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THE KRYMCHAKS: 
CURRENT STATE OF THE COMMUNITY1 

Mikhail Kizilov 
(Simferopol’ – Oxford)

Introduction

The article by Mikhail Kizilov is dedicated to the vanishing community of 
the Crimean Jews, a.k.a. the Krymchaks. Today the Krymchaks are scattered 
around many countries of the world. As a consequence of assimilation and 
dejudaization processes they have almost entirely lost the peculiar ethnic and 
cultural features which made them attractive to many researchers in the course 
of the last few decades. The author of the article, a professional historian who 
received his doctoral degree at Oxford, provides an objective and unbiased 
analysis of the current state of the Krymchak community. The main problem of 
studying the history, ethnography and language of the Krymchaks lies in the fact 
that today this topic is analysed by members of the Krymchak community who 
did not receive a systematic historical education. As a consequence, they come to 
the “wrong conclusions regarding the ethnic history” of their own community. 
Mikhail Kizilov offers us a comprehensive survey of the topic and uses varied 
(for such a comparatively short article) bibliographic material, including 
unpublished sources.

In my opinion, the scholar is right when he supposes that the community 
was formed in the late Middle Ages / early modern times on the basis of common 
Tatar cultural and linguistic background. He somewhat ignores the fact that 
this process continued also in the course of the 19th century through the active 
absorption of the Jewish emigrants coming to the Crimea from the western 
provinces of Russian empire which were included into the Pale of Settlements. 
This is why the community became many times larger: from around 800 souls in 
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1783 to almost 7000 souls in 1913 (estimation). The author is absolutely right 
when he emphasizes the artificial nature and the late character (first half of the 
19th century) of the ethnonym “Krymchak” in the context of the general history 
of the Crimean Rabbanites. Especially interesting is his analysis of different 
concepts of the ethnic origin of the Krymchaks which were formed in the post-war 
period and were developed in the 1970s / early 21st century. These concepts are 
inseparably connected with the historical and political processes of the Soviet and 
post-Soviet era. It was during this period that, on the one hand, numerous most 
interesting historical-linguistic studies appeared, and on the other hand, various 
theories-"mythologemes" emerged. Disintegration of the Soviet Union, dispersion 
and emigration of the Krymchaks to Israel, USA and Germany, passing away of 
representatives of older generation who kept traditions and language – all this 
does not provide any optimism regarding the future of the community which 
dwindles before our very eyes…

I would like to use the opportunity to thank Mikhail Kizilov for his objective 
study, analysis of the problem, and optimism regarding “the ethno-cultural 
renaissance of this most interesting community.”

Mikhail Gurdzhi, Arad, Israel
May 2008
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A survey of the history of the community

Modern ethnography defines the Krymchaks as an ethnic entity 
formed as amalgam of several Jewish groups which settled in the Crimea 
in the first centuries A.D., in the Middle Ages, and in early modern time. 
“The Krymchaks” is a very late and in many respects artificial term which ap-
peared in the first half of the 19th century, soon after the annexation of the 
Crimea by the Russian Empire (1783). This term was invented to designate 
the local Turkic-speaking Rabbanite Jews who were distinctly different from 
the rest of the Jewish population which began settling in the Crimea after 
1783. One of the Krymchaki leaders, Isaac Kaya (1887–1956)2, explained the 
meaning of this term as follows: “The Krymchaks represent a special group 
of Jews who live in the Crimean peninsula since ancient times and in many 
respects adopted Tatar culture”3. 

The Krymchak community was formed in the Crimea from the late Mid-
dle Ages through early modern times by emigrants of various Jewish commu-
nities of Europe, Asia Minor, the Caucasus and the Near East. Among these 
emigrants there were not only the Yiddish-speaking Ashkenazic Jews, but 
also Graeco-, Ladino-, Tat-, and Arab-speaking Jews from Byzantium (Otto-
man Empire), Spain, Italy, the Caucasus, Russia, and some Oriental coun-
tries. Surnames of modern Krymchaks are eloquent witnesses to the varied 
geographic origin of Krymchak settlers. Thus, for example, the surnames Ber-
man, Gutman and Ashkenazi (and its Krymchaki form “Achkinazi”) belonged 
to Yiddish-speaking emigrants from Europe and Russia; Abraben, Piastro, 
Lombrozo and Trevgoda – to Sephardic Jews from Italy and Spain; Bakshi, 
Stamboli, Izmirli, Tokatly, and Mizrahi – to Jews coming from the Ottoman 
Empire and the Muslim East. The surnames “Lekhno” and “Varshavskii” be-
longed to emigrants from Poland, “Gota” and “Weinberg” – from Germany, 
“Gurdzhi” – from the Caucasus, etc. Many surnames attested the Crimean 
origin or professions of their owners: “Mangupli” means “from Mangup” (a 
medieval stronghold in the Crimea), “Demerdzhi” – “smith,” while “Tauk-
chi”  – “poultry farmer.” About 40 percent of the Krymchaki surnames are 
derivatives from Hebrew (e.g., Peisah, Purim, Rabenu, Levi, Bentovim, Ra-
failov, etc.).4 



