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MEMORY LANE MILESTONES: PROFESSOR WOLF BEILIS,
AN OUTSTANDING UKRAINIAN ARABIST

At the beginning of September of 1966, when | was a first-year student of the
Department of History and Philology of Luhansk Taras Shevchenko Pedagogical
Institute, I first met Wolf Mendel’yovych Beilis. In those days, the academic year of
first-year students started with agricultural work on the kolkhoz fields, and our group
was not an exception. On September 1¥, we participated in an all-Institute
convocation, where we were congratulated on joining the family of students and,
then, came home to prepare warm clothes for the forthcoming agricultural work. In a
day, prospective historians, as well as many other students, went to the kolkhoz by
open trucks. During that month, we had to pick tomatoes, onions, carrots,
watermelons, and other bounty of nature. A faculty member was assigned to each
group of students. It was Wolf Beilis who supervised our group of about fifty
students.

Hardly could we imagine that Beilis was a famous Soviet arabist, who knew
ten languages, graduated from Kyiv University, was a student of the outstanding
scholar Taufik Havrylovych Kezma, and a Candidate of Historical Sciences. Shortly
before the described events, in 1964, he moved to Luhansk on a competitive basis
from Chornobyl, where he was a school principal. From the very beginning, we noted
his intelligence, care and respect for students. Somehow seamlessly and gently
organizing our work, staying with us during the entire day (it should be noted that he
was a disabled war veteran of second degree), he came to know each student and
soon had an accurate picture of the entire freshman class, as well as of the

relationships that were established in the field.



As soon as we came back from the kolkhoz and started our classes, we found
out that Wolf Mendel’yovych (students and colleagues called him Volodymyr
Mykhailovych) was the supervisor of our academic group, remaining in this position
until our graduation. As such, he communicated with us not only in class, but during
extracurricular time as well; after all, he was a true supervisor, the one who took his
duties seriously. He was a remarkable professor, whose lectures on Ancient Eastern
History, History of Greece and Rome, as well as Medieval History were of great
interest. For two years, he was giving these immense courses of lectures almost
without using his notes. He also held discussion sessions on these courses. Later on,
Wolf Mendel’yovych confessed, though, that Ancient Eastern History was the only
discipline he was good at. But we admired his encyclopedic knowledge of the slavery
in Greece, the Roman Empire, Teutons and Franks, Arabs and crusades. His eloquent
speech was adorned with Arabic proverbs — a storage of human wisdom.

Such lectures inspired us to prepare seminar tasks to the best of our ability to
avoid embarrassment in front of Wolf Mendel’yovych: we read the most recent
scientific literature, would many times consult the multivolume Vsemirnaya Istoriya
(World History). The colloquiums that were held by Wolf Beilis on the most
interesting books, for example, a well-known Bogi, Grobnitsy, Uchyonyye (Gods,
Tombs, Scholars) by K. Keram, were remarkable. This said, it was a fundamental
professional training. Wolf Beilis also gave two examinations: Ancient History and
Middle Ages. As the exams were conducted properly (they were oral), we had to
answer both the exam card questions and some additional ones to show our
knowledge. And I am proud that I had only excellent grades in the disciplines, taught
by Beilis.

Being our supervisor, Wolf Mendel’yovych attended with us November and
First of May rallies, as well as various university events; he also held so called
political classes. These classes, aimed to our political education, were obligatory and
were conducted every week in all groups on the topics, approved by the Party
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that this “moulding” is boring for students and tried to find a challenge in a topic that
seemed to be uninteresting, even primitive, for historians.

In February of 1969, I was placed in school No. 36 for my teaching practice.
My instructor was Vitaly Ovsiyovych Puns’kyi, a well-known in Ukraine history
teacher, innovator, and an interesting person. I was also a supervisor of a class led by
Eugenia Markivna Beilis, a Russian Language and Literature teacher. This is how I
met Wolf Mendel’yovych’s wife, a nice and amiable woman. Many times I visited
them in their modest apartment full of books; they understood that it was difficult for
a student living in a dorm to organize his household chores, so they often treated me
to a meal.

At the end of April of 1970, Wolf Mendel’yovych gave a speech during our
commencement ceremony, and we applauded him loudly and just would not allow
our beloved professor to leave the stage. In the evening of June 30", in the gym, we
had the tables laid and our professors, led by Vsevolod Hryhorovych Pichuhin,
Rector of the Institute, congratulated us on our graduation in an informal way. And
already in September we became colleagues.

