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First of all I’d like to thank the organizers for the invitation to take part in this 

respectable and important conference. 

At the beginning I’d like to say that the Russian-Palestinian relations have deep 

roots, traditions and good prospects for further development. The history of 

relations between the peoples of Russia and Palestine goes back to centuries. 

Before the revolution of 1917 the attitude of the multinational people of Russia to 

Palestine was determined primarily by religious, scientific, cultural and educational 

interests. Palestinians also have always shown keen interest in Russian history, 

culture and art. The Russian firm position on the Middle East, based on the 

absolute necessity of realization of the legitimate right of the Palestinian people to 

establish their own independent State, has also contributed to the positive and 

dynamic bilateral cooperation. So, let me describe the Russian Palestinian relations 

in the past and the present. 

The Russian and Palestinian peoples unites the history of Palestine, its inseparable 

link with Biblical history, the Holy Land and Jerusalem – the Saint places where 

the three world religions raised: Christianity, Judaism and Islam. In the history of 

relations between Russia and Palestine there were both periods of recovery and 

periods of decline. World wars, British mandate control, Arab-Israeli conflicts - all 

these circumstances, of course, prevented the progressive and positive 

development of the Russian-Palestinian relations. However, despite all the 

obstacles in Russia and in Palestine, there has always been great interest and 

spiritual gravitation towards the Holy Land. Russian adventurers, educators, 

scientists and pilgrims made a significant contribution to the study of history, 
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ethnography, archeology, religion, languages and culture of Palestine and other 

countries of the Eastern Mediterranean. 

The acquaintance of Russians with Palestine began long before the official date of 

the baptism of the people of Kievan Rus’ in 988. The Slavs knew the way from the 

"Varangians to the Greeks" and from there to the Middle East in the 6th-7th 

centuries. Well known Russian historian Nicolay Karamzin in his History of the 

Russian State reports that the Slavs entered the territory of Syria and Palestine in 

the middle of the 7th century. The first ancient Russian chronicle of the "Tale of 

Bygone Years" (1110) contains the exact geographical information about cities in 

the Holy Land. 

At the beginning of the 11th century first Russian Orthodox pilgrims appeared on 

the Holy Land. One of the first Russian pilgrims to reach Palestine was Feodosiy 

Pecherskiy from Kursk, who in 1022 fulfilled his desire "to plung himself into the 

Jordan River, to worship the Lord in spirit and in truth". From this time on, 

Russian visits to the Holy Places of Palestine have become regular. 

The adventures of Russian pilgrims to the Middle East certainly enriched historical 

science with numerous narratives that retain their importance for researchers of the 

medieval and new history of the peoples of the Near East. Among the outstanding 

works of Old Russian literature is the manuscript "The Life and Walk of the 

Hegumen Daniel" (the beginning of the 12th century), which contains not only a 

description of the Christian religious relics in Palestine, but also interesting and 

rich information on the geographical and ethnographic nature of the region. 

Russia's victory in the Russo-Turkish War of 1828-1829 made it easier to defend 

the Russian interests in Palestine. Despite the generally contradictory outcome of 

the Crimean War, the Ottoman Empire grew increasingly dependent on the 

European powers and Russia throughout the XIX century. The new regulations 

also stipulated equal rights of all of the Empire's subjects regardless of their 

religion and ethnicity. The result of the concessions that the Porte had to make was 

the opening of numerous religious, diplomatic, and cultural institutions in 
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Palestine, which represented France, Great Britain, Italy, and Germany. The 

Russian Empire also joined in the process. 

In 1820, D.V. Dashkov, an adviser to the Russian Empire's Constantinople 

Embassy, arrived in Palestine unofficially as a pilgrim with instructions from Tsar 

Alexander I. His mission was to look into the possibility of opening a Russian 

consulate in Jerusalem and to prepare a plan of building the Church of Ascension 

on the Mount of Olives. 

In April, 1842, archimandrite Porphyry Konstantin Alexandrovich Uspensky, 

1804-1885, a bishop and a senior priest of the Church at the Russian Embassy in 

Vienna, was sent to Palestine. He was well-known in academic circles for his 

research on Early Christianity and also as a collector of ancient artifacts. Officially, 

he arrived in Jerusalem on February 23, 1847, and became the chief of the first 

Russian Ecclesiastical Mission in the Holy Land in February, 1848. 

