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Ich wollt’, meine Schmerzen ergössen
Sich all’ in ein einziges Wort,
gäb’ ich den lustigen Winden,
Die trügen es lustig fort.

Heinrich Heine

Ka�dy$i vybiraet dl� seb�
�enwinu, religi�, dorogu,
D�volu slu�it~ ili proroku —
Ka�dy$i vybiraet dl� seb�.

Yury Levitansky

After the manuscript of this book was sent to the Editorial Office
of World Scientific in Singapore I have received quite a few comments
from people who had the opportunity to read the draft version. Un-
fortunately, it is too late now to incorporate these comments in the
book. Moreover, some of their authors made a reservation that their re-
marks are not for public distribution. However, I want to keep relevant
excerpts in my records: to ignite a discussion, to show a spectrum of
opinions and as an important evidence. I think that this selection nicely
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supplements the contents of the book and corrects a few inaccuracies
which, unfortunately, slipped into the book.

Alexei Belov-Kanel (February 2, 2005):

• Perhaps, it is worth mentioning that in the last two
years Mech-Mat hired 10 new faculty, and three of them are
Jewish. Besides, it seems there is no more discrimination at
the entrance examinations.

Alexei Belov-Kanel (February 16, 2005):
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Поскольку важна точность выражений, я отвечаю по русски.

Прошедшее есть история Советской и Росийской математики и мы должны знать
историю. Для меня было важно выразить благодарность своим учителям и всем тем,
кто мне тогда помог. Документы о Народном Университете имеют прежде всего
человеческое измерение. Я готов и дальше собирать материалы.

Однако я против какой бы то ни было политики, белых книг и прочего. Если бы это
было в конце 80-начале 90-х я - это было бы правильно, подъем же вопросов через
20 лет после того как все закончилось, призывы к тем или иным действиям выглядят
странно.

Кроме того, есть и другие аргументы. Роль Садовничего была велика в борьбе
против призыва студентов в армию. Кроме того, вся математическая общественность
(кроме отдельных выродков) сейчас борется против преступной школьной реформы.
И любой конфликт чрезвычайно вреден.  Сейчас, на мой взгляд, не время сведения
счетов. В конце концов - почему их не свели раньше? Почему вдруг сейчас?

Иное дело, если бы антисемитизм продолжался. Поведение должно зависеть от
нынешнего отношения к евреям.

Как мне кажется, росийская научная общественность придерживается той же точки
зрения, что и Я. Я могу ошибаться - но в любом случае надо понять общественное
мнение.

Теперь о Шафаревиче. Он различал математические отношения (у него было много
учеников евреев) и свою политическую философию (достаточно скверную).
Антисемитизм на приемных экзаменах равно как и дискриминацию евреев он
никогда, насколько я слышал, не поддерживал. Если я не прав, и он упоминается в
этом контексте - прошу указать случаи.  Его общественная позиция по отношению к
математике была такова - он позиционировал себя как чистого профессионала и вел
разговор как математик с математиком.

С уважением
Алексей Канель
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Andre Reznikov (February 2, 2005):

• In your Foreword you mention Shafarevich among fero-
cious anti-Semites. This is certainly true. However, before
1987 he seemingly never showed this in public. Moreover,
at that time, after his anti-Marxist pamphlet appeared in
samizdat, he did not have much power since he had prob-
lems with authorities. I do not think it is fair to put him
in the same league with the main villains Vinogradov and
Pontryagin, even though his views are appalling. I doubt he
was involved in any anti-Jewish activities in the 1970s.

Andre Reznikov (February 12, 2005):

• After some thinking, I do not think it would be appro-
priate for me to defend Shafarevich. You can safely leave
him in your foreword, as he deserves to be named. Let him
himself defend his views. Surely, there will be defenders of
Pontryagin and Vinogradov too.

Andre Reznikov (February 16, 2005):

• My desire to collect materials about People’s Jewish
University and Bella Abramovna was driven solely by the
wish to pay a small tribute to her and record some events of
the past.

Personally, I think that present problems of Russia are
immediate results of the blank forgiveness unwisely and im-
morally exhibited by Russian intelligentsia in the 1990’s, af-
ter the collapse of the Soviet State. But as you wrote, I
prefer to hear about it from a distance or, better still, not
at all.

By the way, Commander-in-Chief of the anti-Semitic
campaign at Physics Department of Moscow University was
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Prof. Furtsev. He authored just one scientific paper in his
entire career but was the Dean of Physics Department for
many years. He was so prominent in this campaign that even
Mekh-Mat’s Dean Prof. Lupanov was no match to him.

G.K. (February 6, 2005):

• I am sure that publishing this book will have an effect of
opening Pandora’s box, and I wish that it could be published
and widely distributed in Russia ... At the end of the article
“Science and Totalitariamism” A. Vershik mentions the idea
of making a White Book. As a first approximation, what do
you think of the idea of setting up a website on the Internet
asking the readers to send their stories, including the names
of those involved in ethnic cleansing?

In the article by Kanevsky and Senderov the names of
some young students who were dragged through all these
humiliations are given. It may be a good idea to indicate (if
possible) their present status and whereabouts.

In his article Shen writes that the Physics Department
of the Moscow University in the 1980s was not exactly an
exemplary department. Well, one could add here that one
of the reasons for this ongoing failure was ethnic cleansing
that had been successfully performed there already in the
1950s when Landau had been driven out (and, by the way,
Fock, Leontovich, and Tamm were forced to quit too). They
were later replaced by people like A. Logunov or Yu. Losku-
tov. “Achievements” of the former, as they are advertised
on the Physics Department web site, include among other
things “creation of a consistent relativistic theory of grav-
ity which eliminates crucial difficulties of Einstein’s general
relativity.” From the very same web site we learn that Prof.
Yu. Loskutov managed to prove that black holes cannot be
realized. As they say, no comments.
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In Kanevsky and Senderov’s and Shen’s analyses of the
entrance examinations to the Moscow University, MIFI and
MPTI they emphasize the role of Olympiads. They missed
an important detail which I could add based on my own ex-
perience. In those days, winners of the All-Union olympiads
had crucial benefits at the entrance examinations. Well, to
make it to the All-Union level for someone from the periph-
ery he/she had to be among the winners of a Republican
Olympiad. In my case, this was Moldavian Olympiad in
physics. The unofficial rule was very simple: the winner had
to be ethnic Moldavian.

A few words about the entrance examinations. I finished
a school in Kishinev in 1978 and thought about applying
to Physics Department of the Moscow University. Luckily
for me, I got advice from a friend of mine who was a few
years older and had already experienced the examination
procedure there, with its killer tricks. He explained to me
(and later I had a chance to verify that he had been perfectly
right) that the Moscow University and FizTech were alike as
far as chances of being admitted are concerned. The main
difference between the two institutions was that Jewish ap-
plicants would be given “2” at one of the math exams at
the Moscow University and thus knocked out in the begin-
ning, whereas in FizTech they would let him or her pass all
exams but would strike later, during the last session which
had an intriguing name “interview.” I tried to enter FizTech
in 1978, and my score was quite high (5+4 for written and
oral math, 4+4 for written and oral physics, and 4 for lit-
erary composition). Still, I was not admitted. The official
explanation was that I did not pass the informal interview
session.

This was my first experience as “Comrade Einstein.”
Later, the same repeated a few times: when I tried to get
admission to the graduate school at Physics Department of
the Moscow University, in my job searches, and so on. This
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is another story, though.

Anatoly Vershik (February 3, 2005):

• In your Foreword you mention Pontryagin. In 1978 I
wrote, for a samizdat magazine Summa, a short review on
the scandalous Pontryagin’s Autobiography, published in an
abridged form in Russian Mathematical Surveys, Volume 33,
No. 6 (1978). The full edition of Biography of Lev Semen-
ovich Pontryagin, Mathematician, Composed by Himself is
now available too (Prima B, Moscow, 1998). This Pontrya-
gin’s writing is remarkable: it is full of venom and animosity
to many people who used to be his good friends and col-
leagues. Below is a quotation from my 1978 review. “Begin-
ning in 1969 L.S. Pontryagin became notoriously known for
his open attack, together with I.M. Vinogradov and other
comrades in arms, on all live mathematical forces of the
country. This unprecedented pressure and persecutions go
in all directions: dissertation defense, journal publications,
selection of delegates to international conferences and con-
gresses, editorial policies, translation of foreign books – all
these regulatory mechanisms are concentrated in the hands
of a small group of former mathematicians amongst whom
L.S. Pontryagin is one of the leaders. Anti-Semitism of this
group was exposed previously.” Judge on your own; look
at just one sentence from the Biography of Lev Semenovich
Pontryagin: “... Zionist circles carry out persistent attempts
to present Einstein as the only creator of the theory of rel-
ativity. This is unfair.”

By the way, in 2002 I published the full Collection of our
samizdat magazine Summa, in the St.Petersburg Publish-
ing House Zvezda. The above review is on page 204. This
Collection contains other materials related to your book.
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A.M. (February 13, 2005):

• I want to give you a good advice: just forget the whole
story. Why are you concerned with events that happened
long ago in the country to which, in fact, we did not belong?
They hated us. We left. Period. The divorce was relatively
civilized, not even close to what had happened in Germany.
Shouldn’t we be thankful?

A. Gorsky (March 4, 2005):

• Dear Misha,

I am in Paris now and Grisha gave me the new book on
”Mech-mat” you edited. I have realized that a few months
ago I spoke with a person referred to in your book as one of
the executioners of the anti-Semitic policy in MGU. It was
Maksimov – an old man, approximately 80 years old, with
whom I discussed the fate of Petya Selivanov in his office.
He is vice-rector now, responsible for educational process.
During our conversation I said that they can not throw out
Petya from MGU even in spite of his mental disease, accord-
ing to Russian laws. Surprizingly his eyes “nalilis krovyu”
and he made a ten minutes remark starting with the words
“There are no laws in Russia now since the country has been
sold to “zhidam”.” I saw him for the first time in my life,
and it was really terrible – he was completely out of control
in these 10 minutes. It was a zoological anti-Semitism I have
never seen before. So, some of these guys are still there.

Sergei Tabachnikov (March 9, 2005):

• Dear Misha,

Thank you for sending me the book “...Comrade Einstein”.
I received it today and cannot stop reading (some parts are
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familiar to me). My highest compliments for this work! Is
it OK to promote the book? I have many friends and col-
leagues who will be interested.

I personally know many characters: e.g., in 1978-79, I
helped Senderov to run an oral entrance exam preparation
seminar at Moscow School No 2. I was then a fresh grad-
uate of Pedagogical Institute; I failed MechMat’s entrance
exams in 1973. Among the members of my Jewish oral exam
group, were some people who have managed to become suc-
cessful mathematicians; probably the most famous of them
is my high school classmate, Sasha Beilinson of University
of Chicago. By the way, one of the 5 problems given to me
at the oral exam was problem No 1 in Vardi’s article.

I wonder whether you ever thought about creating some
kind of depository for witness accounts (maybe, a web site).
It does bother me that some of the “negative heroes” pros-
per in the West (I personally know two, one in France and
one in the US). Seems to me, the community deserves to
know the truth (and, for complete fairness, this could also
provide these people a vehicle for repentance — if they wish
to repent). Maybe, Sasha Shen would agree to be a mediator
of such a web site...

Sergei Tabachnikov (March 10, 2005):

• Dear Misha,
I want to thank you separately for the epilogue. I do

believe that the story should be widely known (although I
also understand those who want to put all this behind them
... but that’s how some people think of Holocaust too). As
I mentioned, my personal interest is explained by the fact
that I was a victim too, and I personally know many people
involved: Fuchs was my advisor and is a close friend of mine
up to this day. I taught Belov when he was still called Kanel,
at school No 2 when he was in the last grade, in 1979-80. I
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know Zelevinsky for more than 30 years, and Shen for about
30 years too.

Before leaving for the US in 1990, I was the head of the
Mathematics Section of the Kvant magazine. At some point,
I got interested in what had happened in German mathemat-
ics under the Nazi, and in 1990 I wrote an article for Kvant
(http://kvant.mccme.ru/au/tabachnikov s.htm). I mention
this because the story of what had happened in Soviet Union
is somewhat similar to the fate of German mathematics, al-
beit milder.

