
Glimpses of Jewish Everyday Life 
in Tsarist Russia 





Russian Jewry



Common Characteristics 
Language, Religion, 
Economy Yiddish



Mestechko or Shtetl Jewish Occupations



Integration of Jews Into the Russian Empire

Franz Roubaud (Odessa 1856-1928 Munich)
“Village Merchants: Street of Jarmolinzi in Podolia” 



Creating a Legible People: 
Metrical Books 



Handwritten Birth Certificates from Slutsk  
(information taken from metrical books)



Missing Registration (Zhitomir District Court) 
DAZHO, f. 24, op. 11, d. 196 l. 1. 

• Petition of K. Liubavich to the Zhitomir District Court (1909)

• I was born in the town of Zhitomir on 18 June 1886 from 
the legal marriage of my parents, Shamai Forimovich
and Rukhlia Avrumovna Iosevna Liubavich, who were 
married in August 1874. However, because my parents 
did not take the trouble to record my birth in good time, I 
do not have a metrical certificate of my birth. Without this 
document , I cannot receive a certificate on my 
graduation this year from the Kopropovich gymnasium in 
Berdichev. 



Legalizing Last Wills and 
Testaments in District Courts



Petition of Etka Leibovna Kovnerova  (7 Apirl 
1842) LVIA, f. 447, op. 27, d. 235, ll.l.

• My deceased mother, the Vil’na townswoman  Etka Leibovna 
Kovnerova, in agreement with her husband and my father, Leib 
Iudelovich Kovner, signed her will on 8 December  1841 in the 
presences of witnesses. . . . She bequeathed to me, the petitioner, 
one room and also a small space in the courtyard in a one-story 
wooden house for perpetuity. She bought them with her husband 
(my father) in the city of Vil’na on the street leading from Zashkovaia 
Street to Zelenyi Bridge, no. 797. It is worth 200 rubles. As my 
mother . . . has already died, I am acting to establish myself in a 
legitimate way as the owner of the room and small space in the 
courtyard. In addition to my mother’s aforementioned will, I enclose 
a certificate from the Vil’na state rabbi about the death of my mother 
on 3 April 1842. 

• (Petition rejected: Will only signed by two people in Yiddish “without 
any Russian words.”



Marriage and Divorce



Marriage and Divorce:
Chancellery of the State Rabbi Yakov Maze

• Petition of Mosei Isaakovich Azer’er (Dentist) and Zlata
Israelevna to the State Rabbi of Moscow, Yakov Maze (7 
Septemeber 1904)

“We wish by mutual agreement to dissolve our marriage, which 
was concluded on 23 May 1900 by the rabbi of Vil’na. We have 
the honor to ask you to order the drafting of the get and its 
delivery according to Jewish law. In addition, we declare by 
mutual agreement that our daughter Natalia, born on 7 
March1901, will always remain in the care of her mother. As for 
the dowry in the sum of 10,000 rubles that I, Mosei Azer’er
received, I am obliged to deposit it in the State Bank in the name 
of our daughter at the first opportunity or to return this sum to my 
divorced wife in agreement with her request . . . . Similarly, if my 
material circumstances allow, I am obliged to contribute to the 
expenses of the support and upbringing of my daughter.



Truly Divorced? A Request to the State 
Rabbi of Moscow from Paris

• Gracious Sir!
• The circumstances explained below compels me to 

trouble you to request that you send me [the document 
that] I am requesting. A few years ago, my close 
relatives—a mother, son, and daughter left [Russia] to 
live in Paris. The daughter became acquainted with a 
young man—an Iliia Manusevich—to whom she is now 
married. 

• This Manusevich, as it turned out, was married to 
another Moscovite. He assures  [his wife]  that is they are 
divorced according to the Jewish ritual. He sent the 
divorce for delivery through the mediation of the 
Chancellery of the Moscow city rabbi—at least he is 
convinced of this. 

• Meanwhile, he had a baby girl with his second wife. The 
mother of this baby, not convinced that Iliia Manusevich
is really divorced from the first wife, seeks to avoid 
having this baby deemed “illegitimate. She implored me 
to take measures to prove the truth—whether the first 
wife is really divorced.  .  . 



