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Abstract

Jacob son of Ishayahou Mazeh served as the last Rabbi of the Jewish community in
Moscow in Tsarist Russia. All his life he devoted to Zionist activity, and to spreading of
the Hebrew language and culture. However, his important position in the Russian
Zionist movement is not reflected in research books. The purpose of this paper is to

point out Mazeh’s unique contribution to the Russian Zionist movement.

First Chapter: Biographical Milestones

Rabbi Jacob Mazeh was born in the city of Mogilev, on August 24, 1860, and passed
away in Moscow on December 20, 1924 at the age of 64. His parents died young. His
grandfather Zimel and grandmother Gitl Hefets became his real parents. Since he was
four years old, Jacob Mazeh studied in a “heder” that was part of his grandfather
Zimel’s Beit Midrash. Later, he got interested in Enlightenment literature such as “More
Nevukhei Hasman” by R. Nachman Krochmal, and read the journals “Hameasef” and
“Hashakhar”. At the age of 16, Mazeh started studying at the Russian Gymnasium in the
city of Kerch. After high school, he began studying at the Law Faculty of the Moscow
University.

His first job as assistant lawyer in Moscow lasted from 1886 to 1893. At the same
time he continued his Zionist activities. His decision to leave this job was based on two
reasons: government restrictions on the work of Jewish lawyers, and the paucity of
criminal acts among Jews.

In 1893 Mazeh was appointed as a Rabbi in Moscow. He was the third official Rabbi
in Moscow. The official Rabbis before him were R. Chaim Berlin, who served between
the years 1866-1869, and Rabbi Shlomo Minor, who served between the years
1869-1892. During his 31 years of service as an appointed Rabbi up to thé collapse of
the community as an organized body, Rabbi Mazeh used his entire power and personal
charm to protect his community from the city authorities, and later the Bolsheviks.

In 1913, Mazeh participated in the Beilis trial as an expert on Judaism. His speech in
the trial contributed to Mendel Beilis’s liberation. Due to the trial, he became famous in
the Jewish world as having rich knowledge in Judaism and in the law. In 1917, being a

delegate for the “Hareshima Hayehudit Haleumit” (“Jewish National List”), Mazeh was



chosen to the Russian Constituent Assembly, which convened on January 5, 1918 in
Petrograd, following the March revolution of 1917. he was chosen. The Bolsheviks
dispersed the assembly and prevented the development of democracy in Russia. In the
same year, Mazeh participated in the establishment of the “Masoret ve Herut”
(“Tradition and Liberty”) party. It was a religious-national party that also stopped its
activity with the establishment of the Bolshevik regime.

The last years of Mazeh’s life were difficult. He was driven away from his big
apartment and had to move with his family to a small room in the central synagogue. At
the same time, the authorities tried to close down the synagogue and forbade Zionist
activities. As a result of that, Mazeh’s health condition deteriorated. In 1922 he lost his
sight. His friends in Israel remembered his contribution to the Zionist movement and
urged the Tel Aviv municipality to name a street after him. The Tel Aviv municipalitil\‘\_
decided to honor him by naming a street after him. Rabbi Mazeh passed away on
December 20, 1924. The whole Moscow community paid its last tribute to the “Jewish

Patriarch”.

Second Chapter: Rabbi Mazeh between the present politics and the Jewish state in Zion

While being a student in the Moscow University in 1882, Mazeh joined the Hovevei
Zion (Lovers of Zion) movement, which made its first steps in those days. As a
messenger of the “Havaad Haodesai” (“Odessa committee™) together with Achad Haam
and Menachem Usishkin, he traveled to Israel in 1890. He visited the first settlements,
got familiar with the pioneers” work in the Israeli fields and got acquainted with their
needs. At the same time, Mazeh served as a messenger for the “Machanaim”
association, whose goal was to put “pioneers”(halutsim) from Moscow in a separate
settlement in Israel, which would be called “Machanaim”. However, the deportation of
the Moscow Jews during the years 1891-1892 ruined the plan. The members of the
“Machanaim” were ruined.

In 1884 Mazeh participated in the foundation of the “Bnei Zion” (The Sons of Zion)
Association, which was the youth section of the “Hovevei Zion”. The members of the
organization, including Rabbi Mazeh, participated in spreading the Hebrew language
and culture in Russia. They held classes on Hebrew and Jewish history, collected money

to help publish Eliezer Ben-Yehuda’s dictionary and a newspaper in Hebrew, and



spread the Zionist idea among the Russian Jews. Rabbi Mazeh left Moscow for a series
of lectures in other cities throughout Russia. There he established associations to help
those who lived in the Land of Israel. He also acquired organizational experience and
delivered his lectures in Hebrew, Russian and Yiddish.