With the blessing of Cyril, the Patriarch of Jerusalem, the Russian Mission started 

to patronize the orthodox Arabs, who were the poorest community in Jerusalem. 

Porphyry was appointed as the curator of all the Orthodox educational institutions 

in the Holy Land. A seminary at the Crucifix Monastery, an orthodox school for 

girls in Jerusalem, and parish schools in Jaffa, Lod, and Ramla were opened when 

he was in charge, as well as a printing-house at St. Nicholas Monastery. 

A special role in promoting the Orthodoxy and in defending the interests of the 

Russian Ecclesiastic Mission in the Holy Land was played by its Jerusalem head 

archimandrite Antonin (Andrei Ivanovich Kapustin, 1817-1894), who served as the 

mission's chief for 29 years starting in 1865. He continued Porphyry's work of 

collecting ancient manuscripts, coins, and other historical relics for the Russian 

libraries and museums. Father Antonin was among the first to organize excavations 

in various parts of Palestine in the 1870ies and the 1880ies, including those near 

the Church of the Holy Sepulchre within the walled Old City of Jerusalem. 

Father Antonin bought a total of 18 land lots. Many of them are still owned by 

Russia and the Russian Orthodox Church. These land lots of remarkable beauty 

and great significance from the viewpoint of the Christian history were acquired in 
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Tiberias, Jaffa, Haifa, Nazareth, Bethlehem, Jerico, the Mount of Olives, in Ein-

Karem and Old City of Jerusalem near the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Now we 

can see here the Russian Church of Alexander Nevsky. After the signing of 

agreements between Israel and the Palestinian authority on the establishment in 

Jericho and Hebron of the full control of the PNA and according to the decision of 

Yasser Arafat in 1997 all Russian Compounds were handed over to the Russian 

Orthodox Church. 

Father Antonin also took active part in the educational work: having bought two 

land lots in Beit Jala, an Arab place not far from Bethlehem, he founded a school 

for girls at the site. Later it was transformed into a female high school, the first one 

in the entire Near East. At the beginning of this century the school was rebuilt and 

now continues its work.  

In 1891 the Russian Consulate General was opened in Jerusalem and in May 1882 

Tsar Alexander III signed a decree to create the Imperial Orthodox Palestinian 

society. The Society was supported financially by its patrons - the Royal family, 

prominent statesmen, and hierarchs of the Russian Orthodox Church, artists and 

scholars. The state subsidies for various IOPS projects reached 900,000 golden 

rubles annually. A large part of the funds went to schools for the Arabs of 

Palestine, as well as to churches, hotels, hospitals and other institutions for the 

pilgrims. Up to 12,000 pilgrims from Russia visited Palestine annually. By 1907, 

there were 101 schools and two female and gentle high schools with 11,347 

students. Everyone who has visited Palestine at that time noted that everywhere 

you could speak Russian.  

Some of the graduates of the Russian schools were the first translators into Arabic 

of the works of Russian writers. Selim Kubin translated L. N. Tolstoy, N. Gogol, 

M. Gorky; Khalil Beidas – the prose of A. S. Pushkin and "War and Peace" by L. 

N. Tolstoy, Antoine Ballan — A. P. Chekhov and Gorky. Michael Iskander 

introduced to the Arab reader the works of F. M. Dostoyevsky, M. Lermontov and 

N. Gogol.  
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A number of graduates of the Russian schools in Palestine were among the first 

teachers of Arab in the universities of Moscow, Leningrad, Kyiv, and Baku. 

Another interesting example is the career of Kulsum Ode-Vasileva. She was born 

in the Palestinian village Dabburoya on the Mount Tabur. She graduated from the 

Nazareth school of the Palestine Society in 1900, and later - the Russian seminary 

for teachers in Beit-Jala. In 1910, she married I.K. Vasilev, the director of the 

Russian hospital in Nazareth. They left for Russia shortly before WWI, and the 

country became the second motherland for the young Palestinian woman. K. Ode-

Vasileva taught the Arab language and literature at the oriental Department of 

Leningrad State University, at Moscow State Institute of International Relations, 

and at the Diplomatic Academy. She was the first Palestinian woman to get the 

title of a Professor. 