I do think, one should establish a web site devoted to this
issue. I will discuss it with A. Sossinsky, another teacher at
People’s Jewish University and my predecessor in Kvant,
who will be visiting here soon.

Alexander A. Beilinson (March 15, 2005):

• Dear Misha,
I looked at the file of the book yesterday — my deepest

thanks for it! I do not have any personal comments for I
did not teach at the People’s Jewish University. Just one
remark: the book presents stories of people “from the top”
— those who taught at the University. The voices of the
(then) students are not here, which is a true pity. Also:
together with Kanyevsky and Senderov, one of the students
was arrested, adding considerably to the general feeling of
anxiety and distress. As far as I remember, the story around
his arrest is quite telling, saying much about the (larger circle
of) people involved. A good account would add considerably
to the picture.
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Mark Sapir (March 15, 2005):

• Dear Misha,
Thank you for composing the book. I have read parts of

it before and I knew some stories from the people mentioned
in the book. But I am not sure that the book in its present
form should be published.

The system does not exist any more. Although I was not
admitted to MSU myself (“2” on the written exam), I do not
want to get the “bad guys.” After all, I am a Distinguished
Professor in Vanderbilt, and they are in Moscow getting $200
per month.

The only really interesting parts of the book are about
the alternative (“People’s Jewish”) university because these
pages areabout positive and “timeless” things. The parts
about anti-Semitic discrimination are weak because the sta-
tistical material is very limited. Essentially, there are at
most 5–10 people mentioned by names, and they are men-
tioned several times, so it looks like these are the only people
discriminated against. In any case, it seems from the text
that only about 100 were affected. To call what happened
with these 100 people“genocide” is clearly a misstatement.

There was a similar situation in the leading US univer-
sities up to the 1950’s. The materials on People’s Jewish
university are not complete either. It would be interesting
to see a more complete list of people attending the university,
how many of them became professional mathematicians, etc.

Classifying Pontryagin as an “anti-Semite” is not quite
correct. He was clearly a sick person at the end of his life (it
is enough to look at his autobiography). The problem was
not in Pontryagin but in the general structure of the Soviet
science which was based on “large schools,” and what can
be called “warlords” — the leaders of these schools. In this
regard, “good” warlords were not much better than “bad”
ones. Unlike Vinogradov and other bad guys mentioned in
the book (and many more unmentioned), Pontryagin was a
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mathematician; he can be even considered a hero taking into
account how much he contributed to math being completely
blind.

Yuli Rudyak (March 14, 2005):

• Dear Misha,

My friend sent me a message regarding your book “You
just failed you math test, Comrade Einstein.”

I am glad that such book will appear. I have read a
part of these materials in Russian, but, say, my colleague
Alex Berkovich did not read them before and was very im-
pressed with the book, especially with Part 3 on Bella Sub-
botovskaya.

A remark concerning the title. As you probably know,
Albert Einstein actually failed the entrance exam in Ei-
dgenossische Techinsche Hochschule, Zurich, and not be-
cause of anti-Semitism. Following the failing of the entrance
exam to the ETH, Einstein attended a secondary school in
Aarau planning to use this route to enter the ETH in Zurich.

In my opinion, this makes the title of your book a little
bit vulnerable. But maybe I am wrong, please, consult other
people.

A. T. (March 15, 2005):

• Dear Misha,

I fully support your efforts on making this book. I guess
it is good that this book is not polished and not smooth. It
is good it looks unfinished: the story is not over yet and will
never be over.

I do not know why — in my life I met plenty of Jews
who tried to “understand,” forgive and finally forget. I
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still remember a horrifying book about pogroms in Ger-
many in the medieval times, when our ancestors tried to
ease pogromshchiks’ task of cutting Jews’ heads off...

Mark Sapir (March 16, 2005):

• Dear Misha,

We are organizing a conference in honor of Bella Sub-
botovskaya. Perhaps, some additional information will come
out at the conference. I think that your book played a pos-
itive role because it gave us the idea of the conference (I
heard very little about Subbotovskaya before and did not
even know that she had been Muchnik’s wife.)

Let me point out another inaccuracy in the book: you
write that no university in the USSR would admit Jews in
the 1970s-80s. In fact, this was not the case: the Ural State
University where I studied, admitted Jews, and so did Sara-
tov University, and many others. In our class (the class that
started in 1974) there were about 25 Jews out of 150 stu-
dents, and the percentage of Jews admitted to our depart-
ment was much higher than the percentage of Jews applied.

In the class of my sister (started in 1971, later she became
a student of Muchnik), the number of Jews was even higher:
about 35 out of 100. There was even a problem with their
job assignments after graduation. The number of available
jobs that did not require security clearance was smaller than
the number of Jews in the class. So one Jewish guy was
mistakenly assigned to a “secret” lab, and only when he
reported to work they realized their mistake (just by looking
at him) and told him that the job actually did not exist.
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From B. Frenkin (March 20, 2005):

Вина Шафаревича -- абстрактно идеологическая, но как мне
кажется, административной вины нет. если упоминать его,
то обвинять квалифицировано и правильно, и в том, в чем он реально
виноват. Вот цитата из книги И.Р.Шафаревича "Есть ли у России
будущее". М.: Советский писатель,1991, с. 536-537
(о представительстве разных национальностей в престижных
сферах):

     "С другой стороны, нужно сказать, какими средствами эти
проблемы решались ещё недавно - например, в математике.
О них, конечно, нужно сказать -- они были чудовищные. Во время
экзаменов происходила борьба, война с подростками, почти детьми.
Им задавали бессмысленные или двусмысленные вопросы,
сбивающие с толку. Это разрушающе действовало на психологию, на
психологию их и других подростков, которые видели, что
поступающих для экзаменов делят на группы. Когда они видели,
например, что из одной аудитории выходят со сплошными двойками,
а другая группа с четвёрками и пятёрками.
       Создавался класс таких экзаменаторов. Эти люди, конечно, были
бы готовы и к другим действиям подобного рода."

Комментарий: Все обвинения Шафаревича в антисемитизме, какие я
видел, построены по принципу "Пастернака я не читал, но роман его
осуждаю". Кто-то нашёл дешёвый способ проявиться как борец с
антисемитизмом, а кто-то и стравливал людей, которые кому-то были
бы опасны, если бы объединились. Сегодня приходится наблюдать, как
осуждают "Русофобию" и при этом спокойно взирают, как "эти люди"
(см. выше) продолжают занимать руководящие должности на мехмате
и в других местах.
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Boris Frenkin (August 27, 2005):

• Dear Professor Shifman,
I have looked through ”Comrade Einstein...” and the

correspondence regarding this book, on your web sites. I
suppose this book is very timely and useful in various as-
pects. I entered Mekh-mat in 1965 and did not encounter
the problem of anti-Semitism at that time, but did later, and
still more have I seen around. I suppose this was in most
cases the problem of the bureaucratic system, not of some-
body’s personal position, and the same problem could have
affected, in principle, any category of people (and did af-
fect, sometimes). This fact makes your book still even more
important.

A remark concerning related correspondence seems to
be necessary. In my letter (in Russian) concerning Shafare-
vich’s position, which I had sent to Kanel-Belov, the first
two sentences are not due to me. Perhaps, they were at-
tached during forwarding of my letter. They somewhat do
not agree with the following text. (I suppose there is no Sha-
farevich’s “guilt” in bureaucratic anti-Semitism for a simple
reason that he was considered — and actually was — an
enemy of the system.)

So, I would like to ask you either to remove the first
two sentences of my letter or to make a note that they were
added in the course of letter’s circulation.

Furthermore, since you posted this letter (sent by me to
Kanel-Belov) on your site, perhaps, the following comment
(sent by me to Kanel-Belov later) would be in order too.

... Vo vtoryh, i glavnoe, osnovno$i vred v �tih de-
lah poishodit vse-taki ne ot ideologov-teoretikov, a ot
administratorov-praktikov, qawe vsego ne antisemitov
po ube�edeni�, poskol~ku ube�edni$i u nih net. I �ti
l�di osta�ts� za kadrom, poka me�du sobo$i razbira�ts�
nositeli raznyh ide$i. Kstati, de$istvi� b�rokratii
opredel��ts� vovse ne tem, qto pixut ideologi, a sob-
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stvennym interesom. Vot qto pisal Vitte o Pleve v svoih
memuarah (izd. 1960 g., t. 2, str. 35):

“On ... daby pokazat~ kako$i on “istinno russki$i
i pravoslavny$i”, gotov byl na vs�kie stesnitel~nye
mery po otnoxeni� ko vsem poddanym ego veliqestva
nepravoslavnym. Vot poqemu Pobedonoscev ego preziral,
tak kak sam Pobedonoscev �to delal po ube�deni�.”

Kak by ni otnosit~s� k Pobedonoscevym, v real~nosti
glavnu� problemu sostavl��t Pleve. Ob �tom � i hotel
skazat~.

Best regards
Boris Frenkin

? ? ? ? ?

I want to explain that I do not deny the role of ideol-
ogy. But ideology is more important for the initiators than
for “little guys” who just execute orders. And I suppose
that most of Mekhmat “special examinators” were of this
kind, be they assistant professors or professors. Of course,
the order would not have been issued without the ideolog-
ical background. But it could not have been implemented
without such “little guys” who are not better (while much
more numerous) than those who order the music.

16



M. Shubin (March 29, 2005):

• Dear Misha,
Thank you very much for sending me the book “You

failed your math test, Comrade Einstein.” It is indeed a
very good idea to publish such a book, and you did a great
job collecting the contributions.

I have, however, a comment to your introduction. You
stress a widespread character of mathematical schools and
mathematical circles in Soviet Union.

You wrote: “Every city had at least one [mathematical
school]...”. “Even small towns tended to arrange a “mathe-
matical class” in a school.”

This seems to me a huge exaggeration. There were math-
ematical schools in Moscow and Leningrad, of course, but
not in smaller places. I went to school in Kuibyshev, not a
small city (then it had about 800,000 population, about 1.3
millions now). There were never any mathematical schools
there, and I would be very surprised if there is one now.
Nobody ever cared. My mother tried hard to find some-
thing like a mathematical circle for me, but with no success.
Eventually, I found a good teacher, who was the (seemingly
only) organizer of math olympiads, but he did not run a
circle (saying me that there is no interest in mathematics in
the school where he worked). In 1959 I got into the Kuiby-
shev region team for the first all-Russian math olympiad (it
was kind of unofficial one, in 1960 there was already official
“1-st All-Union Math Olympiad,” where I was present too).
In 1959 I was after 8th grade, came to Moscow for the first
time, and was overwhelmed first by Moscow itself and sec-
ond by the incredibly good mathematical circle in Moscow
State University, which I visited. The participants were so
good, that I felt that I am hopelessly behind them in math
and will never be able to come even close to them. This
impression strengthened next year, though my mother tried
to calm me down saying, that even though I will not qualify
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to be a student in Moscow, I am good enough for Kuiby-
shev Polytechnic Institute (where she worked), and this will
be even better for me. Happily I did not go to the Kuiby-
shev polytechnic, because in 1961 (when I graduated from
high school at age 16), MSU moved entrance exams to July
(from August), so I could safely try Moscow State without
any risk. I made it (with all 5’s in two mathematics exams,
physics, foreign language and composition). Surprisingly, I
caught up with those math circle participants in 1-2 years,
and during 3rd year left almost all of them far behind.

Now I wonder: were these mathematical circles really
important?

Anyway, my doubts about omnipresence of math circles
are based not on my Kuibyshev memories only. I was always
interested in them and went to different places (while being a
student in MSU) to help organize local olimpiads. I can say
that at least in those days a mathematical circle in province
was a rare exception, and by no means a rule.

? ? ? ?

I have a second thought, though. I realized there is a
reason why our data may have disagreed: yours refer to a
later period.

