
the dictionary of the khazars

the dictionary of the khazars is a unique and complex literary work that has fascinated scholars and readers
since its publication. This novel, authored by Serbian writer Milorad Pavić, presents a fictional encyclopedia
centered on the enigmatic Khazar people, blending history, mythology, and philosophy in a richly layered
narrative. Known for its unconventional structure and innovative storytelling, the dictionary challenges
traditional narrative forms, offering a multidimensional reading experience. The work is notable for its
exploration of religious and cultural themes, as well as its engagement with historical ambiguity. This
article delves into the various aspects of the dictionary of the khazars, including its background, structure,
themes, critical reception, and influence on literature. The following sections provide an in-depth
examination of this remarkable work.

Background and Historical Context

Structure and Narrative Style

Thematic Exploration

Critical Reception and Literary Significance

Influence and Legacy

Background and Historical Context
The dictionary of the khazars was first published in 1984 and quickly gained recognition for its originality
and intellectual depth. Set against the backdrop of the Khazar Empire, a semi-nomadic Turkic people who
flourished between the 7th and 10th centuries, the novel intertwines historical facts with imaginative
fiction. The Khazars are historically known for their conversion to Judaism, a rare and intriguing event
that serves as a central motif in the novel. Pavić’s work emerged during a period of renewed interest in
Eastern European history and literature, reflecting broader cultural and political currents of the late 20th
century. The historical context enriches the narrative, providing a framework that invites readers to
question the nature of history, identity, and truth.

The Khazar Empire
The Khazar Empire was a powerful and influential state in Eastern Europe and Western Asia, controlling
key trade routes and acting as a buffer between larger empires such as the Byzantine and the Caliphate.



The Khazars’ adoption of Judaism as a state religion is historically documented but remains surrounded by
mystery and debate. This enigmatic background provides fertile ground for Pavić’s inventive storytelling,
allowing him to explore the intersections of myth and reality.

Milorad Pavić and His Literary Milieu
Milorad Pavić, born in 1929 in Belgrade, was a prominent Serbian writer and scholar. His academic
background in literature and philology informed his experimental approach to writing. The dictionary of
the khazars reflects Pavić’s interest in postmodern narrative techniques and intertextuality, characteristic of
Eastern European literature in the late 20th century. Pavić’s work challenges conventional reading habits,
encouraging active participation from the reader.

Structure and Narrative Style
The dictionary of the khazars is notable for its distinctive structure, presented in the form of a lexicon or
dictionary rather than a traditional novel. This format allows the narrative to be non-linear and fragmented,
composed of entries arranged alphabetically rather than chronologically. The novel exists in two versions,
"male" and "female," which differ slightly in content and perspective, further emphasizing the theme of
multiplicity and subjective truth.

Lexical Format and Alphabetical Organization
The novel’s dictionary format is divided into three sections, each representing a different religious
viewpoint: Christian, Muslim, and Jewish. Each section contains entries that recount various legends,
historical anecdotes, and philosophical reflections about the Khazars. This tripartite division highlights the
competing narratives and interpretations of history, encouraging readers to compare and contrast different
perspectives.

Interactive and Multidimensional Narrative
Pavić’s narrative style incorporates puzzles, cross-references, and symbolic language, making the reading
experience interactive and intellectually stimulating. The reader is invited to piece together disparate
entries to construct their own understanding of the Khazars’ story. This innovative approach blurs the
boundaries between author, text, and reader, exemplifying postmodern literary techniques.

Versions and Editions
The existence of two versions of the dictionary of the khazars adds complexity to the work. The “male” and



“female” editions contain subtle differences, including variations in word choice and narrative emphasis.
This duality serves as a metaphor for the multiplicity of truth and the fluidity of interpretation, reinforcing
the novel’s thematic concerns.

Thematic Exploration
The dictionary of the khazars explores a wide range of themes, central among them being the nature of
history, religion, identity, and the power of language. Pavić uses the Khazar narrative as a vehicle to
investigate how stories are constructed and how cultural memory shapes collective identity.

Religion and Conversion
Religion is a dominant theme in the novel, particularly the Khazars’ conversion to Judaism. The competing
religious perspectives represented in the dictionary’s sections illustrate the complexities of faith, tolerance,
and cultural exchange. The novel prompts reflection on religious syncretism and the role of belief in
shaping historical narratives.