Poverty as Lived 
Experience

1897 Census: 
5,189,401 Jews 
Pale of Settlement 
(1791-1917)
Jewish communal 
institutions took care 
of the poor –
hekdesh (hospice for 
the poor) 
Illness and Disability



Mariia Shkol’nik (Socialist Revolutionary)

• “When I was 6-years-old, a great misfortune befell our 
family; my mother fell from the loft and fractured her 
head. She was sick for almost an entire year. For four 
months, she lay in a semi-comatose state: she did not 
recognize anyone and drove us away when we came to 
her bed. I do not know what would have happened to us 
if it were not for our sister Revekka. She took care of us 
like a mother  . . . She was eleven years old at the time. 
My mother’s illness completely ruined us. She was the 
only person in our family who could run the household, 
and as they say, make ends meet. Mother’s illness 
drastically increased our expenses. To pay for the 
doctors and medicines, we had to sell the cows and 
horses; we even mortgaged our land.” 



Arrested Socialist Revolutionary 
Women (Mariia Shkolnik)



Illness and Disability

• Genrikh Sliozberg (1863-1937)
• “My mother, whom I loved infinitely, was 

perpetually ailing, losing her strength, all 
the more under the strain of poverty, hard, 
work, and worry about her children. 
Shortly before, a five-year-old sister (to 
whom everyone in the family was 
attached) and then a 3-year-old brother 
died. 



Tuberculosis:

Petition of Khaia Bushtein, Kiev (1899)



Guardianship Case in the Kiev Orphan’s Court: 
Khaia Burshtein of Kiev(1899) (DA,K, f. 164, op. 1, 

d. 1197, ll. 1-1 ob). 
• Her daughter Dvoira was 

married to the civil 
engineer Samuil Betgilel. 
They were separated but 
not divorced.  

• The granddaughter, 
Liubov lived with her 
mother in Kiev.

• Dvoira died on 2 May 
1899

• Father and grandmother 
fight for custody 

• Testimony of Samuil
about his wife’s illness



For a complete description of my wifeAûs illnesses, I can and must 
cite this sorrowful page: soon after the wedding, for lack of good 
medical care at the Mozheika station, she lived for over two years 
in Kiev, where she received treatment. Despite the fact that the 
Mozheika station is considered a country holiday location, I was 
forced to send my wife to Libava in 1888 and 1889 for the spa 
baths on the advice of the doctor, to Franzenbad and Bad-Feslau
in 1890, to the Adreevskii estuary in 1891, to the springs in 
Odessa and the estuary in Shabo [Ukraine] for a vineyard 
treatment in 1892, 1893, and 1894, to Franzenbad and Shandau
[on the River Elbe] in 1897, to Bad Reichenhal and Interlaken in 
1896, to the Caucasus and Crimea in 1897, and finally in 1898 to 
Franzenbad, Baden, Bad Ischl and the Crimea, where she 
remained almost until her death. My deceased wife obviously 
spent a large part of the year and our marriage, voluntarily or not, 
separated from me so that our actual life together was strained of 
its own accord.  [. . . ]



• Often, at the smallest possibility, I took leaves 
[from work] and traveled to provide her money 
and a temporary passport for trips abroad. In 
the summer of 1896, I stayed with my family in 
Interlaken [Switzerland] and in 1897 my 
daughter was with me in Saratov for almost a 
year while my wife was in the Caucasus and 
Crimea for more convenient treatment (without 
the distraction and worry about our daughter).  







“Tuberculosis and consumption 
can be prevented! Helping the 
sick is a big mitzvah. Preventing 
illness is a bigger mitzvah.” 
Yiddish poster. Artist unknown. 
Published by OZE, Berlin, 1923, 
with support from the Fund for 
Relief of Jewish War Victims 
and Federation of Ukrainian 
Jews, London. The cartoons 
illustrate the perils of spitting, 
and coughing and sneezing 
without covering one’s mouth 
and nose, and tout the benefits 
of fresh air, cleanliness, and a 
balanced diet. (YIVO)



Mental Health 

• Petition of Enta 
Pushner to 
institutionalize her 
mother in the vil’na 
Jewish Hospital 
(1895). 

• Rivka Arliuk of 
Oshmiany (1902)



Petition of Enta Pushner of Vil’na to 
the Governor of Vil’na (1895)

• “My mother Dvoira Zlotoiabko, who lives with me, 
has gone mad. She breaks everything, hits, 
causes arguments, so that it is impossible to keep 
her in the apartment where I have my own small 
children who are scared to death. I keep my 
mother in a cold store  room in my house where 
she could catch some other dangerous disease. 
She will not accept my request to place her in the 
section [of the hospital] for the mentally ill. That is 
why I have the honor of humbly asking Your 
Excellency to sympathize with my unfortunate 
position and order the acceptance of my mother in 
a place for the mentally ill.”



