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Abstract

The Covid-19 pandemic and then the war in Ukraine have disrupted access to
archives, intensifying scholars’ concerns about a return to Cold War
conditions for research. These concerns are especially pronounced for study
of the Holocaust in the Soviet Union, a field where specialists have often
struggled to locate and assimilate information even before recent crises.
This article examines digital options for accessing the records of the
Extraordinary State Commission (Chrezvychainaia gosudarstvennaia
komissiia, ChGK), established by Stalin’s government on November 2, 1942,
to gather evidence of Axis war crimes. Through an analysis of the digital
projects launched over the past two decades, this article demonstrates that
enhanced online access to Soviet documentation of Nazi atrocities has gone
hand in hand with the radicalization of Putin’s regime. The politicized
rhetoric that frequently accompanies these undertakings has obscured the
value of the digital resources themselves. Scholars of the Shoah should
approach the ChGK’s records as products of mass mobilization rather than
uniform pronouncements from a “totalitarian” state. Equipped with this
knowledge, together with the scale and comparative reach of digital
methods, researchers can deepen understanding of the Holocaust against
the backdrop of a new generation of war crimes in the former USSR.

Introduction

Access and approaches to information have always influenced how people understand the
Shoah in the Soviet Union. Stalin learned of the mass murder of the European Jews no later
than August 1941, when the first secretary of the Belorussian Communist Party reported,
“The Jewish population is being subjected to merciless annihilation.”* The following
month, the Soviet government published a booklet that quoted a Ukrainian former prisoner
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of war detained in Minsk who recollected, “For us life was excruciatingly difficult, but the
life of Jewish prisoners was nightmarish.” Yet elsewhere, this publication obscured the
Jewish identity of victims in Lviv.> When Soviet dispatches on mass shootings at Babyn
Yar reached the British Joint Intelligence Committee in October 1941, the chairman reflex-
ively dismissed the news as “the product of Slav imaginations.”® In the decades since,
Soviet, post-Soviet, and Western stakeholders have worked sometimes together, more
often against one another, to explain the Holocaust in the East. On March 1, 2022, a
Russian missile attack that damaged the Babyn Yar memorial and killed five people marked
the latest transformation of these conversations, now carried out in increasingly polarized
directions amid new accusations of genocide.” The current war in Ukraine imposes not only
logistical, but analytical impediments to future scholarship. This article examines digital
options for marshaling Soviet archival records to demonstrate how technology can enable
research on the Shoah to advance even amid a new generation of war crimes in the former
USSR.

Historians have frequently misrepresented the Soviet regime as obstructing knowledge
of the Holocaust, with interpretations evolving only incrementally since the end of the
Cold War.® Contradictions between presumed Soviet ill will and Soviet actions perpetuate
the confusion. Marina Sorokina asserts that the Kremlin resolved to “seal up” investigatory
materials assembled during the Second World War, “even to its own people,” but also notes
that such documents were used in numerous public trials.® In his foreword to Father Patrick
Desbois’s The Holocaust by Bullets: A Priest’s Journey to Uncover the Truth Behind the Murder of
1.5 Million Jews, Paul A. Shapiro, at the time Director of the Center for Advanced Holocaust
Studies at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM), blames “Soviet se-
crecy and anti-Semitism” for Western ignorance of the genocide in the USSR. Yet he ob-
serves, “No other country was as steadfast in pursuing retribution against the killers.””
Martin Dean, a former applied research scholar at the USHMM and former senior historian
for the Metropolitan Police War Crimes Unit in London, has demonstrated the value of
Soviet documentation for shedding light on the Shoah while finding fault with this useful-
ness. He ventures: “It is certainly arguable that considerably more war criminals could have
been prosecuted in the West had the Soviet authorities granted access to their extensive col-
lection of KGB search files in time for the Western governments to act.”®

