in a unique
cuneiform alphabet. The script
consists of wedge-shaped symbols

If you’re interested

in Ugaritic or in

Ancient Near

Eastern scribal

practices more

generally, please be

on the lookout for

our Second Annual

HJS Ugaritic Tablet-

Making Workshop in

Spring 2023!

UGARITIC 
TABLET-MAKING

WORKSHOP
Lily Kahn, with contributions by Bill Sillar, 
Alice Wills, and Dillon Kelly

that at first glance look like Akkadian
syllabic cuneiform, but on closer
inspection actually function very
much like the Hebrew alphabet. It
has 30 letters (compared to Hebrew’s
22) consisting entirely of consonants,
with the exception of three different
aleph symbols, each with an
accompanying vowel (a, i, or u). 

Ugaritic texts were written on clay 
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tablets with a stylus that produced the requisite wedge-
shaped symbols. To the right is an Ugaritic abecedary
(alphabet tablet) showing the order of the alphabet.

After spending a term and a half reading Ugaritic tablets
and writing the cuneiform alphabet with 21st-century pens
and paper, we were keen to experience what it would be like
to impress the wedges on clay tablets and get a bit of a feel
for how an Ugaritic scribe might have written in the 2nd
millennium BCE. We were very lucky in this respect because
Dr Bill Sillar, a colleague based in the Institute of
Archaeology, had experience making clay tablets in various
ancient languages and generously volunteered to run a
workshop for us. 
During the workshop, Dr Sillar showed us how to inscribe
terracotta clay tablets of various sizes with a latter-day
stylus (the top end of a chopstick!) so that we could write
Ugaritic words, sentences, and even short texts. Some of us
chose to make abecedary tablets of our own, while others
produced tablets with citations of Ugaritic literature and
even in one case a personal message for a relative based on
an Ugaritic letter-writing formula. 

Here are the thoughts of some of the workshop participants
on the experience: 

‘I really enjoyed the workshop. It was fascinating to
encounter Ugaritic from a new perspective, as a more tactile
experience. Making wedges is certainly harder than it looks:
it gave me a newfound respect for the scribes!’
-Alice Wills, BA Ancient Languages finalist 

‘I thought the tablet making workshop was really interesting
because it helped me better connect with the texts we were
reading and the people who wrote them. Oftentimes Ugaritic
tablets will have letters that are mixed up, illegible, or
missing altogether, but trying to write it out yourself you
see how hard it is! It really helps ancient texts feel more
personal and makes the authors feel like real people,
especially when they're just writing letters to mum or talking
about their local pub. Turns out very little has changed!’
-Dillon Kelly, BA Ancient Languages finalist 

If you’re interested in Ugaritic or in Ancient Near Eastern
scribal practices more generally, please be on the lookout
for our Second Annual HJS Ugaritic Tablet-Making Workshop
in Spring 2023!
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‘ LET  THE WORLD
READ AND KNOW’

BY ROB THOMPSON
WOLFSON FOUNDATION PHD SCHOLAR

I was stood in Auschwitz Birkenau
listening to our guide describe the
transportations of over 400,000
Hungarian Jews between May and July
1944, most of whom were murdered on
arrival. It was then that I noticed it: a
lone deer appeared in the remains of
the women’s camp on the left-hand side
of the railway lines. It skipped between
huts, then slowly crossed the railway
track. It entered what was the men’s
camp on our right hand side, and then
departed behind the site of one of
Birkenau’s four crematoria. During the
few minutes it took for this solitary deer
to appear and disappear, our guide
continued to speak of the Hungarian
Jews and skylarks sang overhead. 

I mention this scene because it was so
utterly remarkable, so unlike any of my
previous engagement with the
Holocaust. As a researcher, I have of
course read about the Hungarian
transports. I have listened to the
testimonies of survivors of the
Holocaust. I have even visited
Auschwitz before. 

But this sight, glimpsed on the railway
spur of Birkenau, transfixed me and I
think transfixed the rest of my group as
we watched together in silence. It was
a reminder—contrary to the popularly
repeated falsity that ‘no birds sing at
Auschwitz’—that the Holocaust
occurred in real time, in landscapes
shaped by the seasons and wildlife,
and perpetrated, in Christopher
Browning’s words, by ‘ordinary men’
and women. 

