the dictionary of the khazars

the dictionary of the khazars is a unique and complex literary work that has fascinated scholars,
historians, and literary critics since its publication. This novel blends historical fact with fiction,
exploring the mysterious Khazar people and their lost kingdom through an innovative encyclopedic
format. It combines elements of mysticism, religious history, and philosophical inquiry, making it a
profound study on identity, belief, and cultural memory. The dictionary of the khazars is not only a
novel but also a metafictional experiment, challenging traditional narrative structures. This article
delves into the background, structure, themes, and significance of the dictionary of the khazars,
offering a comprehensive overview that highlights its enduring impact on literature and cultural
studies.
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Background and Historical Context

The dictionary of the khazars was written by Milorad Pavi¢, a Serbian author, and first published in
1984. The work is set against the backdrop of the Khazar Empire, a semi-nomadic Turkic people who
ruled parts of Eastern Europe between the 7th and 10th centuries. Historically, the Khazars are
notable for their conversion to Judaism, a rare event in medieval times that has intrigued historians
and writers alike. Pavi¢’s novel reimagines this historical narrative, blending legend, myth, and
documented history to create a richly textured fictional encyclopedia.

The Khazar Empire

The Khazar Empire was a powerful political entity that controlled trade routes and acted as a buffer
between the Byzantine Empire and the Islamic Caliphates. Their strategic location and religious
conversion have sparked much scholarly debate. The dictionary of the khazars uses this enigmatic
history as a foundation to explore broader themes of religious coexistence and cultural identity.

Author’s Inspiration

Milorad Pavi¢ was inspired by the idea of lost civilizations and alternative histories. His fascination
with the Khazars stemmed from their mysterious disappearance from historical records and the
mythic qualities surrounding their legacy. The dictionary of the khazars reflects Pavic's interest in



non-linear storytelling and the interplay between fact and fiction.

Structure and Narrative Style

The dictionary of the khazars is notable for its unconventional structure, presented as a lexicon or
dictionary rather than a traditional novel. It is divided into three parts, each representing a different
religious perspective: Christian, Muslim, and Jewish. Each section offers different accounts and
interpretations of the Khazar history, reflecting the subjective nature of truth and historical narrative.

Encyclopedic Format

The book is organized alphabetically, resembling an actual dictionary, which allows readers to
navigate the text in a non-linear fashion. This structure challenges conventional reading patterns and
invites multiple readings to fully appreciate the depth of the story. Each entry provides detailed
descriptions, historical notes, and fictionalized accounts that blur the lines between reality and
imagination.

Multiple Perspectives

The three sections of the dictionary represent conflicting viewpoints, showcasing the complexity of
historical interpretation. By presenting Christian, Muslim, and Jewish perspectives, the novel
emphasizes the pluralism inherent in cultural memory and the ways history can be shaped by
differing beliefs and agendas.

Thematic Exploration

The dictionary of the khazars explores a variety of profound themes, including religious identity,
cultural memory, and the fluidity of truth. The novel interrogates how history is recorded and
remembered, questioning the reliability of sources and the influence of ideology on historical
narratives.

Religious Syncretism and Conflict

Religion plays a central role in the novel, highlighting both harmony and discord among different
faiths. The Khazars' conversion to Judaism serves as a focal point for exploring religious syncretism
and the challenges of coexistence. The dictionary of the khazars portrays religion as a multifaceted
force that shapes individual and collective identities.

Memory and History

The novel examines the nature of memory and its role in constructing history. It suggests that history
is not objective but rather a collection of stories told from various perspectives. This is reflected in the
conflicting accounts within the dictionary, illustrating the elusive nature of historical truth.



Identity and Otherness

Through its depiction of the Khazars, the novel delves into issues of identity and otherness. The
Khazars, as a marginalized and partially forgotten people, symbolize the complexities of cultural
identity and the processes of assimilation and exclusion.

Literary Significance and Influence

The dictionary of the khazars is considered a landmark work in postmodern literature, celebrated for
its innovative narrative techniques and intellectual depth. Its experimental form has influenced a
range of writers interested in blending history with fiction and exploring metafictional concepts.

Postmodern Narrative Techniques

The novel’s fragmented, encyclopedic format exemplifies postmodern literary strategies, including
non-linearity, intertextuality, and self-reflexivity. These techniques challenge readers to engage
actively with the text and question conventional storytelling methods.

Influence on Contemporary Literature

The dictionary of the khazars has inspired authors and scholars in the fields of literature, history, and
cultural studies. Its approach to historical fiction and narrative form has been cited as a pioneering
model for exploring complex historical and philosophical themes through literature.

Reception and Critical Analysis

Since its publication, the dictionary of the khazars has received widespread critical acclaim for its
originality and intellectual richness. Critics have praised its blending of genres and its capacity to
provoke thoughtful reflection on history, religion, and identity.

