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Dictionary of the Khazars: Unlocking the Mysteries of a Historical Text

The Dictionary of the Khazars is a unique and captivating literary work that continues to intrigue
scholars, historians, and readers alike. This modern classic, written by Serbian-American author
Milorad Pavi¢, offers an innovative approach to storytelling through its dictionary-like structure,
blending history, myth, and philosophy. As a work that defies conventional narrative forms, the
Dictionary of the Khazars invites readers into a mysterious world centered around the legendary
Khazar Empire—a medieval polity that once thrived between Eastern Europe and Central Asia. In this
article, we will explore the significance of the Dictionary of the Khazars, its structure, themes, and
cultural impact, providing a comprehensive overview for those interested in this literary masterpiece.

Understanding the Dictionary of the Khazars

The Dictionary of the Khazars is not an ordinary book. It is a work of fiction that mimics a
dictionary or lexicon, providing entries that span various topics related to the Khazar Empire, its
people, history, legends, and philosophy. This unconventional format allows the reader to navigate
through the text non-linearly, choosing entries that pique their curiosity and creating a personalized
reading experience.

Background and Context

The Khazar Empire was a semi-nomadic Turkic state that flourished from approximately the 7th to the
10th century CE. Known for its religious tolerance and strategic geopolitical position, the Khazars
played a crucial role in medieval Eurasian history. The empire is also famous for its conversion to
Judaism, which has sparked much scholarly debate and mythmaking.

Milorad Pavi¢’s Dictionary of the Khazars was first published in 1984 in Serbian and later
translated into numerous languages. The novel delves into the legends surrounding the Khazars,
blending historical facts with myth and allegory, creating a richly layered narrative that reflects on
themes such as identity, faith, cultural memory, and the nature of storytelling itself.

The Structure and Style of the Dictionary of the
Khazars

One of the most distinctive features of this work is its dictionary-like format. The book is divided into
three main sections—each corresponding to a different narrative perspective: the Male, the Female,
and the Third Person. Readers can choose to read the entries in any order, which emphasizes the
fluidity of truth and perspective.



Multiple Editions and Formats

- Two-Volume Edition: The original version, split into two separate volumes that can be read
independently or together.

- Single-Volume Edition: A condensed version that combines the entries into one book, often with
different reading paths.

- Fictional Languages and Scripts: Some editions include special fonts or scripts that add to the
mystical feel and challenge the reader’'s engagement.

Interactive Reading Experience

The novel’s format encourages experimentation:
e Readers can flip through entries randomly or follow a thematic sequence.
e Each entry is a mini-essay, poem, or story that offers insight into Khazar culture and mythology.

e The multiple narrative perspectives create a mosaic of voices, making every reading a unique
experience.

Major Themes and Motifs in the Dictionary of the
Khazars

The novel weaves complex themes that explore human nature, history, and spirituality. Some of the
most prominent themes include:

Identity and Cultural Memory

The Khazar Empire is often seen as a symbol of multiculturalism and religious tolerance. The novel
examines:

¢ How identities are constructed and reconstructed over time.
e The fluidity of cultural and religious affiliations.

e The importance of collective memory in shaping identity.

Faith, Belief, and Doubt

Religion plays a central role in Khazar history, especially the empire's conversion to Judaism. The book
explores:



e The quest for spiritual truth amid conflicting beliefs.
e The role of faith as both a unifying and divisive force.

¢ Questions about the nature of divine and human understanding.

Myth and Reality

The novel blurs the line between myth and history, emphasizing:
e The power of stories to shape perceptions of the past.
e The ambiguity of historical facts and legends.

e The role of imagination in reconstructing history.

Philosophy and Existence

Through poetic and philosophical entries, the book delves into existential questions:
e The search for meaning in a chaotic world.
e The nature of truth and perception.

e The concept of time and its relativity.

Significance and Cultural Impact

The Dictionary of the Khazars has made a significant impact on contemporary literature and
thought. Its innovative structure and thematic richness have influenced writers, philosophers, and

artists worldwide.

Literary Influence

- The book is often cited as a pioneering example of postmodern literature.
- Its format has inspired other works that experiment with narrative structure and reader

engagement.
- The novel's blend of historical fact, myth, and fiction challenges traditional storytelling methods.



Philosophical and Cultural Discussions

- The novel prompts discussions about cultural identity and the fluidity of truth.
- It raises questions relevant to multicultural societies and intercultural dialogue.
- Its themes resonate with contemporary debates on religious tolerance and historical memory.