The morning I spent in Birkenau was
part of a longer educational tour of
Poland, led by March of the Living UK.
March of the Living UK was founded
by Scott Saunders, a fellow PhD
student in our department. Prior to an
annual international walk beginning at
the ‘Arbeit Macht Frei’ gates of
Auschwitz 1 and ending on the site of
the crematoria of Auschwitz Birkenau,
March of the Living UK enables
hundreds of people to visit key sites
around Poland.

We accompanied seven Holocaust 

survivors and there were occasions
where we stood with them in the places
where their experiences of the
Holocaust occurred. Mala Tribich was
twelve years old when her mother and
younger sister were forced from the
ghetto in their hometown of Piotrkow-
Trybunalski. With around 500 other
Jews, mainly women and children, they
were marched into the nearby forest
and shot. We stood with Mala at the
memorial in that forest, a short walk
from the site of her mother and sister’s
murders, and over the noise of nearby
traffic and the sound of woodpeckers
drumming in the trees, she told her
story. On finishing, she pointed to the
memorial, asking us to pay attention to
the date of the murders: 20 December
1942. Mala said that she wished us
particularly to note the date and to
remember that a few days later the
murderers would have celebrated
Christmas. 

Mala’s comment has been replaying
itself in my mind since then for two
reasons. Firstly, I am a non-Jewish 
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historian of the Holocaust, and I am a
Christian. As I stood listening to Mala in
the company of a majority Jewish
group I felt keenly aware of my own
Christianity and of the culpability of the
Church in the history of antisemitism
and the Holocaust. Secondly, I
research Christian responses to the
Holocaust in post-war occupied
Germany. I could not help but consider
the comparison of those who murdered
Mala’s family and then likely celebrated
Christmas four days later, with the
Christians who I research. By chance
or by conviction they found themselves
in positions to encounter and,
sometimes, engage with survivors in
the aftermath of the Holocaust.

Since returning from March of the
Living, I have struggled to relate what
I saw and heard in Poland with the
everyday reality of my own research.
One of the subjects of my research is
the theologian, historian, and Methodist
minister Franklin Littell. As a member of
the Religious Affairs Branch of the
United States Occupation Government
he first confronted the aftermath of the
Holocaust through the interfaith work
that was a priority of the Branch. He
wrote later in his seminal work The
Crucifixion of the Jews that ‘the truth
about the murder of European Jewry
by baptized Christians is this: it raises in
a most fundamental way the question
of the credibility of Christianity.’ The
challenge for the Christian, argued
Littell, was to recognise that the
encounter with God ‘can never be
divided’ from an encounter with the
messy, disturbing reality of human
choices. We might add that, whatever
one’s background or beliefs, in a post-
Holocaust world one must first confront
this history in all its complexities.

The experience of walking into a forest
with Mala Tribich and her subsequent
comment about Christmas reminded me
of this challenge. It is important once in
a while, if we are able, to step out of
the archive and to step into the
landscapes that have been shaped by
the Holocaust: the places where it is
possible to stand on the tracks, to
watch a deer in Birkenau, to listen to
testimony, and to allow this encounter
with reality to have a bearing on our
research. 

In Warsaw we visited the Jewish
Historical Institute. It is housed in the
former Institute for Judaic Studies
building which improbably survived the
destruction of the ghetto, still bearing
the scorch marks of the destruction of
Warsaw’s Great Synagogue which
once stood next door. It was here that
the Oneg Shabbat group met
throughout the lifetime of the ghetto to
record evidence of their experiences.
Emmanuel Ringelblum, historian and
organiser of Oneg Shabbat, wrote that
the consequence of their work would
be to ‘let the world read and know.’

I returned home from Poland uncertain
how to articulate the experience, but at
the same time inspired by the March of
the Living to return to my research.
Perhaps, then, the best way to respond
to what I heard Mala say was to get
back to my desk – with the sight of
that lone deer in Birkenau and the
sound of the birdsong in my mind – and
continue with my PhD, to make my own
small contribution to adding another
layer to our knowledge of the
Holocaust. There is still so much to do to
ensure that more of the world ‘read
and know’. 