Medical Report (1895)

• “The patient was found locked up in a 
shed; she herself complained about this. 
Her daughter explained that it was 
necessary to keep her mother locked up 
because her apartment is small and does 
not have the appropriate conditions. Her 
mother wanders around town and 
conducts herself indecently, provoking the 
street urchins to throw rocks at her.”



Jews and the State



Petitions about 
Improper 

Conscription of 
Children 

Petition of Beila Leibovna Faivilovich to the 
Military Governor of Vil’na (1836)
“Last month, the elected officials of the Vil’na
Jewish community for conscription seized my 
only son Sender, who gives me daily 
sustenance in my impoverished circumstances 
and designated him as a recruit. Their illegal 
action has now deprived me of my support and 
hope for daily sustenance. Your Excellency! 
Turn your merciful eyes upon a poor mother, 
who has been deprived of her only son, who 
sheds tears before the most precious feet of 
Your Excellency. According to the decree 
approved by Your Excellency, the recruitment 
must commence with large families that have 
several sons; but these recruiters, without 
considering this, abducted my only son, my 
sole hope for my existence . .  . .”



Petition of the Jewish Townspeople of Vitebsk and Nevelsk Districts to 
the Minister of War, Prince Chernyshev (8 September 1851)

RGVIA, f. 405, op. 4, d. 13028

• Absolutely confident in the boundlessness of Your 
Excellency’s virtue and justice bestowed on those who 
resort to You for protection, we give ourselves up to the 
mercy of Almighty God.

• Our children—juveniles from the ages of twelve and 
up—were handed over as cantonists to the Vitebsk 
Provincial Recruitment Office. Before the party of Jewish 
recruits—a half battalion of cantonists—departed for 
Arkhangelsk, each of the fathers furnished his son with 
everything required by Jewish law for prayer services. 
Giving them a blessing for a safe journey, we remained 
confident that our children, who find themselves in state 
service, instilled with the paternal injunction to practice 



• the religion of their fathers conscientiously, would always 
remain useful soldiers because the loyalty of the 
subjects is based on religion. We were horrified when we 
were informed about the strange fact that in 
Arkhangel’sk, various pretexts have been raised to 
prevent Jewish prayer services. . . . Despite the Jewish 
faith and even prayer services, there is such a 
weakening of religious feelings that they will convert to 
Christianity due to their minority and immaturity, without 
a proper understanding about the essence of faith. 



• Fully cognizant that infinite justice shines in our Russian 
fatherland. . . We dare resort to the protection of the lofty 
person of Your Excellency. . . . Permit the minor Jewish 
cantonists to practice religion freely in accordance with 
Jewish law. By no means should he impel them under 
various pretexts to renounce their traditional faith and to 
convert to Christianity during the period of their minority 
and immaturity—not until they are eighteen years old, 
when they will be in the position as adults to decide 
about the importance of religion. Your Excellency, show 
us your infinite assistance by permitting this most 
humble petition. . . . 



The “Rothschilds of the Moscow”: Lazar and Rozaliia
Poliakov by Konstantin Makovsky 1883
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Country estate of the 

Poliakov family in Tsurikovo , 

Smolensk province. The 

Vydrin siblings (Rozaliia’s

side of the family). 1906



Dacha at Sokol’niki



Deutsches Volksblatt

(2 January 1885)

“Lazar Poliakov and 
family, who came from 
Paris, traveled with 
Princess Marie 
Dolgurukoff and Princess 
Sophie Scherbatoff, who 
came from Italy. The 
Russians are staying at 
the Hotel Imperial.



Conflict over Kashrut (1887)
• “But she is still revolving, as the astronomer Galileo put it like 

kotlety in lard. .  I am totally convinced that Mama’s fanaticism 
will enter into the history of zhidovstvo (Yid-ishness). . . 
Yesterday we had a pure “Sodom and Gomorrah” because of 
Mama’s impossible and quite fanatical, stubborn tendency to 
deny Papa nutritious and easily digestible food if it is contrary 
to the Law of Moses. For her, this question is more important 
than the question of love for one’s neighbor and to 
anonymous benevolence (not charity that trumpets oneself). It 
is said that fanaticism is stupidity. Indeed, I agree totally, all 
the more because it makes people stupid. If one calculates 
the number Jewish fanatics, it is easy to compile a percentage 
for the level of intellectual development.

•



Poliakov
Synagogue 
in Moscow
Rabbi Yaakov 
Isaevich Maze 
(1860-1924) – state 
rabbi of Moscow