Adaptations and Related Works

- While primarily a literary work, the novel has inspired art installations, academic studies, and
adaptations in other media.

- Some scholars explore it as a philosophical text, examining its insights into perception and reality.

Why Read the Dictionary of the Khazars?

Readers seeking an intellectually stimulating and aesthetically unique experience will find the
Dictionary of the Khazars rewarding. Its non-linear format encourages active participation, making
each reading session a discovery.

Key reasons to explore this work include:
* The opportunity to explore a rich tapestry of history, myth, and philosophy.
e The unique interactive reading experience that challenges conventional narrative forms.
e The profound themes of identity, faith, and memory that remain relevant today.

e The literary innovation that has cemented its place as a modern classic.

Conclusion

The Dictionary of the Khazars stands as a testament to literary innovation, blending historical
curiosity with philosophical inquiry through a fascinating dictionary-like format. Its focus on the
enigmatic Khazar Empire not only illuminates a pivotal yet often overlooked chapter of history but
also invites readers to reflect on universal themes of identity, belief, and the nature of truth. Whether
approached as a work of fiction, philosophy, or cultural study, the Dictionary of the Khazars offers
a compelling journey into a world where myth and history intertwine, challenging perceptions and
inspiring new ways of understanding the past and present. For those eager to explore the depths of
human imagination and history, this novel remains an essential and thought-provoking read.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the 'Dictionary of the Khazars' and who is the author?

The 'Dictionary of the Khazars' is a fictional encyclopedia created by Serbian writer Milorad Pavi¢,
published in 1984. It is a postmodern novel presented as a dictionary with entries that can be read in
multiple ways, blending history, myth, and fiction.

How does the structure of 'Dictionary of the Khazars' differ
from traditional novels?

The book is structured as a lexicon or dictionary, with entries arranged alphabetically. Readers can
choose to read entries in different sequences, creating multiple narratives and interpretations, which
exemplifies its innovative postmodern style.

What themes are explored in 'Dictionary of the Khazars'?

The novel explores themes such as identity, history, myth, religion, love, and memory. It delves into
the mysterious history of the Khazar Empire and blurs the lines between fact and fiction.

Has 'Dictionary of the Khazars' influenced other literary works
or genres?

Yes, the novel is considered a landmark in postmodern literature and has influenced experimental
narrative structures, blending literary genres, and inspired writers interested in non-linear storytelling
and metafiction.

Are there different editions or translations of 'Dictionary of
the Khazars'?

Yes, the novel has been translated into multiple languages and published in various editions. Its
unique structure often presents challenges in translation, but it remains a widely studied and
celebrated work worldwide.

What is the significance of the Khazar Empire in the novel?

The Khazar Empire serves as a central mythic and historical backdrop, symbolizing cultural and
religious crossroads. The novel uses the Khazar story to explore broader themes of cultural identity,
conversion, and the fluidity of history.

Additional Resources

Dictionary of the Khazars: An In-Depth Exploration of the Cultural and Linguistic Enigma

The phrase Dictionary of the Khazars evokes a complex tapestry of history, language, and cultural
identity. Though it may initially appear to be a straightforward linguistic reference, it is, in fact, a
multifaceted construct that encompasses historical narratives, literary innovation, and scholarly
intrigue. This article endeavors to provide a comprehensive examination of the term, exploring its
origins, significance, and the broader implications it has within the spheres of history, linguistics, and



cultural studies.

Understanding the Context: Who Were the Khazars?

Before delving into the significance of a "dictionary" associated with the Khazars, it is imperative to
contextualize who the Khazars were.

The Khazar Empire: A Brief Historical Overview

- Origins and Rise: The Khazar Khaganate was a semi-nomadic Turkic empire that flourished between
the 7th and 10th centuries CE, covering territories that today include parts of Southern Russia,
Ukraine, and the Caucasus.

- Religious Diversity: Notably, the Khazars are often remembered for their conversion to Judaism in
the 8th or 9th century, making them a unique case of a Turkic state with a Jewish ruling class.

- Political Significance: The Khazars served as a vital buffer state between the Byzantine Empire and
the expanding Islamic Caliphates, exerting considerable influence over trade routes and regional
politics.

Cultural and Linguistic Aspects

- Language: The Khazar language is poorly documented, with scant surviving texts, leading to
ongoing debates among linguists regarding its classification.