Ambivalent evaluations in the literature reflect diverse Soviet responses to the
Holocaust. Rather than a uniform project of a totalitarian state, Stalinist investigations
of Nazi crimes represent contributions from millions of ordinary people pursuing their
own motivations. Disparate grassroots endeavors were then subject to interventions by
state representatives who embodied the full spectrum of the Soviet system, in which official
hypercentralization and local improvisation reproduced one another. For example, locat-
ing witnesses for the Trial of the Major War Criminals at Nuremberg required central
Soviet officials to launch letter-writing campaigns with lower-level counterparts, without
any methods to verify the information received. The search for Velta Iul’evna Veske, a
Latvian woman forced to work as a nurse in the children’s hospital while a prisoner at
the Salaspils concentration camp near Riga, resulted in two separate claims. One Latvian
leader declared that Veske was no longer located anywhere within the borders of the repub-
lic, while another protested that the address provided for her did not exist.’ Central inves-
tigators resorted to adding Veske to a list of “witnesses who had departed from [their]
permanent place of residence,” which described her as “convicted, unknown where
confined.”*®

No body of sources better captures the potential benefits of digitally reconstructing
Soviet information networks than the records of the Extraordinary State Commission
(Chrezvychainaia gosudarstvennaia komissiia, ChGK), the organization that first brought
Veske to the attention of Stalin’s regime.'" Established on November 2, 1942, by the end
of 1945, the ChGK had overseen investigations across the Russian, Ukrainian,
Belorussian, Karelo-Finnish, Latvian, Lithuanian, Estonian, and Moldavian SSRs, with
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some seven million people generating 54,784 official reports and over two hundred fifty
thousand eyewitness testimonies that identified more than eleven thousand “fascist crim-
inals.”'? Today, these records comprise 43,616 files in Moscow and an estimated thirty
thousand files scattered across other post-Soviet national and regional archives.'®> ChGK
documents found their way into French and German state repositories, while duplication
projects undertaken by Yad Vashem and the USHMM have further disseminated these re-
cords.’® The fact that the ChGK investigated mass killings not documented elsewhere de-
mands use of these materials, but thus far the scholarship has tended either to adopt the
central perspective of Moscow or extrapolate conclusions from single case studies that offer
only parts of a far more complicated picture.'®

The dangers of “white spots” (lacunae) in assembled source bases are on full display in
analyses of the ChGK’s treatment of Jewish victims.'® Scholars alternately argue that the
ChGK identified Jews at the beginning of the war but not the end, or toward the end but
not in the beginning; mentioned only foreign Jews; and that its discussion of Jews progres-
sively vanished as reports moved from the local level to Moscow, and so on.'” A more hol-
istic perspective reveals that the ChGK highlighted Jewish victimhood when it was
convenient, which amounted to roughly half the time.'® The first and last of the ChGK’s
communiqués addressing atrocities on Soviet territory were released two years apart near-
ly to the day, and both feature Soviet Jewish victims.'® In locations such as Lviv oblast, in-
vestigators specifically sought out Jewish survivors.?® In addition, the Lviv oblast auxiliary
of the ChGK explicitly documented Jewish property losses by requiring local commissions
to calculate the value of possessions stolen from Jews prior to their murders and then sub-
mit these totals along with lists of Jewish victims.?! Surviving Jews, like other individual
citizens, never received any reparations that the USSR extracted from Germany.>? Still,
Soviet data are available to be mined by scholars who know how to find it. This article iden-
tifies the most promising digital starting places for researchers who wish to persevere.