When I was at school, and even when I was a MSU
student eager to travel to provinces to help with math
olympiads, the math schools were not there still. At that
time probably, they were just in the making. Even in
Moscow the famous schools number 2, 7, 57, as well as the
Kolmogorov’s internat, started later. (Maybe, Sputnik and
the USA initiative in improving math education helped?)
But I did not follow this development in the late 1960’s.
Obviously the picture you outlined in your Intro is time-
dependent. We just sliced it at disjoint time intervals.
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E. Shuryak (April 5, 2005):

• Misha privet,

We all know science/math was allowed by Stalin to be
exceptional, as he knew the country needed specialists at
least then, and for a while.

After reading your text I spoke with some people from
Novosibirsk , as well as a Moscow mathematician. They told
that the effort aimed at “killing” Jewish applicants was well
coordinated, and started simultaneously in various places.
In the first year non-acceptance of Jews was invariably ex-
plained as some unlucky coincidence: e.g. “a secretary had
forgotten to include his/her name in the list for a commit-
tee, and since the list was already approved by the Rector,
it cannot be changed.”

The fact that a campaign started in all best universities
at the same time, as well as the frightening account of a truck
at night accidentally chasing a lonely woman (in your book),
tells me that it was all coordinated by KGB. They knew
what they were doing, and now they have finally succeeded:
there is nothing of any quality left there. A picture that
hundreds of math professors suddenly becoming active anti-
Semites all over the country, out of their own convictions, is
way too naive. In fact it needs an explanation.

The question is whether it is timely now to try to find
out who actually did it? At what level it was decided? Note
that exactly the same thing happend at Novosibirsk Univ.,
and probably many other places far from Moscow. So, it
must have been a high enough level... Since many of these
people are still in power, I am not so sure you really want to
deal with them, or will be able to find out “who killed the
Science/Math Movement”...

One thing is clear: Russia did not need all these smart
Jewish fellows: so be it. To whom we want to prove the
opposite?
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Muscovite (April 25, 2005):

• Da poxli oni vse na [h...] . Ot odnogo vida �tih
“patriotov” men� toxnit. Kak skazal odin izvestny$i
moskovski$i ostroslov vqera u men� na veqerinke,

“... �izn~ daets� qeloveku odin raz, i pro�it~ eë
nado taM, qtoby ne bylo muqitel~no bol~no za bescel~no
proPitye gody...”

Michael Entov (May 3, 2005):

In connection with the recent developments we are trying
to organize a conference “Different approaches to complexity
in mathematics and mathematical physics” at Technion –
Israel Institute of Technology (Haifa, Israel), in memory of
Bella Subbotovskaya.

The conference is to take place some time between De-
cember 2006 and June 2007 — the exact dates are to be
determined later. Would you be interested in coming to
Technion for the conference?

Alexander Shen (May 5, 2005):

There is one thing which I feel I should mention — in
your Preface it is written that prominent mathematicians
Vinogradov, Pontryagin and Shafarevich were ferociously
antisemitic and had a lot of administrative powers. As to
antisemitism, it seems to be an oversimplification of a very
complex situation (e.g., Pontryagin helped Rochlin a lot,
protecting him in very difficult times; Shafarevich’s writings
in “Iz pod glyb” are, in my opinion, very interesting and
deep and do not deserve this label, etc.). As to adminis-
trative powers, this is true with regards to Vinogradov and
Pontryagin, but completely false for Shafarevich: he was ex-
pelled from the Moscow State University as a dissident just
before the discrimination of Jews started! I think it is not
fair to combine all of them in such a general statement...
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Alex Kogan (May 27 & 28, 2005):

• Dear Misha,
Many thanks for your effort. It did bring back some bad

old memories (I am one of those few Jews who did succeed in
getting into Phystech in 1978). But it is critical to document
what had happened. By the way, Phystech was much more
mechanical and efficient than Mekh-mat in separating out
and failing the Jewish applicants. I also believe that names
should be mentioned — not for the sake of retaliation, but
for the sake of future generations. This is the only way to
let possible future perpetrators know that the truth does
eventually come out.

I am Professor of Information Systems in the Rutgers
University Business School — see kogan.rutgers.edu. I know
Ilya Muchnik pretty well.

I think not only me but a lot of people of my generation
(and our parents!) will be very grateful to you for this work.
There is of course another part of the story which is more
difficult to argue — the admission to the doctoral courses
(aspirantura): after I graduated from Phystech with straight
5’s, our party committee had the chutzpa to stop me from
applying to the Phystech aspirantura. I did survive, though,
and got admitted in the aspirantura of the Computer Center
of the USSR Academy.

By the way, you thank Misha Vyalyi in your preface. He
was my room-mate for seven(!) years. He is not Jewish, but
as a really-really decent guy he was absolutely disgusted by
what was happening with me and the others (we got to know
each other first in the 9-th grade, and became friends and
team-mates at the Ukrainian and All-Union Mathematics
Olympiads.

Very best, Sasha

21



Ilan Vardi (May 11 & 12, 2005):

• Dear Misha,
Hi, I just got your mail with the responses from Russian

mathematicians. I must say that it surprised me a little, but
in the end, I found it completely consistent with the conclu-
sions I came up with, the ones published in the book. In
particular, not one single person mentioned anything about
the mathematical content (at least in English) not even the
fact that the “Intellectual Genocide” paper mostly makes
wrong mathematical assertions (no wonder they went un-
noticed for 24 years). As I said, this is consistent with the
phenomenon of mathematicians losing their sense of correct-
ness when dealing with political issues, and the general loss
of any mathematical awareness on all sides when it comes
to these killer problems. In particular, I cite Mark Sapir
(whom I know to be interested in elementary math puzzles):
“The only really interesting parts of the book are about the
alternative university because these pages are positive and
’timeless’ things.” Apparently, he didn’t feel that any of the
mathematical results were ‘timeless’ indicating that the only
thing you can expect from parties involved is total mathe-
matical blindness. I also see that my original frustration
with Shen, that is, his inability to make a precise statement
of fact, is completely typical behaviour. In any case, this
definitely confirms me as the only possible person to actu-
ally do the work I did. I now find myself quite surprised
(pleasantly so) that you were actually interested in my ef-
forts to find the mathematical truth behind the problems,
including my critique of “Intellectual Genocide.”

Maybe there will be a different reaction from non Rus-
sians.

Best regards,
Ilan

? ? ? ? ?
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In my opinion, the number of mathematicians in the
world is constant, that is, a very small number, and the
majority are just smart people who got into this career be-
cause it is possible these days (a hundred years ago, they
would have been craftsmen). One good test is whether you
can keep your focus despite adversity. I should know, I have
been in as hard a situation as the folks still in Russia. As
Sapir points out, the ones now in the US are living very
comfortably.

Iz qastno$i besedy s Vadimom Kuzminym
i ego podru�ko$i,
doqer~� aviakonstruktora Mil�,
v kafeterii ICTP, v Trieste,
May 27, 2005:

Niqego �togo ne bylo. Esli i byla diskriminaci�, to
samu� malost~. Tak, po meloqam.

... Sami vinovaty, nado bylo zapisyvat~s� russkimi.

Marek Karliner (April 28, 2005):

• Dear Misha,
Have you seen this document? Doesn’t it complement

nicely your book? It is tragicomical to see how such issues
were decided in the Soviet Union.
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Marek Karliner (May 2, 2005):

• Dear Misha,
This document is very unlikely to be a forgery. It comes

from a collection of high-level Soviet documents “Evre$iska�
�migraciia v svete novyh dokumentov” published in 1998
by a reputable researcher working at the Sovietology Center
of the Tel Aviv University, namely Dr. Boris Morozov. For
more details about the author see

http://www.tau.ac.il/̃ russia/cvs/Research%20fellows/
morozov.html

The author had an officially-sanctioned access to top-
level post-Soviet archive called CENTR HRANENI�
SOVREMENNO$I DOKUMENTACII. The book is a part
of a wider AGNMON PROJECT dealing with Jewish emi-
gration from the USSR after the WWII, see

http://www.tau.ac.il/˜russia/projects/agmonprj.html
The scientific committee of this project consists of four

very senior and very well-known Israeli historians. This book
contains 75 documents dated between 1957 and 1989.

? ? ? ? ?

To double-check, I asked the editor. His answer is below.

? ? ? ? ?

Dear Dr. Morozov,
A footnote says that the text of this document is based

on publication in Novoye Vremya. This is different from
most documents in the book, where you had access to the
official protocols.

Has it been possible to verify that the text published by
Novoe Vremia is accurate ?

Thanks and Best Regards,
Marek Karliner

? ? ? ? ?
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Dear Dr. Karliner,

Yes, the text is 100 % OK. It is referenced to Novoye
Vremya because it is from the President’s archive and is not
declassified, so I had to use them in order to publish it.

Yours,

Boris Morozov.

? ? ? ? ?

Dear Mr. Shifman

We are sorry for the substantial delay in answering your
letter.

Mainly, it has been caused by the loss (due to force-
majeure circumstances) of our magazine’s archives.

After having studied the article authored by a well-
known historian Mr. L. Bezymenski, that has drawn your
kind attention (“NT” No.9/1996), we are pleased to in-
form you that the Editorial Board has no doubts whatsoever
about the authenticity of the documents mentioned in the
article in question.

We appologise once again for the delay in answering you.

With kind regards,

Yours sincerely

Youri Schwartz

June 9, 2005

Yuri Dreizin (June 20, 2005):

• Dear Misha,

I should thank you for the book on “intellectual geno-
cide” you gave me. I knew Valery Senderov and Boris
Kanevsky very well since the time we were active members
of an unofficial freshmen seminar on nontrivial problems in
elementary mathematics led by Anatoly Pavlovich Savin. I
believe Savin was in charge of selecting math problems for
the All-Union Math Olympiads organized by Fyztech. I lost
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close contact with Valery and Boris later: in the 1970s I was
already with the Kurchatov Institute closely monitored by
KGB, and, understandably, did not want to be associated
with dissidents.

Much later (around 1986), I got involved in a story of the
type described in your book. I thought I could try defend,
without too much risk for myself, a mathematically talented
Jewish girl from Novosibirsk (her name was Anya, she was
the daughter of Grigory Surdutovich) who was flunked at
the entrance examination at Mekhmat.

I gave her a few brush-up lessons before the exami-
nations, and when she told me how she was deliberately
flunked, I believed her completely. I went on her behalf to
Sadovnichii, then Prorector of the Moscow University and
the Head of the Admission Committee. I had a short (less
than 10 min) conversation with him. I tried to expose the
unfairness ot the exam, and saw, with my own eyes and
very clearly that, while he wanted to be perceived as neu-
tral and objective, he understood damn well what was going
on. Sadovnichii just covered it up the best way he could.

By the way, that girl, Anya, the daughter of Grigory
Surdutovich whom you met in my house, later was admitted
to “kerosinka.” But the injustice done to her at Moscow
University broke her life, literally. She never recovered.

Your book revived memories of this nearly forgotten
chapter of my life, and brought it to a closure.

D.I.K. (August 15, 2005):

• A miracle happened, I got “5” on written math. On
oral they gave me about 10 problems, in a quick succession,
which I dealt with more or less OK. I do not remember them
now, only the last one, which, they said, was trivial:

f(f(x)) = x2 − 2 .
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I could not solve this equation, although I managed to prove
that a solution existed. This was the end of my Mekhmat
story, as I got “2,” and later decided not to waste my time
next year. Somebody told me recently that Feynman used to
suggest this functional equation to his prospective postdocs
to try their skills. I do not know whether or not this is true.

August 21, 2005

• Hello, Misha, here is a message I just received. I
thought you might be interested in the new historical infor-
mation Vadim Suvorov has about other MGU departments.

Best regards,

Ilan Vardi

Vadim Suvorov [stelary@gmail.com] (August 20):

Dear Mr. Vardi,

Being myself in the past one of potential targets (although not a
victim) of “political math,” I was surprised by and enjoyed reading
your article on killer problems (“Mekh-mat entrance examination prob-
lems”). I would like to offer my solutions to some of the problems.