Image: Cannister in which part of the Oneg Shabbat archive was hidden, Jewish
Historical Institute, Warsaw. Title image: Mala Tribich in the Rakow Forest. 
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Part I: General remarks 
a. History: male chassidic garb evolved over

centuries in Eastern Europe and it continues to

evolve to this day. Without going into too much

historical detail, themes involve cunning

responses to forced clothing-assimilation in the

19th century, deliberate demarcation markers of

religious identity, and religious symbolism (see

below). Before the wars variations in chassidic

garb were mostly regional. Now they are strictly

dynastic, marking adherence to specific chassidic

synasties. 

Symbolism: male chassidic garb is given extensive

symbolic and mystical interpretation, whether in

the significance of the colours, significant 

A comprehensive 
 introduction to
everything you
wanted to know or
ask about male
chassidic garb.
A lightly edited Twitter thread by Izzy Posen,  
research assistant, Contemporary Hasidic
Yiddish research group @PosenIzzy
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numbers in Jewish numerology

(gematriya), or in the specifities of

buttoning up right over left or vice versa.

For example, as a rule, chassidic clothes

always button up right side over left side,

to give strength to the holy powers

(represented by the right) over the

impure powers (represented by left). The

only exception are the trousers, which are

buttoned left over right, to throw a bone

to the impure forces parallel to the sexual

organ (chassidic theology is deeply

suspicious of anything sexual; more

below). Most of these symbolisms

developed post hoc, rather than being a

cause for why these clothes were

adopted in the first place. A notable

exception is the adoption of white items

of clothing for shabbes, which has its

sources in earlier kabbalistic texts. White

on shabbes will be a theme that we'll be

coming back to. Besides for the

symbolism in the clothing itself, Jewish

law is very prescriptive on how to put on

one's clothes, such as right shoe before

left, etc. Chassidic mysticism added to

these, such as putting on the shirt before

the trousers. This is beyond the scope of

this thread. 

c. Significance: chassidim put tremendous

significance on their clothing and any

minor changes can signal rebellion. The

garb is seen as a separation between the

chassid and the world at large, keeping

him pure and insulated. The garb is

regarded as holy. The midrash says that

the Exodus was in the merit of Jews not

changing their attire in Egypt. Chassidic

children are often taught to believe that

that was chassidic garb, with some

popular children's picture books having

the ancient Israelites in 20th century

chassidic garb. In general, chassidic story

telling is hagiography, not history. It is the

lessons that are important, not the

historical details. Chassidic garb is thus

associated with general Jewish identity

throughout the ages. 

d. Identity and affiliation: chassidic garb

marks one's place in the life cycle, as well

as one's dynastic affiliation. It is at the

age of 13 that a boy gets to wear the

distinctive chassidic attire. This is a

marker of adulthood and maturity that

boys are very excited about. Subtle

variations signal one's affiliation to the

different dynasties. Outsiders usually fail

to pick up on these, leading to hilarious

(and frankly, offensive) caricatures of

chassidim in Holywood - creating

chassidim whose bottom and top halves

belong to different dynasties.

And again (Below: Black Hat, 2019). No

chassidic Jew has EVER looked like this!

Would anyone get away with such

caricatures of any other minority in this

day and age?! 
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Like seriously, what kind of hybrid

creature is this? (above: Holy Rollers

2010) 

And what the hell is this?! (Above right:

Unorthodox, Amazon Prime, 2016). How

expensive is it already to hire a culturally

informed consultant?

Little rant aside, we'll see plenty of

examples in Part II of how subtle

variations in clothing signal allegiance to

different dynasties. 

e. Rigidity vs creativity. Chassidic garb is

still evolving, but very slowly (more in

part II). For the most part the clothing is 



very prescriptive and yet there is room

for subtle creativity, sometimes

expressing teenage rebellion, sometimes

asthetic preference. We'll talk more in

part II, looking at specific examples, but

often the length or fit of the garment can

signal rebellion/devotion. Some garments

(like the tish bekitshe) have an inbuilt

degree of freedom for creativity in

flowery design. A general principle of

chassidic garb is expressed in the words

of the late Kretchnifer rebbe: ",ווי לענגער

As long as possible and as ".ווי ברייטער

wide as possible. Chassidic garb is meant

to cover and hide the outlines of the

body, for reasons of modesty. 