- Religion and Identity: The Khazar ruling class's conversion to Judaism has sparked numerous
scholarly discussions about religious tolerance and identity in medieval Eurasia.

The Concept of a "Dictionary" of the Khazars

The phrase "Dictionary of the Khazars" is more than a simple lexicographical work; it symbolizes a
complex intersection of history, literature, and cultural memory.

Origin and Popularization

- The term gained international prominence through the 2002 novel "A Dictionary of the Khazars" by
Serbian-American author Milorad Pavic.

- Pavi¢'s work is an experimental, lexicon-style novel that presents a fictional dictionary of the Khazar
people, blending history, myth, and literary devices.

- The book is structured as a non-linear, multi-layered narrative, inviting multiple readings and



interpretations.

Implications of the Title

- The title suggests the existence (or the idea) of a comprehensive linguistic or cultural repository
about the Khazars.

- It also symbolizes the elusive nature of Khazar history and the attempt to reconstruct their identity
through fragmented sources.

The Literary Significance of Pavi¢’'s "Dictionary of the
Khazars"

Milorad Pavi¢'s novel has had a profound impact on how the Khazars are perceived in contemporary
literature and cultural discourse.

Innovative Narrative Structure

- The book is designed as a lexicon, with entries that can be read in any order, creating a mosaic of
stories and perspectives.
- It employs intertextuality, blending historical facts with legend, myth, and personal anecdotes.

Thematic Explorations

- Memory and Identity: The novel explores how history is remembered and reconstructed.

- Cultural Hybridity: It examines the Khazar identity as a confluence of various cultures, religions, and
languages.

- Mystery and Ambiguity: The text deliberately leaves gaps, reflecting the scarcity of definitive
historical records.

Critical Reception and Influence

- Recognized as a pioneering work of postmodern literature.
- Inspired scholarly discussions on the nature of history and textuality.
- Highlighted the Khazars as a symbol of cultural hybridity and historical ambiguity.



Scholarly and Historical Perspectives on the
"Dictionary”

Aside from Pavic¢’s literary work, the idea of a "dictionary" or lexicon related to the Khazars has been a
topic of academic interest.

Existing Historical and Linguistic Resources

- Khazar Correspondence and Texts: Manuscripts such as the Kazar Codex and various inscriptions
offer limited lexical material.

- Linguistic Reconstructions: Scholars have attempted to reconstruct Khazar language elements based
on Turkic, Hebrew, and Slavic sources.

- Genealogical Dictionaries: Some studies compile names, titles, and administrative terms from
Khazar inscriptions and chronicles.

Challenges in Creating a Khazar Dictionary

- Scarcity of primary sources.

- Fragmentary and ambiguous textual evidence.

- Multilingual influences complicate linguistic classification.
- The absence of a standardized orthography or lexicon.

The Role of Modern Scholarship

- Efforts to compile a "Khazar lexicon" are ongoing, often published as appendices to broader
historical works.

- Digital humanities projects aim to collect and analyze Khazar-related terms.

- Interdisciplinary approaches combine archaeology, philology, and history to reconstruct lexical
elements.

Broader Cultural and Political Implications

The concept of a "dictionary" of the Khazars extends beyond linguistic curiosity; it engages with
contemporary debates about identity, history, and the politics of memory.

The Khazar Hypothesis and Modern Identity

- Some theories suggest modern Ashkenazi Jews are descended from Khazar converts, though these



claims are heavily debated and often politicized.
- The idea of a Khazar "dictionary" can symbolize the search for origins and legitimacy in various
communities.

Historical Revisionism and Controversy

- Claims about Khazar heritage have been exploited in political discourse, sometimes leading to
historical revisionism.

- Scholars emphasize the importance of rigorous, evidence-based research over sensational
narratives.

Interdisciplinary Significance

- The metaphor of a "dictionary" underscores the importance of compiling and interpreting diverse
sources to understand complex histories.

- It also highlights the limitations and potential of reconstructing lost or obscure cultures through
linguistic and textual evidence.

Conclusion: The Enduring Enigma of the Khazars and
Their Lexicon

The Dictionary of the Khazars—whether as a literary device, a scholarly aspiration, or a cultural
symbol—serves as a compelling metaphor for the elusive and multifaceted nature of Khazar history.
Milorad Pavic's novel has popularized the concept, transforming it into a symbol of the fragmented,
ambiguous, and layered nature of cultural memory. Meanwhile, academic efforts continue to piece
together the scant lexical and textual remnants left by or about the Khazars, striving to shed light on
a civilization that continues to fascinate.