Problem # 6

(1/ sin2 x) ≤ (1/x2) + 1− 4/π2 for 0 < x < π/2 ↔

(1/ sin2 x)− 1 ≤ (1/x2)− 4/π2 ↔

(cos x/ sinx)2 ≤ (1/x2)− 4/π2 ↔

(x cos x/ sinx)2 ≤ 1− 4x2/π2 . (1)
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Thus, the first line is equivqlent to the last. The proof of the last line
splits in two parts. We will prove both sides of the inequality

(x cos x/ sinx)2 ≤ cos x ≤ 1− 4x2/π2 (2)

separately. I will start from the second inequality,

cos x ≤ 1− 4x2/π2 ↔

4x2/π2 ≤ 1− cos x ↔

4x2/π2 ≤ 2[sin(x/2)]2 ↔

2x/π ≤
√

2 sin(x/2) . (3)

The last line is a valid inequality because 2x/π is a chord connecting
the endpoints of the convex function

√
2 sin(x/2) for x = 0 and π/2.

Now, I comment on the first inequality in Eq. (2),

(x cos x/ sinx)2 ≤ cos x ↔

(x cos x/ sinx)
x

tanx
≤ cos x ↔

x/ sinx ≤ (tanx)/x . (4)

Generally speaking, this is a well-known fact. Its proof would be re-
quired, however, during an exam like you described. Therefore,

x/ sinx ≤ tanx/x ↔

x2 cos x ≤ sin2 x ↔

x cos1/2 x ≤ sinx . (5)

Let us consider f(x) = sinx − x cos1/2 x on the interval 0 ≤ x < π/2.
Then, f(0) = f ′(0) = f ′′(0) = 0, and

f ′′(x) = sinx(cos−1/2 x− 1) + x(1 + cos2 x)/(4 cos3/2 x) ,

which is obviously positive on the above interval. Therefore, f ′(x) grows
from 0 and is also positive, and, consequently, f(x) is positive, which
completes the proof.
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Problem # 12

y(x + y)2 = 9 ,

y(x3 − y3) = 7 . (6)

From the first equation we have y > 0, then from second x > 0. Let
z =

√
y. Then,

y(x + y)2 = 9 ↔

z(z2 + x) = 3 ↔

x = 3/z − z2 . (7)

Substituting x and y in the second equation we have

z2((3/z − z2)3 − z6) = 7 ↔

z9 − (3− z3)3 + 7z = 0 . (8)

Let us consider

f(z) = z9 − (λ− z3)3 + 7z = 2z9 − 3λz6 + 3λ2z3 + 7z − λ3

for λ > 0. Then

f ′(0) = 18z8 − 18λz5 + 9λ2z2 + 7 ,

f ′′(z) = 144z7 − 90λz4 + 18λ2z = 18z(8z6 − 5λz3 + λ2) . (9)

The discriminant of the expression in the parentheses is negative, and,
therefore, f ′′(z) > 0 for all z > 0. Next,

f ′(0) > 0, f ′′(z) > 0, therefore, f ′(z) > 0 for all z > 0 ;

f(0) < 0, f(+∞) > 0, f ′(z) > 0 , (10)

therefore, there exist the only solution for z such thatf(z) = 0. For
λ = 3 we can guess z = 1. Hence,

z = 1 → y = 1, x = 2
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is the only solution.

Problem # 8

(a− d)2 + (b− c)2 ≥ 1.6

for a2 + 4b2 = 4, cd = 4. (11)

I was looking for a curve separating the hyperbola and the ellipse.
Only after considering ellipse, hyperbola, and various exotic (and com-
putationally difficult) curves I realized that a line will do. Indeed, let
us consider a tangent to the ellipse at the point (a, b). Its equation is

x + 4by − 4 = 0.

For arbitrary (x, y) the signed distance to the tangent

dist(x, y) = (ax + 4by − 4)/
√

(a2 + 16b2).

Therefore, for the hyperbola points

dist(d, c) = (ad+4bc−4)/
√

(a2 + 16b2) ≥ (2
√

(4adbc)−4)/
√

(a2 + 16b2)

(Cauchy’s inequality). Then,

dist(d, c) ≥ (2
√

(4abcd)−4)/
√

(a2 + 16b2) = (8
√

(ab)−4)/
√

(a2 + 16b2).

For all point of the ellipse the dist(a, b) ≤ 0 (because the line is the
tangent of a convex function). Therefore, the distance between the
ellipse and the hyperbola

dist ≥ (8
√

(ab)− 4)/
√

(a2 + 16b2) .

Selecting a =
√

2, and b = 1/
√

2, we have dist≥ 4/
√

10, and, therefore,
dist2 ≥ 8/5, q.e.d.

(Why this particular point? I guess, because it corresponds to π/4 in
polar coordinates It also helps to write the result as a decimal fraction,
to trick the problem-solver into thinking that it is not exact.)
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Another interesting result can be obtained using a = 8/5, and b =
3/5 (from 42 + 32 = 52). Then

dist2 ≥ (121− 40
√

6)/13 ≈ 1.7708,

which is a very close approximation to the exact minimum. During
the exam, however, one would have to prove that (121 − 40

√
6)/13 ≥

8/5. Calculator would not be accepted as a proof. (Not difficult, but
annoying anyway.)

Another problem. The following problem was attributed by folklore
to a similar exam at the time of my graduation (1980). Unfortunately
time wiped out even those details I knew about it. What remains is the
problem itself, and the answer (negative): Is there a point inside the
unit square (a square with the side length 1) for which the distances to
all four vertices are rational numbers?

An interesting observation is that tricks were expected in these prob-
lems. It never helped, but formally one could request during appeal
(after failed exam) to demonstrate a solution which does not go beyond
school graduate knowledge. So, such a solution was always prepared by
problems’ authors. Nobody asked, however, how long did it take them
to come up with the solution.

The configuration problem in geometry (when the condition were
setup so there were only specific combination of figures, or there were
no solution at all) were considered a fair game. As an example, an-
other department of Moscow University, namely VMK (Vychislitel’noy
Matematiki i Kibernatiki, Computational Mathematics and Cybernet-
ics) always included one of them into their written exam (which every-
body had to pass). The dirty trick here was that for the same result (3
problems out of 5) a “clean” student would get the highest grade (5),
while undesirables would get “barely passed” (3), at best. Still, the re-
quest to calculate the derivative of log(log(sinx)) were a part of folklore,
education, and mathematical culture (at least, in the best schools).
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? ? ? ? ?

Vadim Suvorov (August 22, 2005):

• Misha,

I looked a little more into Kanevsky and Senderov’s essay,
and my attention was attracted by Igor Averbakh’s problems
on p. 116 and Ilan’s Vardi comment on these problems in
his “Remarks” on p. 134.

1. Apparently, Ilan misunderstood the problem. Ilan
Vardi interpreted the problem as finding solutions (A,B) in
integers while it seems that this was not required. For each
pair (A,B) the equation has some particular and distinct
number of solutions (assuming x is real). Therefore, we can
define

Mn = {(A,B) : equation has exactly n solutions} .

Obviously, Mn is empty for n > 4. I attach the file with
an illustration. The white segment is M4, the black M0,
the gray M2. M1 and M3 are on the boundaries of the
distinctly colored domains. The solution is rather technical
and boring. No bright ideas, just pure calculation. On this
graph, the horizontal axis is A while the vertical axis is B.
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2. Igor’s second problem makes me think there is a
typo somewhere; or is it intentionally constructed to have
no roots? Do you think it is possible to check?

Vadim Suvorov (August 24, 2005):

• I got an impression that you might feel that my com-
ments exonerate anti-Semitic practitioners. This is not so. I
am just separating apples from oranges. I did have my share
of anti-Semitic experiences first-hand. I do feel the practice
was revolting. Anti-Semites used each and every rule in the
book to harm children, but they did not necessary invented
the book. The exams were biased. Matmekh LGU admitted
just a single Jew (by passport) in 1980. I do know Hamburg
score for many of my classmates vs. those admitted. Their
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lives were broken. Not necessary during the math exam —
LGU preferred composition. I admire A.M. Vershik very
much, for that he was able to put math above political sins
of the past. I do regret I did not know him better in my uni-
versity years. He is an amazing person. I guess he is right
to a degree: to ignore but not forget. Want to do math —
fine. Shake hands — no.

Stanislav Lipovetsky (October, 2005):

• Dear Misha,

This book of yours is a really a great and noble enter-
prise to preserve the memory of all young would-be scientists
who suffered and perished from Soviet anti-Semitism. What
happened was, indeed, an intellectual, mental, and psycho-
logical genocide, which was imposed on many, in addition to
imprisonments and very probable murder of selected indi-
viduals. I myself periodically thought about such a book, so
I am very grateful to you for actually performing this work!

In 1965 I was 200% ready for entrance examinations. I
finally succeeded in getting admission to MGU, Dept. of
Physics, but only “Vechernee otdelenie” (evening course).
All Jews of MGU’s Dept. of Physics belonged to this evening
course, I never met a single one Jewish regular student.

I graduated with degree in theoretical nuclear physics,
and worked, for some time, at the Institute of Nuclear
Physics of MGU. In about 1973 they began “ethnical cleans-
ing” to ensure “Juden-frei” environment, and I was fired.

After that I couldn’t find any work in physics, and be-
gan to work as a “mathematician in economics”. Evidently,
at that time they hoped to revive economy even with such
remedy as Jews. Well, after all we can conclude that Sonya
Vlas’evna helped us to leave that unhappy country sooner.

I had begun the process of leaving USSR in 1977, but
could leave only in 1989. I immigrated to Israel where I lived
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for about 6 years, working at the Dept. of Management, Tel
Aviv University.

Then in 1995 I and my wife moved to USA, two years in
NYC, and in 1997 we moved to Minneapolis, with a more
normal social environment.

Alexander Soifer (March 26, 2006):

• I am very pleased that you put in an effort to continue
a fine tradition of“It Seems I am a Jew.” Yet, I personally do
not believe your book has come out as well as it could. The
main problem for me is your choice of the“solo violinist”
(Vardi) who does not understand, nor has made an effort
to understand the subject matter. Attached please find my
review.

• YOU FAILED YOUR MATH TEST, COM-
RADE EINSTEIN: Adventures and Misadventures
of Young Mathematicians; edited by M. Shifman, World
Scientific, 2005. A Reivew by Alexander Soifer

The publisher describes the book as follows:

“This groundbreaking work features two essays written
by the renowned mathematician Ilan Vardi. The first essay
presents a thorough analysis of contrived problems suggested
to “undesirable” applicants to the Department of Mathemat-
ics of Moscow University. His second essay gives an in-depth
discussion of solutions to the Year 2000 International Math-
ematical Olympiad, with emphasis on the comparison of the
olympiad problems to those given at the Moscow University
entrance examinations.

The second part of the book provides a historical back-
ground of a unique phenomenon in mathematics, which
flourished in the 1970s80s in the USSR. Specially designed
math problems were used not to test students ingenuity and
creativity but, rather, as “killer problems,” to deny access to
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higher education to “undesirable” applicants. The focus of
this part is the 1980 essay, “Intellectual Genocide,” written
by B Kanevsky and V Senderov. It is being published for the
first time. Also featured is the story of the so-called Jewish
Peoples University, the inception of which is associated with
Kanevsky, Senderov and Bella Subbotovskaya.”

Clearly, the centerpiece of this collection is the pair of
Vardis articles, with “the second part” and the third part
serving as an appendix. This approach reminds an expres-
sion about “the tail wagging the dog.” Surely, analysis of
these admission problems present interest only as an illus-
tration of the Soviet anti-Semitism. Thus, it would have
been much more appropriate to make the second and third
parts to be central, and use Vardis articles in appendix. (The
choice of International Olympiad problems for comparison
was poor – Moscow Mathematical Olympiad would have pro-
vided a better “measuring stick.”)

Mathematicians around the world ought to treat the ar-
ticles of the second part as a required reading, for they
will learn about a sad reality of their profession under
tyranny from powerful sources: Intellectual Genocide by B.
Kanevsky and V. Senderov; Science and Totalitarianism and
Admission to the Mathematics Departments in Russia in the
1970s and 1980s – both by A. Vershik, and Entrance Exam-
ination to the Mekh-Mat by A Shen.

The third part of the book consists of four articles about
the so-called Jewish Peoples University and its founder,
Bella Subbotovskaya, who paid with her life for founding
this unprecedented humane institution, that attempted to
right the wrong of the late Soviet empire: Free Education
at the Highest Price by K. Tylevich; Jewish University by
D. Fuchs; Remembering Bella Abramovna by A. Zelevinsky;
and Bella Abramovna Subbotovskaya I. Muchnik.