In those days, the Department of History was on the 4" floor of the only
academic building the Institute had. The conditions were rather challenging. As the
Institute lacked classrooms, the Departments of History of the USSR, History of the
Ukrainian SSR, where I worked as an assistant, and the Department of World
History, chaired by Wolf Mendel’yovych, were in the same room. We saw each other
almost every day; he was interesting to talk to. Although, in as little as a month, I had
to leave the Department as I entered a Ph.D. program, we remained in touch through
the School’s party organization, to which we both belonged. At different times, Wolf
Mendel’yovych was a Secretary, a Member of the Politburo (he joined the party in
1957 while he was an assistant principal of a comprehensive school and remained its
member until 1991). Now we met during party meetings, every month I would pay
my membership fees to him, and he would ask me about my dissertation. In
December of 1973, after | had defended my thesis in Kyiv University, he came to our

Department to congratulate me. To tell the truth, I was flattered.



Wolf Beilis, on the other hand, never made his research ambitions public.
When working on his doctoral dissertation, he did not take research leaves and,
despite a great amount of various tasks and immense teaching load, he prepared
dissertation and, in June of 1975, successfully presented it to the Joint Council of the
Department of Social Sciences of the Academy of Sciences of the Azerbaijan SSR. In
May of 1978, Wolf Mendel’yovych was awarded professorship and, in October,
became Chair of the Department of World History. The following year, I became
Chair of the Department of the History of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union.
We began communicating as department chairs and members of the Institute’s
Academic Council. The only difference was that the Department of World History
was School-affiliated, whereas the Department of the History of the Communist Party
of the Soviet Union was an all-Institute department. And yet again, Wolf Beilis
supported me as a young colleague.

During our meetings, we discussed both scientific and everyday problems. He
took a lively interest in my academic and personal life. In his turn, he was proud of
his only son Mark, or Marik, as he lovingly called him. In 1978, Mark graduated with
distinction from the Department Physics of our Institute. He was a talented
mathematician. His student research was awarded the first prize on an all-Ukraine
competition. Right after graduation, he became a member of the All-Union
Symposium on the Theory of Semigroups.

Working as a math teacher in school and, simultaneously, as an assistant of the
Department of Algebra and Mathematical Analysis, Mark participated in
Hertsenovskiye Chteniya (Readings in Herzen State Pedagogical Institute in
Leningrad). He was noticed there and invited to enter a Ph.D. program in 1980.
However, a tragedy occurred that summer. While studying for the examination and
preparing for his wedding, Mark started jogging, which was popular at that time. He
jogged in the center of the city, on the 16™ Lane Street, where Wolf Mendel’yovych
had a new apartment in a multistoried building. One day, he had cardiopulmonary
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man, who fell on the lawn, only to pronounce him dead. It was a crushing blow to
Wolf Mendel’yovych, from which he never recovered until the end of his life.

Son's death got Wolf Beilis down. He stopped caring about his health, started
smoking, and he smoked a lot, any words condolence were inappropriate, and his
work became his refuge. Until April of 1989, he chaired the Department, supervised
post-graduate studies, and published in the leading scholarly journals. His articles
devoted to the Arabic historical sources and the information they give on the Eastern
Europe, Caucasia, as well as the connections of the ancient Slavonic people with the
East were highly valued in the scholarly world. He authored a considerable number
of encyclopedic articles in Bol’shaya Sovetskaya Entsyclopediya (Great Soviet
Encyclopedia), Sovetskaya Istoricheskaya Entsyclopediya (Soviet Historical
Encyclopedia), Ukrayins’ka Radyans’ka Entsyclopediya (Ukrainian  Soviet
Encyclopedia), and Kratkaya Literaturnaya Entsyklopediya (Brief Literary
Encyclopedia). In a series of publications titled Pamyatniki Pis’'mennosti Vostoka
(Eastern Literary Texts), which was an outstanding achievement of Soviet oriental
studies and was commanded by the entire scholarly world, the Arabic texts and
Russian translations of the books by Al-Zahrawi On Surgery and Instruments and al-
Nasawi’s Biography of Sultan Jalal ad-Din Mingburnu were edited by Wolf Beilis.

Wolf Mendel’yovych was a member of the association of the Institute’s faculty
and staff members in January of 1989, which elected me as Rector of the Institute. He
endorsed me because he was sure that I could, better than other two candidates, lead
the Institute in times of economic, social, and political turmoil. Later, he supported
the course of democratic reforms in the university that we implemented, provided
valuable guidance, gave speeches during meetings and conferences of the association
of the Institute’s faculty and staff members. His authority and knowledge were
widely recognized.