A post-Soviet patchwork

The ChGK’s scope is simultaneously a blessing and a burden. The European Holocaust
Research Infrastructure (EHRI) portal provides information about thirty auxiliary commis-
sions on the republic, territory (krai), and oblast levels, such as those that operated in the
regions of Poltava and Zhytomyr in the Ukrainian SSR.>* In doing so, EHRI pursues its mis-
sion of illuminating “hidden collections.”** In the case of ChGK records, lack of visibility is
due to a combination of funding issues, political factors, and the counterintuitive postwar
and post-Soviet trajectories of archival materials. Yet, by design, the EHRI portal simply
refers scholars to holding institutions, which in the case of the Poltava and Zhytomyr oblast
archives have no public-facing digital collections.?®

The USHMM acquired selected duplicates from the regions of Poltava and Zhytomyr sev-
eral years ago. Today, records accessioned from Poltava in 2001 are accessible via micro-
film, while documents obtained from Zhytomyr in 2006 are freely available online,
although with “white spots.”?® Like Yad Vashem, early collection development policies
at the USHMM focused on Jewish experiences. As a result, the Poltava and Zhytomyr selec-
tions constitute single reports stripped of the broader context of case files that illuminate
them in situ. In some cases, selections consist solely of the pages of a document that discuss
Jewish victims. The USHMM archives hold many more ChGK materials on Poltava,
Zhytomyr, and other regions in the formerly occupied USSR, but they are “hidden” from
Western scholars. In 2015-2016, the USHMM significantly expanded upon duplicates
that they obtained from the central ChGK’s records in Moscow in 1995. These more recent
acquisitions remain uncataloged in Washington, DC. Instead, the finding aid refers re-
searchers to the website of the State Archive of the Russian Federation, a redirection
that is of little help without knowing which files the USHMM duplicates include.?”
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Amid mounting hostility toward much of the outside world over the past two decades,
the Russian Federation has continued to offer significant resources for digital study of
the ChGK and the Holocaust in the Soviet Union. In 2006, Svobodnaia Evropa (Free
Europe), a Russian publisher associated with the Kremlin, released three document collec-
tions on Estonian, Latvian, and Lithuanian collaboration with the Nazi regime, purportedly
in response to a resurgence of fascism in the Baltic countries. ChGK records constitute the
majority of materials: in the Latvia volume, 36 of 58 (62.1 percent) documents come from
the ChGK, compared with 71 of 114 (62.3 percent) for the Lithuania volume and 43 of 51
(84.3 percent) for the Estonia volume. These publications repeatedly highlight Jewish vic-
timhood at the hands of ethnic Baltic perpetrators.®® All three volumes have been continu-
ously available free of charge via various online platforms, which, as Jewish historian
David Shneer observed with some irony in a review in 2009, makes them “some of the
most accessible books in Russian about the Holocaust in the USSR.”%°

In 2020, in conjunction with the seventy-fifth anniversary of the Soviet victory over
Hitler, the Russian government debuted a project titled Bez sroka davnosti (Without a
Statute of Limitations) in partnership with the Federal’noe arkhivnoe agentstvo (Federal
Archival Agency, Rosarkhiv). Bez sroka davnosti soon published twenty-three volumes of
archival documents devoted to “crimes of the Nazis and their helpers against the peaceful
population” of different regions in the former Russian Soviet Federative Socialist
Republic.>® As with the Svobodnaia Evropa volumes, ChGK records form the core of the
Bez sroka davnosti campaign, with 370 archivists, as well as sixty-six historians and academ-
ics assembling 5,835 documents for the twenty-three publications.>! These texts became
freely available for download on International Holocaust Remembrance Day in 2021.32

Searchable databases provide additional avenues for accessing ChGK records and other
documentation of the Holocaust housed in Russian institutions. Alongside the debut of the
Bez sroka davnosti project in 2020, Rosarkhiv introduced a website focused on the victims of
Nazi atrocities that has made searchable more than twenty-six hundred documents, ten
hours of sound recordings, and three hours of newsreels.® In contrast to Bez sroka davnosti,
which addresses the Russian republic exclusively, the Rosarkhiv undertaking covers the
whole of occupied Soviet territory.>* The Rosarkhiv database facilitates searching by
name (69,633), location (13,594), and theme, in the latter case via ninety-six tags (hyper-
linked keywords) on topics such as “ChGK” and “official reports of the ChGK.”*®
Researchers employing retroactive terminology will be disappointed. For instance, a
search for the word “Holocaust” retrieves only newspaper clippings assembled by a
Jewish survivor in the 1990s, while “genocide” produces three ChGK reports from a single
file for which a zealous cataloger contributed detailed, descriptive titles.>® Employing the
“Jews” tag introduces the opposite challenge of scope by presenting 773 resources, includ-
ing photographs and film.” Catalog records articulate relevant names, tags, and locations
according to their status as of 1941 (e.g., Belorussian SSR) as well as in the present day
(e.g., the Republic of Belarus).