Part II: Specific items of
clothing

Shirts are white and button up right on

left. Some wear חסידישע העמדער,

"chassidic shirts", which have no cuffs

and buttons, just a hemmed seam. I was

told that the reason for that was to be

different to the gentiles (becasue if not

for that we'd be easily misidentified...) 

Trousers are black. Some wear האלבע

half trousers, especially on - הויזן

shabbes. These are knee-length shorts

with laces hanging from the bottom.

These get tied around pulled-up socks on

the upper thigh. This combination is called

 .trouser-socks - הויזן זאקן

Now pay close attention as here is where

subtle differences signal allegiance to

different dynasties. In Satmar, Vizhnits

and Bobov married men generally wear

shorts with white socks on shabbes and

long trousers on weekdays. In Belz men

wear shorts and black socks always. Ger

men wear long trousers but tuck them

into black socks, like bikers do. Bachelors

have somewhat different codes. Satmar

& Vizhnits boys wear long trousers and

Bobov boys are encouraged to wear

shorts and black socks on shabbes. By the

way, when I say 'shabbes', I am referring

to all occasions when men wear their

festive garb: on the sabbath, on major

festivals and at weddings. There are

minor festivities when part but not all of

the festive garb is warn, but I'll avoid

these minutiae for now. 

Some men wear shorts and black socks

on weekdays - usually descendants of the

rebbes (who have princely status in the

community). The rebbes (chassidic

leaders) themselves often wear white

socks even on weekdays, which is a sign

of royalty (much more below). 

In Satmar, Vizhnits and Bobov "half

shoes" (האלבע שיך) are worn with the

trouser-sock combination. These are slip-

ons and emphasise the socks. They say

that this whole trouser-sock-shoe

combination originates with the European

Nobility. I do indeed find it quite regal.
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Finally, some of "royal" descendence

,wear checkered (רבישע אייניקלעך)

rather than black, shorts. I'm not sure

why, but as a rule, the royal class wears

more colourful clothing (more below).

Chassidim usually wear a "mini-prayer-



The bekitshe is heavy and stuffy so for

mealtimes a lighter version is worn: the

"table bekitshe" (טיש בעקיטשע). It's

lighter and has flowery designs. You get

some personal choice based on asthetic

preferences, but pick something too noisy

and you're signalling rebellion.  The tish

bekitshe comes with its own inbuilt gartl,

made of the same fabric. How handy!

Rebbes get to wear beautifully coloured

ones: blue, gold, silver, white. #Jealous!

Look at the contrast (image above)

between rebbe and followers in this pic of

the other Bobov rebbe (there are two).

shawl" (טלית קטן), or tzitis over their

shirts. This is usually white-yellowish

(depending on how old it is) and made of

wool. It has four fringes on its four

corners. This is due to a Biblical

commandment (Num. 15:39). 

On weekdays chassidim usually wear a

long suit, called a "rekl" (רעקל). It is

made of wool or cotton and is either

black, dark grey, or dark blue. These can

have subtle designs, allowing for some

creativity. A decent one costs £100-200.

On shabbes a "bekitshe" (בעקיטשע) is

worn instead. These are made of silk and

are pitch-black and shiny. They usually

descend to mid-thigh. On the bekitshe a

"gartl" (גארטל) is wrapped around. This

is a waste-sash that wraps around

several times. Female relatives often knit

the gartl themselves as a special gift. My

mum knitted mine and I wore it every

week. It was very special and personal.

Royalty will often add bits of velvet on

their bekitshes around the collars and

cuffs, as a family tradition, signalling

status. In this pic you can see the Bobov

rebbe and the velvet on his bekitshe.

Different dynasties place the velvet

differently. NOTHING IS ARBITRARY.
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