Unfortunately, he had to leave the chairmanship of the Department, but
recommended a worthy candidate for this post. Viktor Hryhorovych Kryukov was his

student, an arabist, who 1s now Doctor of Historical Sciences, Full Professor. Wolf



Beilis’s health continued to deteriorate, his age (he was 66) and four war wounds
were beginning to take their toll on him.

At the end of 1993, labor contracts were introduced in higher educational
establishments and, in March of 1994, Wolf Mendel’yovych signed one too. It
allowed me to help him when, in September of 1995, he had to take only half of his
usual teaching load for health reasons. Soon thereafter, he was sent to the specialized
cardiology hospital, and his family almost lost its income. Salaries were extremely
low, his professorship rate was less than 9 million karbovanetzs, a misery amount of
money in those days. There were no special academic pensions, so his allowance was
modest. Eugenia Markivna came to see me (Wolf Beilis did not know about this visit)
to tell about his poor health and financial hardship. To support the scholar, I altered
the terms of his contract: despite the fact that the highest allowed bonus was to be no
more than 25%, I found means to double his salary using the extrabudgetary funds
that were just made available to the Institute.

In June of 1997, I left rectorship and became the Chair of the Department of
the History of Ukraine. And, yet again, Wolf Mendel’yovych was with me. I do
remember his encouraging words, his support, our meetings on the 4™ floor of
dormitory No. 1, which housed the Department of History, and how difficult it was
for him to come upstairs.

I am not an expert in Oriental studies like Wolf Mendel’yovych, who was an
authority in Ukrainian Oriental studies, prominent arabist known all over the world.
In my opinion, our warm, trusting relations, which spanned about 35 years, were
based on something else. It is possible that he had regard for me believing that I had
significant academic potential. Some events of my father’s life were similar to his: in
July of 1941, being a student, my father was conscripted for military service; in the
autumn of 1944, he was badly wounded in Riga and became a disabled war veteran
of second degree. Maybe, it was because of the tragedy that we both experienced: in
1989, I lost my 19-year-old son to cancer. It is hard to say.

In general, Wolf Beilis was reserved and prudent. I think it was the
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first-year student when Nazi Germany invaded the Soviet Union. Drafted in the army,
he was sent to Tomsk Artillery School, where he completed officers’ accelerated
training and was awarded a rank of second lieutenant. Being a platoon commander
and, then, an artillery battery commander, since July of 1942 he fought near
Voronezh, the Don River, and in Donbas. In February of 1943, during German
counter-attack against our army, which started to liberate Ukraine, he was wounded
in the stomach in a fierce battle near Pavlohrad. His parents, who were evacuated
from Kyiv to Kuzbass, received an official statement on his death.

Survived battery soldiers saved him from the imminent death and, then,
members of the underground provided medical care and sheltered him in a house in
the suburb of Pavlohrad. When several German soldiers entered the house, he could
not move. He was in a distant room and was ready to shoot back. Fortunately, they
found a basket of eggs on the table in another room. Having taken it, they left the
house without searching it. However, in August of 1943, when the Soviet army came,
Wolf Beilis was sent to NKVD camp No. 258 for special background check. An
order “to prove his fighting qualities” followed, which sent him, essentially, to death:
Wolf Mendel’yovych was appointed commander of an anti-tank unit of the storm
battalion of the 3™ Ukrainian Front, the soldiers of which were in the forefront of
breakthrough operations.

For all the horrors of war Wolf Beilis had to endure, including participation in
the Jassy-Kishinev Operation, despite his three wounds, he ended the war as the
artillery battery commander, the position he held at the beginning. This was because,
when wounded, he stayed on the occupied territory. During the army discharge in
1946, he received so-called “negative” reference. For this reason, upon graduation
from the university in 1950, he was sent to Kyiv Oblast’ as an ordinary teacher,
notwithstanding his excellent academic preparation. Working in Chornobyl’, he,
nevertheless, completed his part-time postgraduate studies in the Institute of History
of the USSR Academy of Sciences and defended his candidate of sciences

dissertation.



In the last years of his life, I met Wolf Mendel’yovych and Eugenia Markivna
quite often. Every day, they would take walks not far from their house, always side
by side and always good-spirited. Together, we discussed news, exchanged
impressions and opinions.