As an example, the record for the official report completed on April 23, 1945, by the
Rechitsa raion commission (today Gomel oblast, Belarus) lists seven villages discussed in
the document, six local agricultural communities, and so on. A total of 132 people are iden-
tified, with researchers able to view brief biographies and click on names to pursue other
materials associated with specific individuals. As with any online collection, the utility of
tags attached to this document varies, with “eyewitness testimonies” holding greater prom-
ise for Holocaust researchers than more subjective designations such as “humiliation” and
“torture.” Here and elsewhere, scholars can consult transcriptions of documents that ap-
pear at the bottom of catalog records, in addition to examining the images themselves.>®
In all cases, researchers can download high-resolution copies of archival materials, includ-
ing photographs, audio, and film. For certain publications, Rosarkhiv links to digital files
hosted by the Russian National Electronic Library.>°
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Another robust Russian resource for materials on the Holocaust is the Electronic Library
of Historical Documents, initiated by the Russian Historical Society in 2017 with the goal of
providing access to “all historical documents published in Russia since 1991.”*° The
Russian Historical Society was originally a nineteenth-century public organization that
Vladimir Putin reestablished after returning to the presidency in 2012, officially dubbed
the “year of Russian history.”*! With the support of the Russian state apparatus, the soci-
ety’s Electronic Library has enabled research that would have been unthinkable during the
Soviet years. For example, as mentioned earlier, during preparations for the Trial of the
Major War Criminals in Nuremberg, Veske, a prisoner forced into the role of a nurse at
the Salaspils concentration camp, was relegated to a list of witnesses whose whereabouts
were unknown. Searching for her name in the Russian Historical Society’s Electronic
Library produces two interrogations of Veske, along with other materials from Soviet
counterintelligence agents. These documents reveal that as of spring 1945, Veske was
under arrest in Riga based on her connection to a collaborator with the Sicherheitsdienst
(SD).*?* The original documents are part of the records of the Latvian republic auxiliary
of the ChGK, a collection housed in Riga for which the Latvian State Historical Archive
has made the finding aid available online, but not the documentation itself.*® In this
way, present-day researchers of the Holocaust can pursue information pathways that
were untraversable for Stalin’s government thanks to a subsequent repressive regime in
Moscow.