Critical Praise

Many literary critics highlight the novel’s ability to merge scholarship with imaginative storytelling. Its
intricate structure and thematic complexity have been lauded as exemplary of literary innovation in
the 20th century.

Challenges and Controversies

Due to its unconventional format and dense thematic content, the dictionary of the khazars can be
challenging for some readers. Its blending of fact and fiction has also sparked debates on the
boundaries between history and literature.



Key Interpretations

1. The novel as a meditation on the nature of truth and historical knowledge.
2. A commentary on religious pluralism and cultural coexistence.

3. An exploration of narrative form and reader engagement.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Dictionary of the Khazars' about?

'The Dictionary of the Khazars' is a novel by Milorad Pavi¢ that explores the fictional history and
culture of the Khazar people through a unique, encyclopedic format combining mysticism, mythology,
and history.

Who is the author of 'The Dictionary of the Khazars'?

The author of 'The Dictionary of the Khazars' is Milorad Pavi¢, a Serbian writer known for his
experimental and postmodern literary style.

What is unique about the structure of 'The Dictionary of the
Khazars'?

The novel is structured like a dictionary or encyclopedia, divided into entries that can be read in any
order, featuring three versions of the text—Christian, Muslim, and Jewish—each offering different
perspectives on the Khazars' story.

When was ‘The Dictionary of the Khazars' first published?

‘The Dictionary of the Khazars' was first published in 1984 in Serbian.

Why is 'The Dictionary of the Khazars' considered postmodern
literature?

It is considered postmodern due to its nonlinear narrative, multiple perspectives, metafictional
elements, and the blending of fact and fiction that challenges traditional storytelling.

Has 'The Dictionary of the Khazars' been translated into
English?

Yes, 'The Dictionary of the Khazars' has been translated into English and many other languages,
gaining international acclaim for its innovative narrative style.



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

The novel explores themes such as identity, religion, cultural memory, the nature of truth, and the
interplay between history and myth.

Additional Resources

1. The Dictionary of the Khazars by Milorad Pavic¢

This novel is an experimental and imaginative work that blurs the lines between fiction and reality. It

presents itself as a lexicon or dictionary documenting the mysterious Khazar people, with entries that
reveal various narratives and perspectives. The book’s unique structure allows readers to explore its

content in multiple ways, making it an engaging literary puzzle.

2. The Manuscript Found in Saragossa by Jan Potocki

Though not directly about the Khazars, this classic work shares a similar narrative complexity and
style. It is a collection of interconnected stories that blend folklore, fantasy, and philosophical
musings. Readers who appreciate the layered storytelling of The Dictionary of the Khazars will find
this novel equally compelling.

3. Invisible Cities by Italo Calvino

This book consists of imaginative descriptions of fantastical cities told through the dialogues between
Marco Polo and Kublai Khan. Like The Dictionary of the Khazars, it plays with form and structure,
inviting readers to reflect on history, culture, and the nature of storytelling. Its poetic and fragmentary
style complements the thematic depth found in Pavi¢’s work.

4. Hopscotch by Julio Cortazar

Hopscotch challenges traditional narrative conventions by allowing readers to choose the sequence in
which they read its chapters. This experimental approach to storytelling resonates with the nonlinear
and multifaceted nature of The Dictionary of the Khazars. The novel explores existential themes and
the complexity of human relationships.

5. The Book of Imaginary Beings by Jorge Luis Borges

A compendium of mythical creatures and fantastical beings, this book shares an encyclopedic format
similar to The Dictionary of the Khazars. Borges’s work blends mythology, history, and fiction,
creating a rich tapestry of imaginative knowledge. It appeals to readers interested in the intersection
of fantasy and scholarship.

6. Pale Fire by Vladimir Nabokov

This novel is presented as a poem with an extensive commentary by an unreliable narrator, creating a
multi-layered narrative. The intricate interplay between text and commentary mirrors the complex
structure of The Dictionary of the Khazars. Nabokov’s clever manipulation of narrative voice and
perspective makes this a fascinating read for fans of metafiction.

7. The Book of Disquiet by Fernando Pessoa

An introspective and fragmented work, this book offers a series of reflections and musings rather than
a conventional narrative. Its poetic and elusive style complements the enigmatic nature of The
Dictionary of the Khazars. Pessoa’s exploration of identity and reality resonates with the themes of
cultural and historical ambiguity.

8. House of Leaves by Mark Z. Danielewski



This novel features a labyrinthine structure with multiple layers of narrative, footnotes, and
typographical innovations. It shares the experimental and immersive qualities found in The Dictionary
of the Khazars. Readers who enjoy puzzles and unconventional storytelling will appreciate its
complexity and depth.

9. The Shadow of the Wind by Carlos Ruiz Zafén

Set in post-war Barcelona, this novel revolves around a mysterious book and a secret literary history.
It combines elements of mystery, historical fiction, and metafiction, echoing the blend of genres
present in The Dictionary of the Khazars. Its atmospheric storytelling and intricate plot make it a
captivating read for those fascinated by books about books.
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