The most unfortunate feature of the book, is the selection
of Dr. Vardi as the spokesman for all authors of the book.
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Vardi admits: “I have never been to Russia and I dont speak
a word of Russian.” In spite of his lack of knowledge, he does
not hesitate to be highly judgmental. He repeatedly assaults
all people (other authors of this book certainly included)
as incompetent mathematicians, because “over the last 24
years, it had never occurred to anyone reporting about the
problems to even mention this supplementary solution (note
that all these people were involved in that system in one way
or another).” All these hot air accusations are grounded in
Vardi’s ignorance of the Soviet educational program that
did not include complex numbers, and thus neither students
nor mathematicians did not seek solutions outside the reals.
By the same token Vardi would label incompetent every-
one from Pierre de Fermat to Andy Wiles for “overlooking”
complex solutions of the Diophantine equation in the Last
Fermat Theorem! Vardi goes further, and claims that these
incompetent critics of the problems before him and Jewish
students who failed these problems are also guilty parties, in
addition to the Soviet anti-Semites: “The title Intellectual
Genocide is quite appropriate, but I believe that it should
be applied to all [Vardi’s emphasis] parties involved.”

Vardi proudly declares: “In subsequent years, my work
on the Mekh-Mat Problems put me in the [sic] position of
arbiter for such conflicts.” How did “the arbiter” rule? “On
at least two occasions, I had to intervene on the behalf of
Russian mathematicians whose visits to universities were in
jeopardy due to their previous political activity. I am glad
to say that my efforts were successful. I hope that this will
convince anyone looking at this book that its purpose is
not retaliation against former wrongs. On the contrary, the
authors of this work have been instrumental in protecting
the rights of the perpetrators of wrongs described in this
work.”

No, Dr. Vardi – the victims of anti-Semitic persecution
deserve help, not the perpetrators. At the very least, the
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perpetrators of crimes merit the punishment by glasnost.
Their names must be assembled and published, together
with their deeds, so that respectable members of the worlds
mathematical community do not shake their hands, and do
not honor them with VIP visits – if we are to learn anything
from the past.

Vardi alleges “the authors of Intellectual Genocide, ad-
mit that their evidence is anecdotal.” This is outright not
true. I, for one, went through discriminatory entrance exams
in 1966. I witnessed Yuri Merzliakov, Arkady Slinko, and
Shestakov, publicly smearing the Latvian Jew Dr. Levich
at the Soviet National Symposium in Tiraspol in 1974, with
the current Vice-Rector of Moscow State University Alexan-
der Vassilyevich Mikhalyov presiding over the ordeal. When
I was ready to leave the Soviet paradise in 1978, I received
a phone call from Prof. Gregory Soifer (no relationship),
who told me do not be discouraged if the paper you recently
submitted to Mathematical Notes will not be accepted. My
colleague here at Tomsk University received your paper from
the Editor Yuri Merzliakov with the charge to “give a nega-
tive review or return without one.” The reason was utterly
trivial: It seemed I was a Jew.

Herbert Mehrtens coined the term “irresponsible purity”
for scientists who pursued their pure academic fields in the
Third Reich and assumed no responsibility for thus serving
and strengthening the criminal state (Mehrtens, H., Irre-
sponsible purity: the political and moral structure of math-
ematical sciences in the National Socialist state, Science,
Technology and National Socialism, by Renneberg, M. and
Walker, M., eds, Cambridge University Press, 1994, 324-338
and 411-413.) The time is long overdue to agree that even
mathematicians are not above the standards of decency and
not above the law.
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Alexander Soifer (March 31, 2006):

• Dear Misha,
I am sorry that my review hurt your feelings. Permit me

to answer some of your points. I know personally Mark Saul,
and Ilya Muchnik, and Alyosha Kanel-Belov (one of the or-
ganizers of the Russian publication on Subbotovskaya). I
have never talked politics with Mark. But I cannot imagine
a more immoral opinion than that of Vardi, which he ex-
presses on behalf of ALL authors. I completely disagree with
you here. What you are saying is irrelevant to the case at
hand. You are the editor of the book, and you have allowed
Vardi to speak on behalf of all authors, and that includes on
your behalf. Your book is not a “prokhodnoy dvor”, nor a
discussion group — it is your means of self-expression. You
wanted to use Vardi’s math analysis (which was poor already
when he chose wrong comparison in IMO), fine. But you let
him preach morality, and his morality is immoral — you did
not have to allow that. And if you did, and wanted to be
so all-inclusive, you could have written your own rebuttal,
and explanation that Vardi does not speak for all authors.
Ultimately, you are the editor, not a by-stander, and you
are responsible for the content of your book — the more so
since the book is important to you and you worked on it for
4 years.

What truly bothers me, every time I think about it, is
this. You are obviously a good man, “our man,” and you
give the platform (your book) to the guy who categorically
states that the world must forget and forgive anti-Semites,
perpetrators of persecution of the Jews, and invite them as
VIP’s to the West. He is “proud” to have done so!
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Дорогой Миша!

С удовольствием пишу на родном русском языке. И кириллицей мне значительно легче выразить 
вам то глубокое чувство удовлеторения, которое испытала я лично и мои многочисленные друзья, 
ознакомившись с вашей книгой. Жаль, что она недостаточно известна ни широкой публике, ни 
даже в непосредственно заинтересованной математической среде. Со своей стороны я пытаюсь 
сделать всё, чтобы её прочитало максимальное количество людей, и каждый раз получаю 
изъявления благодарности от прочитавших. А ведь и я узнала о ней, можно сказать, совершенно 
случайно.

Ваша Е.Г. Карпель

16 марта 2006
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Daryl Vaughn sci922@hotmail.com (February 16, 2006):

• What should a Jewish child (undesirable for admission
to Moscow University as your book describes) have done?

Mathematics is supported by the state primarily because
it helps society. A bright, top mathematician at Moscow
University would help Russian society. But your book de-
scribes a Russian society that was corrupt and evil. Is it not
unethical to help such a society? Thus, would it not have
been unethical for a Jew to go into mathematics and thereby
help his own enemies?

You might argue that the Jew should, once admitted,
work to improve conditions in the society. But this is not a
mathematician’s job, it’s a politician’s. Such a smart person
should go into politics, not math.

For that matter, what should a brilliant Jewish mathe-
matician, suppose the Russian analog of Paul Cohen, have
done had he been rejected from Moscow University? Insofar
as he does anything useful for the society he only helps his
enemies.

And how is the Russian situation even different in kind
from today’s university admission practices in America,
which routinely take race and ethnicity into account?

It seems to me that if we accept that what the Russians
did was wrong, then we inevitably must conclude that the
what the Jews did, or those who did not actively fight the
system, was wrong as well; and furthermore, that the U.S.,
with its affirmative action, is equally wrong (in which case
how are we in a position to criiticize)?

I have an alternative hypothesis: that what the Russians
did was not wrong at all.

For what the Russians did was wrong only if you accept
the premise that the best future mathematicians should be
admitted to the University, i.e., those who prove the best
theorems and who know math the best.
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But suppose we say that rather, the students should be
admitted to the University who help the University itself
the most? Then we see that part of helping the University
is the ability to draw in funds or, in Russia, draw in political
support. Since the Jews, as is clear from the book, did not
have political support and were unlikely to help get it for
the University, it is in the University’s best interest not to
accept Jews.

Again, this is precisely what happens in the U.S.: in fac-
ulty hiring decisions, the key criterion is usually how much
grant money the faculty member can be bring in. This is
another way of saying that the political and economic influ-
ence of the faculty member is considered part of his value to
the University. No University would hire faculty based only
on how talented and brilliant he was - but social, political,
and economic factors are given instead primary weight, as it
is the future of the University as a whole that is paramount.

Suppose a brilliant mathematician was up for tenure but
had been convicted of various drug crimes. Even those who
thought he was innocent or who thought drug laws were
unfair would still vote against his tenure because (hypothet-
ically anyway) he would not bring in grant money. So how
is this different from the Jewish situation in Russia? Like
a brilliant U.S. scientist who is poor at grant-getting for
whatever reason, the Jews were poor at the Russian ana-
log of grant-getting - and it was in the best interest of the
University, thus, to reject them.

Finally, as a comment, the level of scholarship in the In-
tellectual Genocide chapter was disappointingly poor. The
authors continually refer to documents without proper aca-
demic citation, or indeed any clue as to where the documents
are, how they got them, or how another user could check this
work. This dramatically weakens the force of the presenta-
tion in my view (but the preceding paragraphs do take as
fact its assertions and simply ask: what’s wrong with that?).
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Oscar Sheynin, June 14, 2006

• Hi,
An addition to your study: the famous Markov published

a letter in a newspaper in 1913 protesting against the same
practice in a Russian provincial university.

Oscar Sheynin
sheynin@rambler.ru

Andrei Andreevich Markov, 1856 – 1922, one of the best
students of Chebyshev, was an outstanding mathematician,
Professor at Petersburg University from 1886 to 1905 and
a member of the St. Petersburg Academy of Sciences since
1886.

In 1913, a Jewish student M. Zhoftis applied for admis-
sion to Kharkov Technological Institute. During his entrance
examination in mathematics he was asked to solve the fol-
lowing equation

x4 + 5
x + 1

+

√
2x3

x2 + 1
= 4x .

One can transform it into a polynomial equation of the 10-
the order. Zhovtis managed to guess one of its roots,

x = 1 .

Dividing the polynomial of the 10-th order by x−1 one gets

−25+15x+14x2+24x3+26x4+4x5−14x6−6x7+x8+x9 = 0 .

M. Zhoftis could not find the solution to the above equation
analytically. He described his misadventure in a letter to a
newspaper. Markov, upon hearing about this, sent a letter
to another newspaper where he called the examination a
humiliation [Grodzensky 1987, pp. 102 – 104].
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Gazeta.ru 21 февраля 2007

В советских школах и вузах никто не обращал внимание на национальность. Отслеживали и оценивали только 
успеваемость и поведение. Да, и еще - важно было материальное положение в семье. Бедным государство и 
школьный родительский комитет помогали бесплатными учебниками, одеждой и питанием. Все делалось для 
того, чтобы любой ребенок мог получить образование в соответствии со своими способностями. Это сами 
евреи, наверное, выдумывали всякие страсти про жизнь в СССР для того, чтобы заиметь материальные и 
моральные преимущества статуса беженца за рубежом. Мне, например, пришлось обучаться в двух школах. И 
ни в одной из них никогда не возникал вопрос о национальности ни у детей, ни у взрослых. Школы были 
обычные, провинциальные. В моем университете тоже было довольно много студентов различных 
национальностей СССР (в том числе и евреев) и учащихся из дружественных нам стран мира. Все учились и 
развлекались вместе, и никаких не только конфликтов, а даже разговоров о плохих и хороших 
национальностях не было.
Правдин

22 февраля 2007

Господину Правдину я советую почитать книгу "You failed your math test, Comrade Einstein", вышедшую в 
издательстве World Scientific в 2005 году. Там подробно описаны издевательства над еврейскими 
абитуриентами на мехмате МГУ на протяжении многих лет. Все задокументировано. Хотя опубликованные 
документы относятся к мехмату МГУ, я не думаю, что это происходило только там. 
Маша Абрамова

22 февраля 2007

«Господину Правдину я советую
почитать книгу «You failed your math test, Comrade Einstein», вышедшую в издательстве World Scientific в 2005 
году.» -- Маша Абрамова

Вот в том-то и дело, что вы все это из различных, неизвестно кем и для чего написанных книжек берете. А вам 
отвечают люди, которые сами жили в это время. Понимаете, САМИ! Они - непосредственные свидетели. А в 
книжках можно что угодно написать. Если уже всю историю наизнанку выворачивают, если уже могилы 
советских солдат - освободителей Европы и Мира от фашизма оскверняют, если существование холокоста под 
сомнение ставят, то о каких документированных фактах из каких-то книжек вы пишите! Кому выгодно ссорить 
народы, тот и пишет подобные враки. А вы всему этому верите и распространяете! СМИ, Интернет, массовую 
литературу активно используют для обработки мозгов в определенном направлении. Разделяй и властвуй Ц 
вот цель заказчиков статей, подобных той, которую мы обсуждаем, и литературы, подобной той книге, которую 
вы приводите.
Леон
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HOW "THE PEOPLE'S UNIVERSITY" WAS BORN 

 

ARKADY LIVSHITS, Ph.D. 