For the last time I saw Wolf Mendel’yovych in his house at the beginning of
January of 2001. I was working on my book featuring a collection of biographic
essays about the professors of our university and wanted him to share with me some
details of his life. Wolf Mendel’yovych was already terminally ill, of which few
people knew, and there was not much hope that I would be able to speak to him.
However, when I called, he invited me and said that he and Eugenia Markivna would
be glad to see me.

Sitting at the old round table, Wolf Mendel’yovych and Eugenia Markivna,
together, were telling me about their life, about what was important for them, and
what they had to endure, and I, once again, applauded his extensive knowledge, the
depth of his thought and wisdom. Conversation and having to sit at the table soon
exhausted Wolf Mendel’yovych, but we were talking for a long time, and they just
would not let me go. Deep inside me, I had a feeling that his end was near, and
Eugenia Markivna told me that, during one of their walks, they had their picture
taken by a professional photographer. “Just in case”, she said with sadness. Leaving
their house, I was heartbroken.

At parting, Wolf Mendel’yovych gave me an issue of the journal Shidny Svit
(Eastern World) published by the Institute of Oriental Studies of the National
Academy of Sciences of Ukraine, where he was a member of the Editorial Board.
This journal contained his last article “A. P. Kovalivs’ky in Search of the Methods of
Historiographic Research”. Wolf Beilis wrote the following on it: “To Anatoliy
Oleksiyovych as a kind keepsake and with best wishes for health and well-being”. On
February 15", he passed away.
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Kaumos A. O. 3akapOyBajiocsi B maM’ATi MOiii: CIIOMMHH NPO BHIATHOIO
YKpaiHCbKOro apadicta npodecopa Boabpa beitstica

ABTOp croraziiB — npodecop JIyraHChKOro HAIlOHATLHOTO YHIBEPCUTETY IMEHI
Tapaca IlleBuenka Amnartomit OmnekciioBuu KinumoB — wMaibke 35 pokiB OyB
3HaAloMHd 3  BIIOMHM  YKpaiHCBKUM  CXOJO3HaBlLeM-apabictoM  Boubdom
MennenboBuueM beinicom, sSkuii TpaiioBaB y IIbOMY YHIBepcuTeTI B 1964 —
2001 pp. V cnomuHax iAeThCs, 0 aBTOP yHepIle 3yCTpiBcs 3 yueHuM y 1966 p., me
CTYJICHTOM Ha OCIHHIX CLITbCBKOTOCIIOJAPCHKUX POOOTAX, Y SAKUX TOAI Opaiu y4acTh
CTYJICHTH 1]l KEPIBHUIITBOM BHKJIaJa4diB. ABTOp IUIUTHCA CBOIMH BpPaXKCHHSIMHU Bij
BUKIanaHHsd Bonbpom MeHaenboBUYeM KypciB ICTOPIi CTapOAaBHBOTO CBITY 1
CepeaHIX BIKiB, PO3IOBIIA€ MPO 0COOIUBOCTI HOTO B3aEMUH 31 CTYICHTaMHU.

VY cnoragax MICTUThCA MaTepial Mpo HAOUIbII [IKaBl MOMEHTH CHUIKYBaHHS 3
YYCHHM, KOJIA aBTOp TIOYaB IMpaIfOBaTH BHUKJIATadeM BHIIY, MPO HOTO YBaXKHE
CTaBJICHHS JI0 MOJIOJIUX BUKJIAJIa4yiB, CKDOMHICTh, HAYKOBY KOMIIETEHTHICTh, BUCOKHIA
npodecioHanizM, MIATPUMKY JTEMOKPATHYHUX IMEPETBOPEHb, IO 3I1HCHIOBAINCS B
HaBUYaJHLHOMY 3akjaji HanmpukiHii 80-X — Ha moyatky 90-x pp. MUHYJIOTO CTOJITTS.
HaBomeHo Takoxx Jmeski moapoOuil ocoducroro xkutTs Bonbdpa MennenroBuua,
30KpemMa mpo Horo ydacth y OoioBux misx mij dac Bemukoi BiTum3HsHOi BiiiHU
Pansucbekoro Coro3y, Mpo OCTaHHIO 3yCTPid 3 YYEHUM HE3aJ0Bro J0 WOTO CMEPTI y

2001 p.



Knrouosi cnosa: Bonb®d beiinic, ykpalHChKI paisiHChKI Y4€H1 APYroi MOJIOBUHU

XX cT., CX07103HaBEIIb, ICTOPUK-apadicT, JIyraHChKHil HAIllOHAILHUIA YHIBEPCUTET.