In 1906, Mazeh decided to enter political life. He tried to be nominated a delegate for
the first Russian parliament. Mazeh lost in the elections.

After the revolution of the March 1917, the Zionist delegates for the Constituent
Assembly were ready to set an agenda and preferences for regarding the Jewish life in
Russia, and for regarding the actions taken for the sake of the land of Israel. The
Provisional Government decided to assemble the Constituent Assembly in May 1917,

but due to conflicts between the Provisional Government and the Bolsheviks th¢

Constituent Assembly was postponed to January 5, 1918, and in the meantime the

Bolsheviks took hold of the government. In order to make it seem like democracy, the
Bolsheviks did not cancel the Constituent Assembly, that was chosen during the rule of
the provisional government, but they tried to interfere with its work when it assembled.
Due to the Bolsheviks’ pressure, the Constituent Assembly was dispersed, and the hope

for a new democratic future fell down to zero.

Third Chapter: Mazch’s activities for the Hebrew language and culture

Mazeh together with Reuven Brainin, Yechiel Chlenov and Josef Levontin,
participated in the activities of “Hovevei Sfat Ever” (“The Association of the Devotees
of the Hebrew Language”) in Moscow, since its establishment. The deportation of some
of the Moscow Jews during the years 1892-1891 harmed greatly the community and
“Hovevei Sfat Ever”. The chairman of the association, Reuven Brainin, immigrated to
Vienna. Jakob Mazeh stayed in Moscow and continued sustaining the association.
“Hovevei Sfat Ever” acted as a part of an organization called “Hairgun le hafatsat
haskala (harusit) bein hayehudim”(“The Organization for Spreading (Russian)
Education among Jews™).This organization was established in Petersburg back in 1863.
The decision of the Zionist Congress in The Haag in 1907 to acknowledge the Hebrew
language as the official language of the congress and of all the Zionist institutes,
motivated “Hovevei Sfat Ever” to leave “Hairgun le hafatsat haskala bein hayehudim”

and to focus on the main goal of the association.



With the beginning of the First World War, in 1914, Jewish refugees began to arrive
in Moscow. The activities of “Hovevei Sfat Ever” broadened in order to respond to the
new needs. In 1916, the Association opened a new school, where 150 refugee children
studied. The teaching was conducted in Hebrew. The existing framework of the
association, which worked to spread the Hebrew language by the way of classes,
courses and assemblies, was not enough to respond to the new need of establishing
schools. Therefore, the members of the Association decided to turn the Moscow branch
of “Hovevei Sfat Ever” into part of the Russian organization called “Tarbut”
(“Culture”).

Mazeh was of course a member of this new organization., the first Hebrew..
kindergarten, a primary school, two institutions for qualifying teachers and a yeshiva
were established in Moscow with his help. In all these institutes, the teaching was
conducted in Hebrew.

The October revolution in 1917 “froze” the development of the Hebrew education in
Russia. Schools were closed down and their assets were confiscated. In 1919 the
Bolshevik government issued a decree that forbade the studying of the Hebrew language
from the first grade to the fourth grade. Rabbi Mazeh met with the Minister of
Education, Anatoly Lunacharski, and tried to convince him not to closed down the
“Tarbut” schools and the abolish prohibition of the Hebrew language, prohibition that
claimed it was “the bourgeois dead language™. All of Mazeh’s efforts to fight against
the decree did not help. In his last years he witnessed the decline of Hebrew culture in
Russia.

The first meeting between Rabbi Mazeh and Nahoum Zemach, one of the founders of
“Habima”, took place at the eleventh Zionist Congress in Vienna in 1913, the congress
that was devoted to spreading the Hebrew language and culture in the Jewish world.
Together with Bialik, Shneur and Zlatopolski, Mazeh was one of the few delegates that
watched the play “The Eternal Jew” in Vienna by the Osif Dimov. The “Habima” group
from Bialystok(Belostok) performed the play in Hebrew.