The Israel Electric Corp., Ltd. 

arkadyl@bezeqint.net 

utz0d@iec.co.il 

 

The story started twenty-nine years ago, in July 1978. At this time, the teacher of the 

well-known mathematical school No. 2, Valery Senderov, had his first attempt at monitoring 

the entrance examinations to the prestigious Moscow universities (Phys-Tech = MFTI = 

Moscow Institute for Physics and Technology; Mekh-Mat of MGU = Department of Mechanics 

and Mathematics of Moscow State University; MIFI = Moscow Institute for Engineering and 

Physics). He assisted his former students, and my classmates (among them was Vadim 

Knighnik, a talented scientist, who left his mark on modern physics despite his very short life – 

he died at the age of twenty-five), in preparing mathematically and legally based documents 

for the Appeal Committee. It was required because the applicants of Jewish origin had been 

treated unfairly by the so-called “killer” problems on exams and by other methods, aimed to 

prevent their entrance to the universities. Among the graduates of physics-mathematics 

schools, the percent of Jewish students was about 25-30%.  

With the help of Senderov, I, for example, have successfully appealed to the Phys-

Tech about the results of my oral examination in mathematics, and my grade was raised from 

3 to 4 (sic!). After about a week and a half at Phys-Tech, Senderov moved to MGU, to proceed 

with his activities against the Appeal Committee of Mekh-Mat. 

Apparently, it was a request of the time, and Bella Abramovna Subbotovskaya, 

independently of Senderov, began the same attempt at helping attendants at another 

department of the Moscow University, namely VMK (“Vychislitel’nuy Matematiki i Kibernetiki” = 

Department of Computational Mathematics and Cybernetics). In my opinion, Bella and 

Senderov have not known one another until this time, but due to their similar actions in 

supporting attendants and their parents, they met for the first time on the stairs of the MGU 

main building in July 1978. 

Each of them supported his own circle of school graduates, but naturally, both sets, 

even if they didn’t intersect, were closely related.  
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My successful appeal notwithstanding, I was not admitted to Phys-Tech, and I 

started my studies in “Theory of structures” in MISI (Moscow Civil Engineering Institute). Jenya 

Flitman, a close friend of mine until this day, shared the same fate, after his failure to be 

admitted to VMK (today he is a Leading Software Developer in IKI RAN = Space Research 

Institute of the Russian Academy of Science). Jenya graduated from the math school No. 57 

and we recognized each other during the entrance examinations to MISI, when both of us had 

finished the written math exam after about a quarter of an hour. Jenya met Bella Abramovna 

during his attempt to be admitted to VMK MGU. 

The examinations period was over, and Bella started to think of ways to help her 

proteges who could not attend MGU to proceed with their education in mathematics. The first 

idea was quite simple – to participate in existing seminars. One of the seminars – on discrete 

mathematics, if I remember correctly – had already started. So, in late September or in the 

beginning of October 1978, she invited some of the students to her apartment with the aim of 

explaining subjects of missed lessons and preparing for the further ones. 

When I first arrived to Nametkin St., I had a very strange impression. In a standard 

“chruschoba” (a small, two-room flat, in the residential buildings of 4-5 stories, built at the 

beginning of the sixties during the N.S. Chruschev era of the Soviet regime) most of the space 

was occupied by musical instruments – piano, cello and a violin. The small woman with 

flickering, and at the same time sad, Jewish eyes greeted us. She radiated positive energy 

and accepted without doubt anyone who knocked on her door. The charming atmosphere of 

the mix of math and music set free the intellectual ability of every one of the guests and 

motivated a positive-oriented thinking. 

There were four of us – Enek (Einstein) Averbuch (Yes, Prof. Shifman, it really was 

Einstein who failed his math test!), Senya Selitsky (if I remember correctly), Jenya Flitman and 

I. During the meeting, an idea was raised – why not proceed with the special course of 

mathematics that Senderov taught us in school No. 2, but on a new, voluntary basis and invite 

all of our classmates from math schools 2, 7, 57, 91, 179, 444 and others, who couldn’t attend 

the July VUZes (MGU, MFTI, MIFI)? It would be like a math group for the technical 

universities’ students. 

Bella offered her apartment as a meeting place and, one week later, the first lecture 

by Senderov took place. About a dozen students arrived, and naturally, there were more than 

85% Jews among them. The room underwent some transformations: the cello was moved 

from its original position and a small chalkboard on an unstable tripod took its place. 
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Simultaneously, Bella started to recruit her Mekh-Mat classmates from the fifties to 

participate as lecturers. And from the second or the third meeting A. Vinogradov and A. 

Sosinsky (correct me, if it’s not exact) started teaching their courses. 

One very important part of the learning was the preparation of the lecture notes. 

After each lesson, two or three students received this task. During the week following the 

lecture they, based on the tape records and on their own notes, prepared the handwritten text 

and all the required figures and drawings. 

[For me, personally, there does not exist a more fruitful method of understanding the 

learned material by students. The only one that’s more effective is giving the lecture on the 

subject yourself.] 

The handwritten text was reviewed by the lecturer and by Bella herself and after all 

the required corrections she typed it. At the beginning, when the number of participants was 

not so large, the “samizdat” procedure – “������ ����	 
�	��� ����” – was applied. The 

“authors” of the notes also inserted the formulas into all of the copies. Two weeks after the 

lecture all of the students received their own printed copy. 

Later, an anonymous source of photocopy was found. It was a great achievement in 

itself, and for obvious reasons I did not ask Bella about it. The photocopies, as well as the 

delicious sandwiches that Bella prepared with great care for every meeting and fed to hungry 

young bodies after a couple of hours of intensive intellectual work, required a certain amount 

of cash. It was especially important, because at this time Bella’s only official position, with 

minimal salary, was “dvornik” (= “yard-keeper”). Later she started to teach math in the local 

elementary school. Therefore, money was collected for these expenses only (NOT for Bella’s 

or someone else’s salary) and the limit of the sum was a few rubles only (and at this time, 

definitely, it was not “fivers” as remembered by Prof. D. Fuchs). 

Thus, the “People’s University” was born. A small remark concerning the name: 

Bella was aware of Senderov’s involvement (she called him a “true bolshevik,” referring to his 

ideological motivation) and as a consequence, of possible attention of the KGB to our 

meetings. Therefore, she tried to put aside any mention of politics. But it was not possible, due 

to the nature of the organization that came to life by her enthusiasm in very special 

circumstances. She used to say, “It is the People’s University,” and to add after a pause, “and 

we know of what People!” 

Haifa, June 15, 2007 
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������ ���� ������� ��������� � ���� 1978 ����. � ��� ����� ������������� 

���������� ����� �� ��� �! ���������! �������������!  ��� – ������  ���" – 

������� #������� ���������� ������ ���"��� ������������� ������������� �������� 

������"! �������� ������$��� �! �������"! �%&�� – '����!�, (�!���� ()% � (
'
. 

�� ����� ������"! ��������� �� ������� �������� ������������� �*��������"� � 

���������� �������"� ������+�� ����� ����� ��� �������� – ���� �������������� 

(� �! ����� *"� ����� ,��$��� - *�����-�� ����"�, ����� ��, �������� �� ���� ����� 

�������� 25-������ $����, �������� ������"� ���� � ����������� .�����). 

���*!�������� � ������+��! *"�� �*��������� ���, ��� ����������� ��� �*��������" 

���������� �����!�$����� (��� �����������"� � ���� ���!�) �������� �� 

�����������"! ��������! �� ���������� ��� ���"����"� "���*"" – ������, �� ������ 
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�������� �!�� ������"�� ���������� �������! �%&�� � �! ������"! ������! �� 

��������� ����������� �*����������-������. #���� �"��������� .�����-

�������������!  ��� ���� ��������! ���������� �� ����� �������� �� ����� ����� �� 

�*-��� �����. 
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����� ��� ��� ����������� �� '����! ���� �� ������������� ���������" ������� 

�������� �� ���������� � ��*����� ��������� �+���� �� ���� ������� � 3 �� 4 (sic!). 

1���� �������� �������� ������ ���*"����� � ������������, ��� �������$�� '����!, 

#������� ������������ �� 	�������� )��" � ������������ ���� �������� �� �������� 

�������� (�!���� ()%. 
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����-� � � ������$��. /�����, ����������"� �*�����, ��� ���$�����, ���� � �� 
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�$������-#����������� ��������� � ����� 

���+������+���  "3����� �����$����". 3� $� ������ �������� ����� *������� ����� � 

���� ������� � �� ��� ����, 4��� '�������, ����� *������ ��� ���"��� ����������� 

�� �(, (������� 5.'������ - ����-�� �����*����� ������������ �*��������� � 


������� ,���������! 
����������� 6��). 4��� �������� ��������������  ���� 7 57 

� �" � ��������� "�"�������" ���� ����� �� �����������"! ��������! � (
#
, ����� 

������������ ��������� ��������"� ������� �� ���������� �������� ����� �������� 

���� ����� ��� ������ (�� ������� *"�� �������� 2.5 ��� 3 ����, ������ � �$� ����� �� 

�����). � ���+���� ������ ����������� �� �(, ()% � ����*�$��� ������+�� 4��� 

������������ � 2�����  �*��������. 

1��� �����������"! ��������� *"�� ������, � 2���� ����� �����"������ � 

�����$�"! ����! ������$���� ��������������� �*��������� ��!, ��� �� ���������� 

����� ����������� ����� �������� �%&� �����". 1����� �� ���� ���� ������ *"�� 

�����"� � ����� �������"� – ������� � ��������-�! �������������! ��������!. /��� 

�� ����! ��������� – ��$����, �� ���������� ���������� – �$� ����� ���� ��*���. 
 

���, � ���+� �����*�� ��� � ������ ����*�� 1978 ���� 2���� ���������� � ��*� �� 

�������� ���������! �������, �� $���� �! ��������� � ���, ��� ������ � ������-�� 

���������� ��� ��! ����"��. ��� ������� *"�� ������ ������ – ���������� 

�����-���"� �������� ����"! ������-���! ������� � ������������� � ������� ��� 

������� � ��*��� ��������. 

,������� �� ���������, � ������� � �������� �����"�, �������� ���� ����� 

���*"���� �*���������. � ����������� ���!��������� "�������" ��� ���*����� ����� 

*"�� ������ ���"�����"�� ������������� – � ����� ����" ������ .���������, �� 

������ ������ �������, � � ���� �������$����� ���������� (��� ��� *"� ������*��?). 



 �

���"����� $��-��� � �����-����� �, � �� $� �����, �������"�� ���������� ������� 

�������������� ���. /�� �������� *����$������������ �, *�� ���� ��������, 

�����!�����  ����� ������ ���� ����� ��$�"�, ��� ������ �� �����. (��������� 

�����.��� ����� ����, ����������� ����������� � ���"���, �� ��" ���, �� 

�����������-�� � ������� ����"� .����, ��������-��� ���! �����������-�! �, 

������ � ���, ��������������� �"��������"� ���+���, ��������� ��� � ������������� 

�����. 

��� *"�� ������� – 0��� (�� �������� 0�� ����) ����*�! (��, ���.. 

(.��.���, 0�� ����, �������� �������� �� �������� �� ����������, ������������� 

��-�������!), #��� #���+��� (���� ��� �� �������� ������), 4��� '������ � �. � 

���+���� ��������� �������� ����: "� ������ *" �� ������$��� ���+���� �� 

����������, �����"� #������� ��� �� ������  ����, � ���"! �������!? 
 ������ *" 

�� ���������� ���� �� �! �������������� � �����! �"��������� 2, 7, 57, 91, 179, 444 

���������! ��� ��� �� ����� ��!, ��� �� ��� �� � �������� �"� �� ���*�"� 

��������� (()%, ('3
, (
'
)? 8��-�� ����� ��������������� ���$�� ��� ��������� 

��!�������! �%&��...". 