The WWI and the establishment of the British mandate regime in Palestine in 1918 

had a bad impact on the Russian-Palestinian relations and the activities of RDM 

and IOPS. Information and political curtain that separated the Soviet Union and 

other countries, the negative attitude of the Soviet authorities towards the Church 

and religion also negatively affected the contacts between Russia and Palestine. 

Since the adoption by the UN General Assembly in November 1947 resolution No. 

181 of the Soviet Union has consistently advocated the implementation of this 

resolution. This resolution has not been canceled, but is still not realized. Let me 

remind that this resolution requires the following: “Independent Arab and Jewish 

States and the Special International Regime for the City of Jerusalem shall come 

into existence in Palestine two months after the evacuation of the armed forces of 

the mandatory Power has been completed”.  

After the Arab-Israeli war in 1967, the Soviet Union broke off diplomatic relations 

with Israel, expressing the unacceptability of Israel's occupation of Arab territories 

and the prohibition of the expulsion of hundreds of thousands of Palestinians from 

their land. After the restoration of diplomatic relations with Israel in 1991, the 

Russian Federation has been an active member of the Middle East peace process, 

the international legal framework of which is based on UN SC resolutions 242 and 
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338 (assume “withdrawal of Israel armed forces from territories occupied in the 

recent conflict”), 1397 (confirms “the vision of a region area, where two States – 

Israel and Palestine – living side by side within secure and recognized borders”), 

the Madrid principle of "land for peace", Road map (a detailed plan of promoting 

the settlement of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict; its international legal status is 

affirmed by resolution 1515 of the UN Security Council) and the Arab peace 

initiative adopted at the summit of the League of Arab States in Beirut in 2002 

(affirms “the full normalization of relations between Arabs and Israel in exchange 

for its withdrawal from all occupied in 1967 Arab territories”. 

The official date for the establishment of bilateral Russian-Palestinian relations is 

1974. This year the representation of the Palestine Liberation Organization, the 

main political movement of the Palestinian people, was opened in Moscow. In 

1990, the USSR recognized the State of Palestine, and the PLO representation was 

granted the status of the Embassy of the State of Palestine in Moscow. In 1995, the 

Representative Office of the Russian Federation to the Palestinian National 

Authority was established in Gaza, which is currently operating in Ramallah. 

Russia supported the UN General Assembly Resolution № 67/19 of November 29, 

2012 “to accord to Palestine a non-member observer State status in the United 

Nations”. 

Russia and Palestine have traditionally held an active political dialogue, including 

meetings at the highest level. Since 2005 the President of the Russian Federation 

V. Putin had regularly visited the Palestinian territories, with the latest meeting 

held during the ceremony of the opening of the Russian cultural center in 

Bethlehem. The President of Palestine, M. Abbas, visits Russia every year. He had 

talks with President Putin in March this year. The Minister of foreign affairs S. 

Lavrov meets with Mr. M. Abbas on a regular basis.  

Russia is undertaking every effort to restore the unity of the Palestinian political 

forces to overcome the 2007 split between the moderate political forces 

represented by M. Abbas-led Fatah party and the radical Islamic movement Hamas 

who won general elections in Palestine in January 2006. An important component 
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of the work of the Russian diplomacy is the contacts with the leadership of Hamas 

in order to ensure a positive evolution of its approaches to the dialogue with Israel 

and Fatah. Since March 2006, about ten meetings have been held between S. 

Lavrov and the chairman of the Hamas politburo H. Mashaal (the last one – in 

March 2017 in Moscow). 

Some very important intergovernmental agreements have been signed between 

Russia and the PNA: on collaboration in such spheres as education and health 

(1988);  cultural and scientific cooperation (1994); trade and economic cooperation 

(1998); cooperation between the Russian Federal Security Service and the 

Palestine Preventive Security Service (2000); cooperation between the Accounts 

Chamber of the Russian Federation and the State Bureau for Administrative and 

Financial Control of Palestine (2008); cooperation between the Olympic 

Committees of the two countries (2011); cooperation between news agencies RIA-

Novosti and WAFA (2011); Memorandum of Understanding on Agriculture 

(2011); cooperation between the Diplomatic Academy of the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of Russia and the Diplomatic Institute at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 

Palestine (2012), the Memorandum of Cooperation between the Federal Archival 

Agency and the Palestinian National Archives; the Memorandum of Understanding 

and Cooperation between the Prosecutor General's Office of Russia and Palestine 

(2013). 