Kunmor A. A. 3aneyar/iesiocb B NaMATH Moeii: BOCIIOMHHAHHMA O
BbIIAKOIIEMCSI YKPaMHCKOM apaducte npogdeccope Boande beiance

ABTOp BOcmomuHaHudi — mpodeccop JlyraHckoro - HaIMOHAIBLHOTO
yHuBepcuteta uMeHu Tapaca IlleBuenko Anatonuii AsiekceeBud KinmMoOB — modTu
35 neT 3HaN U3BECTHOTO YKPAMHCKOI'O BOCTOKOBena-apadbucra Bonbda Menaenesuua
beitnuca, kotopeiii pabotan B 3ToM yHHBepcutere B 1964 — 2001 rr. B cBoux
BOCIIOMMHAHUAX OH PACCKA3bIBACT, YTO BIIEPBBIE BCTPETHIICS C YYEHBIM B 1966 r.,
emie OyJIydd CTYIEHTOM, HA OCEHHUX CEIbCKOXO3SHMCTBEHHBIX paboOTax, B KOTOPBIX
TOrJa MPUHUMAJU y4acTHE CTYIEHTHI MOJ, PYKOBOACTBOM IIperojaBareiieii. ABTOp
JICUTCST CBOMMH BIEYATIEHUSMH OT mpenofaBanus Bombpom Menaenesudem
KYpPCOB UCTOPUU JAPEBHETO MUPA U CPEAHUX BEKOB, OT OOIIIEHUHU CO CTYJCHTaMHU.

B BocrioMHMHaHHSAX TOBECTBYETCSI O BCTPEYAX C YUYEHBIM B EPHO/I, KOTJA aBTOP
CTaJl TMpernojaBaTeieM 3TOr0 K€ By3a, O BHUMATEIbHOM OTHOIIEHWH Bombda
MeHnzeneBu4a K MOJOABIM  NIPENOAABATENsIM, €ro CKPOMHOCTH, Hay4yHOU
KOMIIETEHTHOCTH, BBICOKOM MpPO(ECCHOHATM3ME, TMOJIEPKKE JIEMOKPATHUYECKUX
npeoOpa30BaHUid, OCYIIECTBIABIINXCS B Y4eOHOM 3aBe/IeHUU B KOHLE 80-X — Havase
90-x rr. mpouwioro Beka. IIpUBOJAATCA HEKOTOpbIE MOJPOOHOCTH JUYHOM KU3HU
Bonsha MenneneBuya, B 4aCTHOCTH, 00 y4acTUU B OOEBBIX JNEHCTBUSIX BO BpEMs
Benukoit OteuectBeHHOUM BoOMHBI CoBerckoro Coro3a, O TOCIEIHEN BCTpEYE C
Y4YE€HBIM He3a104r0 110 ero cMeptu B 2001 r.

Knioueswie cnosa: Bons(d belinuc, ykpanHCKHE COBETCKHUE YUCHBIC BTOPOM
MOJIOBUHBI XX B., BOCTOKOBEJ, UCTOPHUK-apaduct, JIyraHCKkuii HallMOHATBHBIH

YHUBEPCUTET.

Klymov A. O. Memory Lane Milestones: Professor Wolf Beilis, an
Outstanding Ukrainian Arabist

The author of the memoirs, Anatoliy Klymov, Full Professor of Luhansk Taras
Shevchenko National University, for about 35 years personally knew Wolf Beilis, a

famous Ukrainian orientalist-arabist, who worked at the University since 1964



through 2001. The author recalls that he first met the scholar in 1966, when, as a
student, he participated in the fall semester agricultural work under the supervision of
the faculty, prominent among who was Professor Beilis. He is sharing his
impressions of Wolf Beilis‘s courses on Ancient and Medieval History, as well as his
interactions with students.

The memoirs also feature the most fascinating moments of the author’s
communication with the scholar during the period when he became a member of the
faculty of Luhansk Taras Shevchenko National University. Professor Beilis always
cared for young professors, was modest, highly competent as a scholar, and
professional. He enthusiastically supported democratic changes that were
implemented at Luhansk National University at the end of the 1980s — beginning of
the 1990s.

Some details of Wolf Beilis’s personal life are given, including his
participation in the Great Patriotic War of the Soviet Union. The last meeting of the
author with the scholar shortly before his death in 2001 is covered as well.

Key words: Wolf Beilis, Soviet Ukrainian scholars of the second half of the

20th Century, orientalist, historian arabist, Luhansk National University.
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