In essence, the "dictionary" embodies both the aspiration to understand a lost culture and the
acknowledgment of the profound gaps that remain. It reminds us that history is often a
mosaic—composed of shards, myths, and memories—and that every attempt at reconstruction is, in
itself, an act of storytelling. As scholarship advances and new discoveries emerge, the "dictionary" of
the Khazars may grow richer, offering deeper insights into one of Eurasia’s most mysterious
civilizations.
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By delving into the multifaceted dimensions of the "Dictionary of the Khazars," this article
underscores the enduring intrigue surrounding this enigmatic culture and its linguistic legacy.
Whether as a literary innovation or a scholarly pursuit, it continues to inspire curiosity and debate
across disciplines.
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the dictionaries of the world's three major religions with entries that leap between past and future,
featuring three unruly wise men, a book printed in poison ink, suicide by mirrors, a chimerical
princess, a sect of priests who can infiltrate one's dreams, romances between the living and the
dead, and much more.

dictionary of the khazars: Dictionary of the Khazars Milorad Pavi¢, 1989

dictionary of the khazars: Dictionary of the Khazars Milorad Pavic, 1988

dictionary of the khazars: Dictionary of the Khazars Milorad Pavic, 1988-10-01

dictionary of the khazars: Dictionary of the Khazars Milorad Pavi¢, 2007

dictionary of the khazars: Dictionary of the Khazars , 2002

dictionary of the khazars: Fragments David Clayton Horstman, 1999

dictionary of the khazars: Uvod u Microsoft Office , 1997

dictionary of the khazars: Making a Nation, Breaking a Nation Andrew Wachtel, 1998 This
book focuses on the cultural processes by which the idea of a Yugoslav nation was developed and on
the reasons that this idea ultimately failed to bind the South Slavs into a viable nation and state. The
author argues that the collapse of multinational Yugoslavia and the establishment of separate
uninational states did not result from the breakdown of the political or economic fabric of the
Yugoslav state; rather, that breakdown itself sprang from the destruction of the concept of a
Yugoslav nation. Had such a concept been retained, a collapse of political authority would have been
followed by the eventual reconstitution of a Yugoslav state, as happened after World War II, rather
than the creation of separate nation-states. Because the author emphasizes nation building rather
than state building, the causes and evidence he cites for Yugoslavia’s collapse differ markedly from
those that have previously been put forward. He concentrates on culture and cultural politics in the
South Slavic lands from the mid-nineteenth century to the present in order to delineate those
ideological mechanisms that helped lay the foundation for the formation of a Yugoslav nation in the
first place, sustained the nation during its approximately seventy-year existence, and led to its
dissolution. The book describes the evolution of the idea of Yugoslav national unity in four major
areas: linguistic policies geared to creating a shared national language, the promulgation of a
Yugoslav literary and artistic canon, an educational policy that emphasized the teaching of literature
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and history in schools, and the production of new literary and artistic works incorporating a
Yugoslav view. In the book’s conclusion, the author discusses the relevance of the Yugoslav case for
other parts of the world, considering whether the triumph of particularist nationalism is inevitable in
multinational states.

dictionary of the khazars: The World of the Khazars Peter Golden, Haggai Ben-Shammai,
Andras Rona-Tas, 2007-08-30 This volume, a product of international collaboration, presents readers
with the state of the field in Khazar Studies. The Khazar Empire (ca. 650 - ca. 965-969), one of the
largest states of medieval Eurasia, extended from the Middle Volga lands in the north to the
Northern Caucasus and Crimea in the south and from the Ukrainians steppelands to the western
borders of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan in the east. Turkic in origin, it played a key role in the history
of the peoples of Rus’, medieval Hungary and the Caucasus. Khazaria became one of the great
trans-Eurasian trading terminals connecting the northern forest zones with Byzantium and the
Arabian Caliphate. In the ninth century, the Khazars converted to Judaism. This book sheds new
light on many unanswered, but fundamental questions regarding the Khazar Empire, so important in
medieval Eurasia.
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Filling a significant gap in contemporary criticism of recent prose fiction, this book offers a
provocative analysis of the work of Nobel Laureate Olga Tokarczuk, situating her output in
comparative contexts. The chapters making up the volume range from myth-critical focused readings
to interdisciplinary and intercultural perspectives. Tokarczuk’s fiction is explored as mythopoeic and
heterotopian experimentation, as well as being read alongside other arts and other authors of
various national and linguistic backgrounds. This wide-ranging collection is the first monograph on
Tokarczuk in English.