History and Myth
The blending of historical fact with mythological elements challenges the reader’s understanding of truth.
Pavić emphasizes the subjectivity of history, showing how it is often a construct influenced by cultural
biases and narrative choices. This theme invites readers to question the reliability of historical accounts and
the processes by which history is recorded.

Language and Interpretation
Language plays a crucial role in the dictionary of the khazars, both as a medium of storytelling and as a
theme in itself. The novel’s dictionary form underscores the power of words to shape reality and identity.
Through its playful and layered use of language, the novel explores the challenges of translation,
interpretation, and meaning-making.

Identity and Cultural Memory
The novel probes the fluidity of identity, particularly cultural and religious identity. The Khazars,
positioned at the crossroads of civilizations, embody the tensions and exchanges that define cultural
memory. Pavić’s work highlights the ways in which identity is constructed and reconstructed through
storytelling.



Critical Reception and Literary Significance
The dictionary of the khazars has been widely acclaimed for its originality and intellectual rigor. Critics
have praised Pavić’s inventive narrative structure, thematic complexity, and stylistic innovation. The
novel is considered a landmark in postmodern literature and has been the subject of extensive scholarly
analysis.

Academic Analysis
Scholars have explored the novel’s use of intertextuality, metafiction, and narrative fragmentation. The
dictionary format has been examined as a form of literary experimentation that challenges traditional genre
boundaries. The novel’s engagement with historical and religious themes has also attracted interdisciplinary
interest from historians, theologians, and literary theorists.

Literary Awards and Recognition
Since its release, the dictionary of the khazars has received numerous accolades and has been translated into
multiple languages, expanding its international reach. The novel’s innovative approach to storytelling has
influenced contemporary writers and has been recognized as a significant contribution to world literature.

Criticism and Debates
Some critics have debated the novel’s accessibility, noting that its complex structure and dense thematic
content may challenge casual readers. Others have questioned the blending of fact and fiction, considering
the implications for historical accuracy. Nonetheless, these debates underscore the novel’s provocative and
thought-provoking nature.

Influence and Legacy
The dictionary of the khazars has left a lasting impact on literature and cultural studies. Its experimental
form and thematic concerns have inspired writers, scholars, and artists, contributing to ongoing
conversations about narrative, history, and identity.

Impact on Postmodern Literature
The novel is often cited as a seminal example of postmodern narrative techniques, including non-linear
storytelling, metafiction, and reader participation. Its dictionary format has influenced other works that seek
to challenge conventional literary forms and engage readers in active interpretation.



Cross-Cultural and Interdisciplinary Influence
The dictionary of the khazars has inspired interdisciplinary dialogue across fields such as history, religious
studies, and cultural anthropology. Its exploration of cultural hybridity and historical ambiguity resonates
with contemporary discussions about globalization and identity politics.

Enduring Popularity and Adaptations
The novel continues to attract new readers and has been adapted into various formats, including theatrical
productions and radio dramas. Its enduring popularity reflects the continued relevance of its themes and the
innovative appeal of its narrative form.

Key Features of the Dictionary of the Khazars

Non-linear, dictionary-style narrative structure

Three religious perspectives: Christian, Muslim, Jewish

Dual editions: male and female versions

Exploration of history versus myth

Focus on language, identity, and cultural memory

Postmodern literary techniques and interactivity

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Dictionary of the Khazars' about?
'The Dictionary of the Khazars' is a novel by Milorad Pavić that presents a fictional encyclopedia about the
Khazar people, blending history, myth, and multiple narrative perspectives.

Who is the author of 'The Dictionary of the Khazars'?
The author of 'The Dictionary of the Khazars' is Milorad Pavić, a Serbian writer known for his
experimental literary style.



What makes 'The Dictionary of the Khazars' unique in its narrative
structure?
The novel is structured as a dictionary with entries arranged alphabetically, and it offers three different
versions (Christian, Muslim, and Jewish) of the same story, allowing readers to choose their reading order.

When was 'The Dictionary of the Khazars' first published?
'The Dictionary of the Khazars' was first published in 1984.