2���� ������$��� ���� �������� � �������� ����� ������ �, ������ ������, 

#������� ������ ������ �������. �� ���� ��*������ ����� �������� ������� �������. 

5���������"� �*�����, ��������-�� *��� ������ �� ��!, *���� 85%, *"�� �������. 

,������, � ������� �" ��*������, ���������� ����������"� ���������: ���������� 

������������� � ������ ����+ ������", � �� ����� ������ ��*��� ��  ������� ����� 

�� ������������ �������. 

� �� $� ����� ����� 2���� ������ ������������� ���.����������"! 

����������� - ����! ������������� �� (�!���� 1955-60 ����� - � �������� 

�����+�����"! �������� �� �*-�������"! ������!. 
 �$� �� ������ ��� ������� ��-

����� ������� ��������� ���������� �, ���� �� � �*����, ������� #�������� ������ 

������ ���� ����". 

��$�"� ��������� ���*���� ���+���� �������� ���������� ��������� ���+��. 

0�� ������ ����������� �� 2-3-! ��� ������, ������ ��� �"*������� ����� ���� (��� 

������). � ������� ������ ����� ��$��� ���+�� ��� �� ������ �������.����� ������ � 

��*������"! ������� ��������� ��������"� ������� ���������, ������� ��� 

���*!����"� ��� ��������+�� �������. 



 �

# ���� ����� ������, ��� ��� ��� �����*� ��� �������� � ��������� 

������ ����� ���+��, ��� ����������� ������ ������������ ���������. 0..�������� 

��$�� *"�� ������ ��*������� ������������ ���������� ��������. 

6�������"� ����� �������� �������� ��� �������� ������� ����� 2���", 

����� ���� ��� ��*������������ �������� �� �������"� �������. �������, ����� ����� 

��� ������  *"�� ������������ ��������, ���������� ������������ ����� �������	� 

– “������ ����	 
�	��� ����”. «�������» ������� ���!������� ���$� �� ���� 

����"���� .�����" �� ��� ���������", ����������"� �� ���������� *�����. 
���, 

����� ��� ������ ����� ����������� ���+�� ��$�"� �� ��� ������ ������� � ���� 

�������$���� �� �����+����� ������. 

1������ � ����-�� �������� ������ � ������������ ����������. � �� ������� 

��� ���� �� ��*� �������� *��� �� �����$����� �, �� ������ ������"� 

���*��$�����, � ��$� �� �"����� �"������ � 2���" �������� �����!�$����� �����. 

,���������, ��� $� ��� � ���������� �����"� *����*���", �����"�  2���� � ������� 

�-����� �������� � �����*�����"! ����������! � ��$���� ������� (� ����� 

����������� �! �����"� ����������, ��$��� ���� � �������������� ������ 

.��������� ������� ����� ���!-���!�������� ������������ ����������� �����$����) 

���*����� ��������"! .�������"! ���!����. 0�� *"�� ��� *���� ���������, 

��������� ����������"� ���������� ��!���� 2���" � �� ����� *"�� ��*��� ��������� 

� 40,� � ������������-�� ���� ���$����� ���������. 1������ ��� ������ 

����������� ���������� � �������"! ������! *��$�� �� ��������  ���". ��� 

��������+�� ���!���� �� ����������� � �� ���, � ������ �� ��� +���, ��� ��������� 

������� ��*��� �� ����" ������"! �����. 9 �� ����� ����"� +�.�", �� ��� ����" 

*"�� ���������" �������"�� ��*���� (��� ��!, ��� ��*"� – ������������ ��������� 

���������� 40 ��*���, � ���" ����� ��� ���������� – 50 ��*��� � ����+), �� � ��*�� 

������ ��� �� *"�� "�	����", ��� ������� � ������������! ���.. �.'����, �� ������� 

���� � �� �����, � ������� � ������. /��*� ������� �����������, ��� �� ������� �� 

��*����"! ����� �� ��������������� �� ��� 2���" ����� � �� ��� ����-*" �� �� *"�� 

�-� �� ����� ��������������. ��� ��� ��*����� ����� ���� *�����������, ��� 

���"������ "�� ����"! 

3�� �������� �� ���� ������"� %����������. ��*��� �� ��������� �� 

������ ����� ��������. 2���� �������� ��*� ����"� ����� � ���, ��� ������� 

#�������� (�������� ��� ���"���� "������-�� *��� ������", �������� ��� ������� ��� 



 �

�������������� ����$�����������) � ��������+�� � .���+����������� �% ������� 

����� ����*�$�"� ���������"� ��������� ,)2 (#������� *"� ������"� ���������� 

�������-������ ���$����). 1������ ���, �� ���� �����$�����, ��������� 

������+��������� �� ����!-*" �� �� *"�� �����������! �������, �������� ����������� 

����� �*�����������"� !������� �%, ���������� �� ����������� � ���������"� 

������. 5�������� ������ *"� ����� ��������, �� � ���� ����������"! ������ � ����� 

���+�.������! �*����������� ������������� �%, �� �� ��� *"�� ��������� ���� ����. 

"0�� ������"� %����������", - �������� 2����, � ����� ����" ��*������: "
 �" �����, 

������ ������!" 

 

P.S. #������ ��$�"� �� ���, �����+�� 2���", ���$�� �� ����� �$� *��� � 

���, ��� *"�� �������� ����� 2���� �� ��� ������ ������� ���� � 8��������, 

*��$������� �*����� �� �� $����. 
 �����"����� �����, �� ����� �� � ��� ���" 

�������� ����, ���� ��� �� ��� ��$�� �������, ����$� ���� �� ����+�, ��� �� ����� �� � 

$���� ���-��, !��� *" ��������� ���*��$��-���� � ����, ��� ������ ������� 2����. 

/�� ������ ������ ����, ��� ��$�� ����� ��� 8������ � ��������� �����.��� ���!� 

������, � ������������ �� ��� ����� �"����� +���� – ��*�������� $�����! 

 
 ������������, ��� �" ��$�� (� �*����") ������� ��� 2���" � 

*������������ �� ��� �� ��*�"� ���� – ��� ��!������ ������ � ���! 

1����� �� *���� *������������ :;<=>:?=@A:?B?BC:  

 

 

 

�����, 15 ���� 2007 	. 
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Bella Abramovna 
Subbotovskaya and the “Jewish 
People’s University”
George G. Szpiro

Exactly 25 years ago, on September 23, 1982, at 
about 11 o’clock at night, an accident occurred in 
a dark street in Moscow. A woman walked along 
the sidewalk. She had just visited her mother and 
was on her way home. It was a quiet street, hardly 
a vehicle passed by at this hour. Suddenly a truck 
appeared at high speed, hit the woman, and drove 
off. Moments later another car drove up, stopped 
for a moment next to the victim, and also drove 
off. An ambulance came—who had called it?—and 
took the victim straight to the morgue. The funeral 
took place the next day.1 It was a very low key af-
fair, nobody talked, no eulogy was held. Mourners 
only whispered among themselves, all the while 
observed by a few official-looking men. Eventu-
ally everybody quietly dispersed. The hit-and-run 
driver was never found, and the case was closed. 
The accident had all the trappings of a KGB hit. 
The victim was the 44-year old mathematician Bella 
Abramovna Subbotovskaya. In the days preceding 
her death she had been summoned several times 
for interrogations to KGB offices. The “crime” 
about which she was questioned was the organiza-
tion of a “Jewish People’s University”.

It is almost forgotten today, but not so long 
ago Jews were routinely denied entry to reputable 
institutes of higher education in the Soviet Union. 
Although the discriminatory practice was not 
limited to mathematics, it was especially glaring 

in this field to which Jews had been tradition-
ally drawn.  Twenty-five to thirty percent of the 
graduates of the high schools that were geared 
towards physics and mathematics were Jewish; 
only a handful were admitted to the top institutes. 
The most prestigious among them was MekhMat, 
the Department of Mechanics and Mathematics 
at Moscow State University. The driving forces 
behind MekhMat’s adherence to the anti-Semitic 
admissions policy decreed from above were V. A. 
Sadovnichii, currently rector of Moscow University; 
O. B. Lupanov, MekhMat’s dean from 1980 until his 
death in 2006; and A. S. Mishchenko, professor and 
senior examiner at MekhMat. But anti-Semitism in 
Soviet mathematics was not restricted to insignifi-
cant, small-minded people. Distinguished Soviet 
mathematicians were known to be pathological 
anti-Semites, for example L. S. Pontryagin and 
I. M. Vinogradov, who wielded enormous power 
over the lives and careers of Soviet mathemati-
cians, but also, surprisingly, the human rights 
activist I. R. Shafarevich.  The absurd justifica-
tions some of them gave for their virulent feel-
ings against Jews—which were buttressed by the 
enormous administrative power some of them 
held—was that Jews are genetically programmed 
to develop mathematical abilities at an early age. 
By the time ethnic Russians fully develop their 
mathematical powers, so the reasoning went, all 
opportunities to study and all faculty positions 
are already taken by Jews. Such a situation must 
be prevented by barring the latter from access to 
higher mathematics education right after high 
school. A more prosaic reason for the rabid anti-
Semitism exhibited by the Soviet authorities was 
their cowardly desire to blame others for their 
economic and other failures.

During the 1970s and the 1980s, up until per-
estroika, such a policy was strictly enforced. One 
institute to which entrance was all but barred to 

George G. Szpiro is the Israel correspondent and math-
ematics columnist for the Swiss newspaper Neue Zürcher 
Zeitung. His email address is g.szpiro@nzz.ch.

I would like to thank Dmitry Fuchs, Boris Kanevsky, Arkadi 
Livshits, Leonid Polterovich, Andrei Reznikov, Mark Saul, 
Boris Shapiro, Mikhail Shifman, Alexander Soifer, Sergei 
Tabachnikov, Anatoly Vershik, Andrei Zelevinsky for com-
ments, and Allyn Jackson for making me aware of the 
memorial conference at the Technion in Haifa.
1Against Jewish tradition, her body was cremated. The urn 
was later interred in the Jewish cemetery Vostryakovo.
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Jews was MekhMat. It was—and is—considered the 
premiere mathematical center in the then-Soviet 
Union and today’s Russia. Jews—or applicants 
with Jewish-sounding names—were singled out at 
the entrance exams for special treatment. Written 
tests, identical for all applicants, were usually no 
problem for gifted and well-prepared students.2 

The hurdles were raised in the oral exam. Un-
wanted candidates were given “killer questions” 
that required long computations or reasoning. 
Some questions were impossible to solve, were 
stated in an ambiguous way, or had no correct an-
swer. They were not designed to test a candidate’s 
skill but meant to weed out “undesirables”. The 
grueling, blatantly unfair interrogations often 
lasted five or six hours, even though by decree 
they should have been limited to three and a half. 
Even if a candidate’s answers were correct, reasons 
could always be found to fail him. On one occasion 
a candidate was failed for answering the question 
“what is the definition of a circle?” with “the set of 
points equidistant to a given point.” The correct an-
swer, the examiner said, was “the set of all points 
equidistant to a given point.” On another occasion 
an answer to the same question was deemed incor-
rect because the candidate had failed to stipulate 
that the distance had to be nonzero. When asked 
about the solutions to an equation, the answer “1 
and 2” was declared wrong, the correct answer 
being, according to an examiner, “1 or 2”.3 One can-
didate received a failing grade for making use of 
the “unsubstantiated inequality” (Sqrt6)/2 > 1. And 
if an applicant, against all odds, managed to pass 
both the written and the oral test, he or she could 
always be failed on the required essay on Russian 
literature with the set phrase “the theme has not 
been sufficiently elaborated.”4 With very rare ex-
ceptions, appeals against negative decisions had 
no chance of success. At best they were ignored, at 
worst the applicant was chastised for the insolence 
of showing “contempt for the examiners”.

