SOLEMN |
EVENING

ek

2600-11 CENTE i
MW ‘\f mvansmv
R A
TIUD63 9 G IN GEORGIA §
1998 SEPTEMBER9 |

LA MIIMAN
350105 ©53330RmIBN0L
MBLI3LL>TIIEMISEN
MaBmALNLIRIN FNdL 36020
LdBINAM LD ECHAM.

9 LIIBILIE0

Even during the darkest
days of Communism,
when all vestiges of
Judaism were vigorously
purged throughout the
rest of the Soviet Union,
Jewish religious, cultural
and communal life
continued relatively

openly in Georgia.

Large signs and banners throughout Tiblisi
ensured public awareness of the occasion.
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" And when King Nebuchadnezzar destroyed Jerusalem,
persecuted Israelites [escaped and] came to Kartli
and requested Governor Mtskheta to allow them to
settle there, above the Aragvi River in the place

called Zanavi. 4

Tlus the old collection of Georgian histories, Kartlis Tskhovreba, records the first =
organized arrival of Jews in Georgia 2600 years ago. The same source records a second.
wave of immigration centuries later when "the Caesar V espasian destroyed Jerusalem,
and the [newly arrived] Jews came to sit beside the old Jews." There they kept their
ancient traditions for centuries. According to Moses of Chorene (5th century), the
Bagrat family and many other Georgian and Armenian aristocrats were descended from
Judean nobleman. Benjamin of Tudela reported that the Georgian Jewish community
was still in direct contact with, and accepted the authority of, the Resh Galuta (Exilarch)
in Babylonia, c. 1160 C.E.; and Marco Polo briefly mentions the Jews living in Tiblisi
in 1272.

Bordering the Black Sea, sandwiched between the Caucasus Mountains of Russia and
the feuding states of Moslem Turkey and Christian Armenia, Georgia has seen its share
of conquest. When Russia wrested Georgia from oppressive Moslem rule in the
late 1800s, it didn't enforce many of the anti-Jewish practices instituted elsewhere.
This relative tolerance continued with the support of the local Georgian population.
Even during the darkest days of Communism, when all vestiges of Judaism were
vigorously purged throughout the rest of the Soviet Union, Jewish religious, cultural
and communal life continued relatively openly in Georgia. Jewish emigration to Israel

was also widely understood. As a result, much of Georgian Jewry's rich heritage has
been preserved.

Georgian independence, after the breakup of the USSR, has led to particularly close
ties between Georgia and Israel. In March 1997, Georgian President Eduard Shevardnadze,
former Foreign Minister of the Soviet Union, signed a decree adopting the proposia‘lf
of the Georgian Ministry of Culture, Georgian Academy of Science and the Jewish
Republic Organization to formally celebrate the 2600th Anniversary of the Jewish
Settlement of Georgia. President Shevardnadze himself agreed to head the subsequent
State Jubilee Commission, and he personally invited the participation of Israeli and
world Jewish leaders during his January 1998 visit to Jerusalem. He also personally
participated in the 100th Anniversary of the Oni Synagogue, where he emphasized the
contrast between the millennia of relatively positive Jewish experience in Georgia and
Jewish persecution throughout most of the Diaspora.
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