What themes are explored in 'The Dictionary of the Khazars'?
The novel explores themes such as religious identity, history versus myth, the nature of truth, and the
multiplicity of perspectives.

Is 'The Dictionary of the Khazars' based on real historical events?
While it references the historical Khazar people and includes real historical elements, the novel is largely
fictional and highly imaginative.

Has 'The Dictionary of the Khazars' been adapted into other media?
Yes, 'The Dictionary of the Khazars' has inspired stage adaptations and has been influential in literary
circles, though it remains primarily known as a novel.

Additional Resources
1. The Dictionary of the Khazars by Milorad Pavić
This novel is a unique, lexicon-style narrative that explores the mysterious history of the Khazar people
through a fictional dictionary. The book is divided into three parts—Christian, Islamic, and Jewish
versions—each offering different perspectives and entries. Its nonlinear structure and poetic prose invite
readers to piece together the story like a puzzle. The novel blends history, myth, and fantasy, making it a
seminal work in postmodern literature.

2. Dictionary of the Khazars: A Lexicon Novel by Milorad Pavić, translated by Christina Pribichevich Zorić
This is the English translation of Pavić’s groundbreaking work, preserving the novel’s unique format and
style. The lexicon novel format breaks traditional storytelling boundaries by presenting the narrative as
dictionary entries. It is celebrated for its innovative structure and imaginative retelling of the Khazar
legend. The translation captures the poetic and enigmatic tone of the original Serbian text.

3. The Khazar Empire: A Historical Overview by Kevin Alan Brook
This nonfiction book provides a comprehensive historical account of the Khazar Empire, exploring its



origins, culture, and eventual decline. It offers important context for understanding the historical backdrop
that inspired Pavić’s novel. The book examines the Khazars’ role as a powerful trading empire between
Europe and Asia. It also delves into the Khazars’ conversion to Judaism and their influence on medieval
history.

4. Postmodern Narratives and the Dictionary of the Khazars by Jelena Stojanović
This critical study analyzes Milorad Pavić’s novel within the framework of postmodern literature. It
discusses the novel’s fragmented narrative, intertextuality, and metafictional elements. The book explores
how the lexicon format challenges traditional storytelling and reader engagement. It also places the work
in the broader context of Eastern European literary traditions.

5. Myth and Memory in the Dictionary of the Khazars by Ana Petrović
Petrović’s study focuses on the mythological and cultural references embedded in Pavić’s novel. She
examines how the text weaves together legends, religious symbolism, and historical facts. The book
highlights the novel’s role in preserving and reimagining the Khazar legacy through storytelling. It offers
insights into the interplay between history and fiction in the narrative.

6. Lexical Labyrinths: Exploring the Structure of the Dictionary of the Khazars by Mark Thompson
This scholarly work delves into the innovative form and structure of Pavić’s lexicon novel. Thompson
discusses the challenges and implications of telling a story through dictionary entries. The book analyzes the
nonlinear reading experience and the interactive role of the reader. It also compares the novel’s format to
other experimental literary works.

7. Between Fact and Fiction: The Khazar Narrative in Literature by Elena Marković
This book explores how the Khazar story has been represented in various literary works, with a focus on
Pavić’s novel. Marković examines the blending of historical facts and imaginative storytelling. The study
highlights the cultural significance of the Khazar legend in Eastern European literature. It also considers
the impact of such narratives on modern identity and memory.

8. Interactive Reading and the Dictionary of the Khazars by Svetlana Ivanović
Ivanović’s book investigates the interactive elements of Pavić’s novel, such as its multiple endings and
reader-driven navigation. The study explores how the text encourages active participation and
interpretation. It also discusses the novel’s place in the evolution of digital and hypertext literature. The
book offers a fresh perspective on reader engagement in postmodern narratives.

9. Jewish Themes in the Dictionary of the Khazars by David Abramson
This analysis focuses on the Jewish cultural and religious motifs present in Pavić’s novel. Abramson
explores the significance of the Khazars’ conversion to Judaism and its literary portrayal. The book discusses
the novel’s contribution to Jewish historical fiction and its thematic depth. It provides a nuanced
understanding of the intersection between history, religion, and literature in the text.
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