Such was the setting when, unbeknownst to each 
other, two courageous individuals, Valery Senderov 
and Bella Subbotovskaya, decided to do something 
about the sorry situation. Senderov, who had done 
work in functional analysis and was a mathematics 
teacher at Moscow’s famed “School Number 2”, 

and Bella, who had already published important 
papers on mathematical logic, held positions at 
various technical research institutes performing 
programming tasks and numerical computations. 
The two met by coincidence in July 1978 on the 
steps of the main building of Moscow State Univer-
sity, where the entrance exams to MekhMat were 
taking place. Their aim was to assist students who 
had just failed the oral exams with documents for 
the Appeal Committee. Senderov had a further 
aim in mind: together with his colleague Boris 
Kanevsky, he was going to document the racially 
motivated bias and unfairness in the MekhMat 
entrance exams. Senderov was just talking to one 
of the flunked students when the examiner rushed 
out and challenged him. An altercation ensued 
that soon degenerated into a scuffle; security was 
called, and Senderov was forcefully removed from 
the premises. This event marked—as Kanevsky 
recounted at a recent memorial session at the 
Technion in Haifa in tribute to Bella5—the begin-
ning of an ambitious and dangerous undertaking, 
the creation of a “Jewish People’s University”.

Bella Abramovna is described by her friends and 
admirers variously as loud, energetic, and demand-
ing, but also as warm, kind-hearted, optimistic, 
with great courage and resolve. She had fallen in 

2Even this is not quite correct. According to one source, 
MekhMat officials opened the written exams—which had 
been handed in carrying only ID-numbers and no names—
identified the Jews, and drastically reduced their grades.
3On a diffferent occasion, the same examiner told an-
other student the exact opposite: “1 or 2” was considered 
wrong.
4In truly Kafkaesque manner, even a perfect score did 
not guarantee admittance to a Jewish student. “Grades 
received at entrance examinations do not play a decisive 
role for admission to our Institute,” the prospectus of the 
Moscow Institute for Physics and Technology read.

5I will refer to B. A. Subbotovskaya simply as Bella, as 
everybody did and does. The conference in honor of Bella 
took place March 12–19, 2007.

Bella Abramovna Subbotovskaya, 
1961.
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love with mathematics beginning in first grade and 
that love never abated, even though she also infor-
mally prepared for a career in music and played 
several instruments. As an educator “she had the 
ability to convey her perception to the most var-
ied types of people,” her husband Ilya Muchnik 
would later write.6 She could evoke appreciation 
for her subject in almost all persons with whom 
she dealt, be they grade-school children for whom 
she designed mathematical games; adults attend-
ing evening school, weary from a full day’s work; 
or gifted high-school graduates who were denied 
entry to Moscow State University. 

Bella and Ilya met at a seminar on cybernetics 
where a paper on how to compose music on a com-
puter was discussed. Bella, who had studied violin 
for ten years at the music school, and Ilya, who 
had the idea of studying the statistics of musical 
fragments in Jewish folk songs by computer, im-
mediately took a liking to each other. After about 
a year, in the summer of 1961, they decided to get 
married and moved into a six square meter room 
with a stove-heater and an outhouse in the yard. 
They lived in poor surroundings in a beehive of 
buildings, each of which was occupied by three 
or four Jewish families, complete with numerous 
children and grandparents. The common language 
among the neighbors was Yiddish. The wedding 
was a very authentic affair held in the yard, with 
everybody singing Jewish folk songs, accompanied 
by Bella on the violin.

After their marriage, Bella made a meager living 
performing engineering tasks for various technical 
research institutes. She did not like her routine 
work but did it diligently nevertheless. A change 
was brought about when the couple’s daughter 
began studying at high school.7 Bella started won-
dering where children of her daughter’s school, 
many of whom were Jewish, would pursue their 
studies after graduating. This is when she became 
painfully aware of the dead-end that awaited Jew-
ish children. Even the most gifted among them 
had practically no hope of studying at first-rate 
institutes. Bella herself had been lucky enough to 
attend MekhMat in the mid-1950s, a period after 
Stalin’s death and at the beginning of the Khrush-
chev era, when Jews were not yet discriminated 
against. But by now, in the late 1970s, the situation 
had vastly deteriorated. Bella decided to devote 
herself to furthering the ambition of dedicated 
and mathematically gifted high-school graduates. 
She helped prepare them for the entrance exam 
to the faculty of mathematics and assisted those 
denied entry in writing the necessary letters to the 
appeals committees.

Meanwhile Senderov and Kanevsky wrote the 
underground classic “Intellectual Genocide” in 
which they documented the results of their inves-
tigations of failed Jewish MekhMat candidates. The 
mathematical economist Victor Polterovich had 
collected statistics on the admission of students 
from Moscow’s leading mathematics and physics 
high schools to MekhMat. In 1979, of the 47 non-
Jewish students who applied, 40 were admitted, 
but only six of the 40 students with Jewish names. 
This was after a kind of self-selection had already 
taken place, with many Jewish students not even 
applying. The questions given to candidates with 
Jewish names were distressingly difficult, and the 
reasons for failing the students or denying their 
appeals were equally hair-raising. Polterovich also 
wrote a “Memo for students applying to MekhMat 
who are thought of as being Jewish”, which was 
distributed by Senderov and Kanevsky. But then 
Bella did much more. She decided to partially 
restore hope and fairness by giving the rebuffed 
students an opportunity to obtain a fundamental 
mathematical education at her home.

Since appeals to the appropriate committee had 
been of no avail, the failed students were left with 
no option but to study at institutions that prepared 
them for professional careers, like the Institute of 
Metallurgy, the Pedagogical Institute, the Institute 
of Railway Engineers, or the Institute for the Pet-
rochemical and Natural Gas Industry. They would 
get a solid grounding in applied mathematics but 
would have no hope of ever glimpsing beyond the 
immediate areas of the professions for which they 
were trained. Pure mathematics would remain out 
of reach.

But Bella would have none of that. In the fall of 
1978 she started an ambitious and unprecedented 
undertaking in her own home: the “Jewish People’s 
University”. Bella’s former classmate Alexandre Vi-
nogradov, who had received his doctorate from Me-
khMat fifteen years earlier and was now a professor 
at that institute, devised a nonstandard advanced 
study program for the initial course. Together with 
former and current Ph.D. students, he taught the 
initial course.8 The university began as a study 
group with a dozen or so students, but news about 
the undertaking quickly spread by word of mouth. 
No equipment was available except for a children’s 
chalkboard standing on an unstable tripod. Later, 
a more suitable blackboard was obtained. Since it 
could not fit through the narrow staircase of the 
tenement where Bella (now divorced) lived, it had 
to be hoisted through the fifth-floor window. Bella 
was the guiding spirit behind every aspect of the 
unique undertaking. She did not teach herself but 

6Muchnik is now Research Professor at the Department of 
Computer Science, Rutgers University, New Jersey.

 7Bella’s daughter today lives in the USA and works for a 
furniture company.

8Because of ideological differences with other faculty 
members, Vinogradov left the project after a few months. 
The point of contention was whether Bella’s university 
should limit itself to teaching mathematics or be part of 
the broader struggle against the Soviet regime.
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solicited the help of former classmates, now estab-
lished mathematicians, to lecture at her university. 
The informal institution was open to everyone, but 
most students and many teachers, though by no 
means all, were Jewish.

And there was no lack of gifted teachers; the 
recruited faculty was of the highest caliber. The 
courses taught in Bella’s apartment, and later at 
other venues, corresponded to the first two years 
of the MekhMat undergraduate curriculum. Vi-
nogradov, Senderov, Alexander Shen, and Andrei 
Zelevinsky taught calculus, and Dmitry Fuchs 
differential geometry and linear algebra; Alexey 
Sossinski, a Russian born in Paris and brought 
up in America, lectured on modern algebra; Boris 
Feigin gave courses on topology and commutative 
algebra; Victor A. Ginzburg taught linear algebra; 
Mikhail Marinov—who, after having applied for 
an exit visa to Israel, labored as a construction 
worker—lectured on quantum mechanics and field 
theory; and seminars were run by Boris Kanevsky.9 
Universities all over the world would have been 
proud to have a faculty of the quality found at 
Bella’s Jewish People’s University. Nobody received 
any money. The teachers took on the selfless and 
risky task motivated solely by human decency, to 
right a wrong, and out of love for mathematics. 
There was even a “visiting” professor: once, during 
a trip to Moscow, John Milnor came to lecture.

Word of the underground university got around, 
and the student body grew. Soon, the auditors no 
longer fit into Bella’s minuscule apartment. Other 
venues were sought and used—with and without 
permission: classrooms in elementary schools, 
empty study halls in the university’s law depart-
ment, the chemistry building, the humanities 
building, the Institute for the Petrochemical and 
Natural Gas Industry. In 1979, the second year of 
the Jewish People’s University’s operation, about 
90 students attended its classes. Bella did every-
thing, organizing the meetings, calling the students 
to inform them of the schedule and venue, even 
distributing tea and homemade sandwiches during 
the breaks between the lectures. One important 
and risky undertaking that she organized was the 
samizdat-style preparation, typing, and distribu-
tion of lecture notes. At first they were typed and 
re-typed using carbon copies, equations being in-
serted by hand. Eventually they were photocopied. 
Nobody dared ask how and where, since unauthor-
ized duplication was considered a serious crime 
in the Soviet Union. In 1980, study sessions were 
increased to twice a week. Saturdays were reserved 
for three lectures and a seminar. 

Even though some of the faculty members 
and students, especially Senderov, were known 
dissenters of the Soviet system, any mention of 
politics was carefully avoided by the teachers at 

Bella’s university. But the enterprise was becom-
ing too successful for the authorities to ignore it. 
Even though it had no political intent whatsoever, 
it defied the Soviet system on a grand scale. The 
Soviet system could not allow an unofficial and 
independent institution to flourish, thus challeng-
ing its sole claim to authority. The mere existence 
of the Jewish People’s University was considered 
a political act of resistance by the authorities. The 
end loomed near.

At the beginning of the university’s fifth year 
of operation, Bella was summoned to KGB offices 
and interrogated. It had been known all along that 
KGB agents had attended lectures in order to ob-
serve the goings-on. They must have known that 
no subversive activities were carried out at the 
Jewish People’s University. But they never compre-
hended what kind of institution Bella’s university 
was. The agents just could not grasp that people 
were willing to teach mathematics without being 
paid. But one day in the summer of 1982, news 
came that Senderov, Kanevsky, and a student, Ilya 
Geltzer, had been arrested.10 They had distributed 
leaflets protesting unpaid “volunteer” work that 
the Communist Party demanded of loyal citizens 
on the Saturday commemorating Lenin’s birthday. 
Senderov and Kanevsky were known dissenters of 
the Soviet regime but had always kept mathematics 
and politics strictly separate. Nevertheless their 
and the student’s affiliation with Bella’s enterprise 
gave the authorities the excuse they sought.

Bella was summoned again and asked to serve as 
a witness against Senderov. Of course, she refused. 
Her independent spirit would not allow anything 
but defiance of authority. The tragic consequences 
occurred a few days later. The bus of Moscow State 
University’s chamber orchestra, where she had 
played first viola since her student days, took her 
body to the cemetery.  Her ashes were later buried 
at a different cemetery. 

Bella’s death spelled the end of the Jewish 
People’s University. Senderov was sentenced on 
charges of anti-Soviet agitation and propaganda 
to seven years in prison—where he would spend 
long stretches in punishment cells sustained by 
a meager diet that left him too weak to even rise 
from his bunk.11 Kanevsky was sentenced to one 
year and two months in prison. Seminars con-
tinued for a few more months due to the valiant 
efforts of some remaining faculty members, but 
without Bella’s support and guiding hand the spirit 
was missing. In the spring of 1983 the institution 
finally closed its non-existent doors. During the 
four years of its operation, the “Jewish People’s 
University” had instructed about 350 alumni in 

9There were more. Altogether 21 people taught at the 
university. 

10Another young man, Vladimir Gershuni, was arrested 
together with them and later forcibly confined to a mental 
institution. 
11He was released by Gorbachev after Perestroika, having 
spent five years in prison.



�    Notices of the AMs VoluMe 54, NuMber 10

higher mathematics and brought forth about 100 
“graduates,” some of whom would become profes-
sional mathematicians and faculty members at 
prestigious institutions, mostly in the United States 
and in Israel. But Bella had given her alumni more 
than just a math education: in the face of injustice, 
discrimination, and seemingly insurmountable 
difficulties, she had given them hope and taught 
them to fight back.
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