The archival front

The Russian document collections and databases this article discusses are far from neutral
venues. Chaired by Sergei Evgen’evich Naryshkin, current chief of the Foreign Intelligence
Service and former head of the Presidential Commission to Counter Attempts to Falsify
History at the Expense of Russian Interests, the Russian Historical Society is fixated on
whitewashing the Soviet past, particularly regarding the Second World War.** The
Svobodnaia Evropa publications are forerunners of this undertaking, with the texts claiming
to present “only documents that speak for themselves and need no commentary,” even as
the titles give away their conclusions by foregrounding Baltic “collaborators.”*® Yet,
non-Russian scholars who dismiss the contents outright as “supposedly based on archival
research” for the propagation of “Soviet myths” go too far.*® Like the Bez sroka davnosti and
Rosarkhiv projects, the distortions embedded in the Svobodnaia Evropa volumes lie in se-
lectiveness, not falsification.*” As the USHMM and Yad Vashem duplicates of ChGK records
show in their own ways, presenting one document and not another always has the potential
to mislead—a risk that begins with the original archival repositories.*® For example, Soviet
archivists preserving the ChGK’s procedural records, such as correspondence, separately
from the investigation files they reference, undoubtedly contributed to the decisions of
Holocaust research institutions to copy only the end products of the ChGK’s work. These
choices have compelled researchers in the West to hypothesize about the ChGK’s reasoning
and workflows. Rather than disregarding collections driven by malicious intentions, the so-
lution is to confront the forces that shape the development of all historical source bases.
The current war in Ukraine has raised the stakes for knowledge of the Holocaust on the
Eastern Front. Following Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022, the
notoriously inaccessible Central Archive of the Federal Security Service of the Russian
Federation and the Russian State Military Archive have transferred documentation to
the Rosarkhiv database that sheds new light on Nazi persecution of Jews on Ukrainian ter-
ritory.*° As Putin’s regime annexed Donetsk and Luhansk, these regional archives formally
joined the Rosarkhiv project, with a press release proclaiming “Russians, Ukrainians, and
Jews—they all rest together in one mass grave.”>® Not to be outdone, on the eighty-second
anniversary of Hitler’s invasion of the USSR, the Bez sroka davnosti website spotlighted a
recently declassified account of “Ukrainian nationalists” in Nazi-occupied Crimea who
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supported the mass shootings of Jews.>! With equal enthusiasm, Bez sroka davnosti has
amplified the release of open-access volumes devoted to Soviet atrocity reporting, as
well as supposed present-day “Ukrainian crimes against humanity.”>2 These still-evolving
campaigns can be traced back to the naming of Stepan Bandera as a “Hero of Ukraine” in
2010 despite his antisemitism, a designation that Jewish and Russian observers widely con-
demned at the time.>® Like the best Soviet propaganda, the strength of Putin’s warmonger-
ing rhetoric today lies in its kernel of truth, which well-meaning opponents do not wish to
acknowledge.

There are different ways of fighting back. In response to the Russian invasion, the
USHMM launched an initiative to make materials copied from the Ukrainian state archives
freely available online. “During the Soviet era, there was no acknowledgement that Jews
were singular victims,” the press release for this undertaking declared. It went on to claim
that “all who were killed by the Germans and their collaborators were referred to as ‘vic-
tims of fascism’ or ‘peaceful Soviet civilians.””>* This statement revives received wisdom
that has presumed the existence of a Stalinist mandate not to “divide the dead.”®
Specialists working with the support of the USHMM collections and fellowships have
long since disproved the existence of any such “conspiracy of silence” on Jewish victims.>®
Perversely, strategic forgetting of the contributions that the Soviet system made to devel-
oping knowledge of the Holocaust serves to substantiate Putin’s anti-Western rhetoric.

The histories of the Second World War and its aftermath on the Eastern Front have been
shaped by unexpected consequences. In particular, Soviet investigations and other re-
sponses to the Shoah neither began nor ended with the Kremlin. In the Russian republic,
prewar experiences with denunciations and public letter writing led local residents to
form self-described “commissions” for reporting on Nazi atrocities as early as January
1942, more than nine months before the ChGK was founded.®” These complex origins rico-
chet into the present, as evidenced by the rich documentation of the Holocaust that has ap-
peared digitally as the Putin administration waged another war of aggression in Ukraine.
Asin all crises, ordinary people have been forced into situations in which some become her-
oes, some victims, and others villains, with many assuming multiple roles to different de-
grees depending on the circumstances. Like Stalin before him, Putin appreciates the power
of “ordinary” accounts of extreme suffering. Scholars who wish to penetrate the veneer of
propaganda should recognize contradictions within ChGK documentation as the rule ra-
ther than exceptions. To this end, researchers can capitalize on the enhanced scale and
cross-case comparison made possible by digitization to search out the ordinary voices
that make authoritarian messaging persuasive. The ongoing war in Ukraine and the digital
collections outlined in this article each would have seemed unthinkable two decades ago.
While no one can predict the exact consequences of Russian aggression in the long term,
digital resources hold the promise that historians of the Holocaust in the USSR will be
able to meet all future challenges.
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