During the First World War, in 1915, Nahoum Zemach arrived in Moscow with the
hope to establish “Habima” in Moscow, the Russian culture capital, and the theater
capital in particular. Nahoum Zemach heard rumors that Mazeh was a person with a

good will and with a presence of mind. He welcomed Nahoum benevolently and



immediately started working for the sake of the first Hebrew Theater. Thanks to Rabbi
Mazeh’s initiative, “The Association of the Friends of Habima” was organized within
the framework of “The Association of the Devotees of the Hebrew Language”. Mazeh
was the head of the group, and obtained from the assistant mayor Guchkov a license to
open the theater acting in Hebrew. Most of the “Habima™ actors lived in the Jewish
Pale. He helped them get permits to settle in Moscow.

The new theater was successful. The principal teacher and director was Evgeni
Vachtangov, Stanislavski’s student. The first play, “Neshef Bereshit”, (“Genesis Ball”)
wds staged 1 Ouver 8, 1518, A yeat laict, “Habima” got an Academic Theatrical
degree and an annual budget of 100,000 roubles. It was a sign of recognition by the
authorities. However, the Yevsektsia leaders were against. They thought that Hebrew
was “the bourgeois’ language” and there was no place in art for it. But Yiddish, whic};\
was the language of the mass of Jewish people, was fit to serve as the language of the
culture and theater.

The struggle between “Habima” and the Yevsektsia lasted between the years
1919-1926, during the whole Moscow period of the theater. One of the warriors against
the Yevsektsia’s scheming was Mazeh, who until his last days used all his diplomatic
abilities, his rich knowledge and his personal charm to protect “Habima”. Rabbi
Mazch’s meetings with Bolshevik leaders, Lunacharsky and Kamenev, were the means
to protect the theater. Two years after Rabbi Mazeh passed away, in 1926, the
“Habima” actors decided to leave the Bolshevik Russia.

Since his childhood, Rabbi Mazeh was interested of the Hebrew law. He understood
the Balfour Declaration as a calling for the judicial basis of the future Jewish country.
Mazeh thought it right to combine the ancient Hebrew law with the general modern law.
He gathered around him lawyers and researchers, who arrived to Moscow during the
First World War. With his support, the organization “Hamishpat Haivri” (;‘The Hebrew
Law”) was established that same year. These were the organization’s goals: to establish
in Jerusalem a scientific institute for the research and resurrection of the Hebrew Law,
as a basis for establishing a law faculty in the Hebrew University of Jerusalem; to
establish a library for the revival of the Hebrew Law; to publish a journal named

“Hamishpat haivri”; to publish original books and translations in all the trades of the

law and the sciences close to it.



In 1918, “The Certificate of the Hebrew Law Organization and its Plan of Work™ was
published. The activists of the Organization dreamed of cooperating with law experts
from the Ukraine and of opening new branches in Russia. However, in 1920 the
Organization’s activity was stopped due to the persecution of the Bolshevik regime. In
one of the Organizations’ meetings it was decided to move its center to Jerusalem.
Some of the people present expressed their desire to make “alia” to Israel and continue
to work there. The ones that went to Israel were the first Hebrew law lecturers in the
Hebrew University, which was established in Jerusalem in 1925. Among them were
Shmuel Eisenshtadt, Paltiel Dikshtein and Asher Gulak. In 1926, the “Hebrew Law”, a
collection of articles, was published in Tel-Aviv as a sequel to the collection that was
published in Russia in 1918. In 1927, the collection “Hamishpat” (“The Law”) was
published in Jerusalem. The first collections published eulogies on the death of Jakob
Mazeh. They described the society’s history in Russia and pointed out Rabbi Mazeh’s
great contribution in its establishment.

In 1916, the “Maccabi” association was established in Moscow. Isaac Rabinovitsh had
the idea of establishing a Jewish sport organization. He arrived in Moscow during the
First World War. In 1912 he was one of the founders of the “Maccabi” association in
Lodz. Mazeh followed the development of the association. Even after the October
revolution in 1917, the “Maccabi” association kept on functioning. In 1919, the days of
the Civil War, the “Maccabi” members participated in pre-army activities. They acted
according to the advice of Mazeh, who recommended not to neglect the possibility of
organizing and defending themselves legally. Jakob Mazeh was chosen as an honorable
member of the organization. He used to arrive to the “Maccabi” festive events. The last
events of his life occured during the gloomy atmosphere of the Bolshevik regime. He
arrived to the Hanukah festivities of the “Maccabi” association in 1923, at a time in
which almost all the activists were afraid to come to the events. Rabbi Mazch was very

depressed. It was the last Hanukah party of his life.