In 1998, the Palestinian Friendship Society with Russia was established (honorary 

chairman – Mr. M. Abbas). In 2001, the Society for Russian-Palestinian Friendship 

was re-established. In 2008, the Russian-Palestinian Business Council was created 

(the Russian part is headed by A.O. Nichiporuk - Chairman of the Supervisory 

Board of the Bank for the Development of Entrepreneurship, Palestinian side - 

well-known businessman Mr. M. Masri). In November 2009, the first joint meeting 

of the Council was held in Moscow. In 2012, as I have said, the Russian Center for 

Science and Culture in Bethlehem was opened with the participation of the 

Presidents of Russia and Palestine. 
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Russia provides on regular basis assistance to the socio-economic development of 

the Palestinian territories, the strengthening of the Palestinian statehood and the 

institutions of the PNA. Since the 1970s Russia provides assistance in the training 

of national personnel through the provision of state scholarships for training 

Palestinians in Russian universities at the expense of the federal budget. Annually, 

the Representative Office of the Russian Federation in Ramallah and the PNA 

Education Department select candidates for training in Russian universities. Over 

500 Palestinians are currently training in technical, humanitarian and medical 

specialties through the Ministry of Education and Science of Russia. 

Ministry of Internal Affairs has provided internal affairs specialists with training 

about 300 Palestinian policemen at special training courses in educational 

institutions of the abovementioned Ministry. In accordance with the inter-MFA 

agreement, 15 Palestinian diplomats were trained at the MGIMO training courses. 

Strengthening of the Russian-Palestinian relations is facilitated by diverse contacts 

at the regional level. Twinning relations have been established between Bethlehem 

and St. Petersburg, between Ramallah and Moscow. 

In March 2005, by the decision of the Government of the Russian Federation, the 

indebtedness of the Palestine Embassy in Moscow was canceled in the amount of $ 

1.3 million. From 2006 to 2013 Russia granted $ 40 million to cover the current 

budget expenditures of the PNA. 

Taking into account the difficult humanitarian situation in the Palestinian 

territories, especially in the refugee camps in the Gaza Strip, Russia has made a 

voluntary contribution of $ 7.3 million to the UN World Food Program, as well as 

$ 2 million to the UNRWA (UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestinian 

refugees). In the period from 2009 to 2012, More than 170 tons of humanitarian 

cargoes were delivered by airplanes of the Ministry of Emergency Situations of 

Russia to Gaza. 

In October 2010, with the assistance of the Office of the President of the Russian 

Federation, the construction of a museum and park complex in Jericho was 

completed. In June 2012 was also opened a guest house for the reception of 
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Orthodox pilgrims. Russia financed the restoration works of the Church of the 

Nativity of Christ in Bethlehem. In recent times, the IOPS has increased its 

educational, cultural and scientific activities (Chairman V. Stepashin - a honorary 

citizen of Palestine, former Head of the Accounts Chamber of the Russian 

Federation). The Society conducts extensive work on promoting the development 

of tourism in the Palestinian territories, primarily in Jericho, Bethlehem, Hebron 

and East Jerusalem. IOPS also supports the school for Palestinian children in Beit 

Jala and constructs here a multifunctional center, including gym, music school and 

business center.  

In October 2011 the Days of Palestinian Culture were held in Russia for the first 

time. Performances of dance and folklore groups, musicians, singers were 

organized in Moscow and St. Petersburg, exhibitions of applied art and photo 

exhibitions were held. In June 2012 

The Days of Russian Culture in Palestine successfully passed in Bethlehem, 

Nablus, Ramallah and Jerusalem concerts of Russian creative groups took place. 

In 2014, 40 years have passed since the establishment of official bilateral Russian-

Palestinian relations.  

However, the cultural, educational, scientific and spiritual relationships between 

Russia and Palestine and their peoples, as follows from the above, have a 

centuries-old history and have their roots deep in antiquity. Our relations have a 

solid foundation laid by previous generations, and therefore, despite the continuing 

difficult situation in the region, these relations - without a doubt - will have a 

positive future trend. 