dictionary of the khazars: Jewish Fantasy Worldwide Valerie Estelle Frankel, 2023-04-04
Jewish Fantasy Worldwide: Trends in Speculative Stories from Australia to Chile reaches beyond
American fiction to reveal a spectrum of Jewish imagination. The chapters in this collection cover
speculative works by Jewish artists and about Jewish characters from a broad range of national
contexts, including post-Holocaust Europe, the Soviet Union, Israel, South America, French Canada,
and the Middle East. The contributors consider various media including novels, short stories, film,
YouTube videos, and fanfiction. Essays explore topics ranging from the ancient Jewish kingdom of
Khazaria to modern university classes and the revival of Yiddish to the breadth of LGBTQ+
representation. For scholars and fans alike, this collection of essays will provide new perspectives on
Jewish presences in speculative fiction around the world.

dictionary of the khazars: Lives of the Great Languages Karla Mallette, 2021-09-17 The
story of how Latin and Arabic spread across the Mediterranean to create a cosmopolitan world of
letters. In this ambitious book, Karla Mallette studies the nature and behaviors of the medieval
cosmopolitan languages of learning—classical Arabic and medieval Latin—as they crossed the
Mediterranean. Through anecdotes of relationships among writers, compilers, translators,
commentators, and copyists, Mallette tells a complex story about the transmission of knowledge in
the period before the emergence of a national language system in the late Middle Ages and early
modernity. Mallette shows how the elite languages of learning and culture were only tenuously
related to the languages of everyday life. These languages took years of study to master, marking
the passage from intellectual childhood to maturity. In a coda to the book, Mallette speculates on the
afterlife of cosmopolitan languages in the twenty-first century, the perils of monolingualism, and the
ethics of language choice. The book offers insight for anyone interested in rethinking linguistic and
literary tradition, the transmission of ideas, and cultural expression in an increasingly multilingual
world.

dictionary of the khazars: The Facts on File Companion to the World Novel Michael
Sollars, Arbolina Llamas Jennings, 2008

dictionary of the khazars: The Search for the Mythical State of Innocence Ivan Cvetanovic



(Ph. D.), 2006

dictionary of the khazars: Global Elements in Chinese Literature Sihe Chen, 2022-11-28
How has modern Chinese literature emerged from the collision of domestic social upheaval, foreign
inspiration and sparks of creative genius during the past century? Sihe Chen explores this question
from a global perspective, analysing how Chinese authors assimilated Western literary movements
to create new forms of expression adapted to a society in rapid transformation. The author then
examines these global influences in the works of selected contemporary Chinese novelists and poets.
He shows that the problems these writers confront are common to all peoples and that Chinese
literature expresses not only the story of China, but also that of humanity.

dictionary of the khazars: Cartographic Strategies of Postmodernity Peta Mitchell,
2013-01-11 The last fifty years have witnessed the growing pervasiveness of the figure of the map in
critical, theoretical, and fictional discourse. References to mapping and cartography are endemic in
poststructuralist theory, and, similarly, geographically and culturally diverse authors of
twentieth-century fiction seem fixated upon mapping. While the map metaphor has been employed
for centuries to highlight issues of textual representation and epistemology, the map metaphor itself
has undergone a transformation in the postmodern era. This metamorphosis draws together
poststructuralist conceptualizations of epistemology, textuality, cartography, and metaphor, and
signals a shift away from modernist preoccupations with temporality and objectivity to a postmodern
pragmatics of spatiality and subjectivity. Cartographic Strategies of Postmodernity charts this
metamorphosis of cartographic metaphor, and argues that the ongoing reworking of the map
metaphor renders it a formative and performative metaphor of postmodernity.

dictionary of the khazars: Encyclopedia of the World Novel, 1900 to the Present Michael
David Sollars, Arbolina Llamas Jennings, 2015-04-22 Praise for the print edition:...a useful and
engaging reference to the vast world of the novel in world literature.

dictionary of the khazars: Transmesis Thomas O. Beebee, 2016-01-19 This study compares
modern and contemporary literary works from around the globe that have translation as a central
theme, and that treat one of four of said black-box issues: language as embodiment; unknown
language; conversion; and postcolonial derivations.
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