66

The Krymchak community became a unified community formed 
out of members of different Jewish ‘edot perhaps only in the seventeenth 
through the eighteenth centuries. Furthermore, ethnic processes of accul-
turation/ amalgamation within the community continued also in the nine-
teenth century. Starting from medieval times the Crimean Rabbanites, as 
well as their neighbours, non-Talmudic Crimean Karaites, were under the 
strong Tatar influence which, however, was limited only to the sphere of 
culture, language, and every day life and customs. Especially important 
was a linguistic aspect: the Crimean Rabbanites (Krymchaks) adopted the 
Krymchak dialect (or, rather, ethnolect) of the Crimean Tatar language 
as the language of their every day use. Starting from the nineteenth cen-
tury some Krymchak authors (apparently following leaders of the Karaite 
community) sometimes called the Krymchak ethnolect “Cagatay/Dzhaga-
tay language.” This tendency became stronger after the war since in the 
period of Stalin’s deportations it was dangerous to acknowledge the fact 
that the Krymchaks spoke the Tatar language. This is why after the war 
and after the disintegration of the Soviet Union many Krymchak leaders 
claimed that the Krymchaks spoke “Krymchak” or “Cagatay” language5. 
These claims, however, merely demonstrate changes in the ethnic iden-
tity of the Krymchaks and have nothing to do with linguistics. Similar 
ideological (and not scholarly) reasons forced many Crimean Karaites and 
Turkologists to claim that the Crimean Karaites spoke some sort of a sepa-
rate “Karaim language,” whereas in fact they certainly spoke an ethnolect 
of Crimean Tatar6. In fact, Dzhagatay (Cagatay), the official language of 
the Golden Horde is considerably different from the Krymchak and Karaim 
ethnolects of Crimean Tatar7. Majority of modern linguists came to the 
conclusion that in spite of a number of phonological and lexical differ-
ences, the Krymchak ethnolect of the Crimean Tatar language cannot be 
considered a separate Turkic language8. This fact was certainly realized 
by Krymchak authors as well: Nisim Levi Chakhchir, for example, called 
this language “the Tatar language which we use among ourselves”9. The 
Krymchaks who took part in the census of 1913 also called their native 
language “Tatar” or “Crimean-Tatar”10. Isaac Kaya, the author of numer-
ous primers and manuals of the Crimean Tatar language and Krymchak 
ethnolect, also called the Krymchak’s spoken language “Tatar”11.

This is why in my article I shall call the Krymchak’s Turkic language 
“the Krymchak ethnolect of the Crimean Tatar language” (or, in abridged 
form, “the Krymchak ethnolect”). From the eighteenth through the twenti-
eth century this ethnolect was used to compose secular and religious works, 
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fairy-tales, songs, and verses; furthermore, the Krymchaks also translated a 
number of sacred texts from Hebrew into the Krymchak ethnolect. In spite 
of the active use of the Krymchak ethnolect for literary purposes, Hebrew 
remained the main language of liturgy, prayers, correspondence, tombstone 
inscriptions, and scholarly treatises perhaps until the beginning of the twen-
tieth century. Some Krymchaks continued to use the Krymchak ethnolect 
and Hebrew characters even after the Second World War12.

In 1913 the Krymchak community carried out a community census. Ac-
cording to the census there were about five (or seven) thousand Krymchaks 
in the Russian Empire. Before the beginning of the Second World War there 
were about eight thousand Krymchaks. Majority of them lived in Simfero-
pol, Karasubazar, Kerch, Theodosia, and Sevastopol13. In the Soviet period 
the Krymchaks began more actively using Russian, but still remembered 
their ethnolect. In interwar years the Krymchaks largely switched from 
the Hebrew font to Latin characters (a similar reform took place among 
the Crimean Tatars). At the same time the Soviet atheist regime closed the 
Krymchak synagogue (called by the Krymchaks also qahal or qa’al)14. In 
the interwar period most Krymchaks lived in Simferopol. At the end of the 
1920s – early 1930s emigrants from Karasubazar founded two Krymchak 
kolkhozes  – “Krymchak” and “Yeni Krymchak”15. The development of the 
Krymchak community in the Crimea was disrupted by the German occupa-
tion. About 70-80 percent of the Krymchaks were massacred by the Nazis 
whele the “solution” of the “Jewish question” in the occupied Crimea. It 
seems that none other ethnic group which lived in the Soviet Union suffered 
as much as the Krymchaks16.

Friends, we erred,
We remained in the Crimea.
We were sacrificed
In the fields of the Crimea…
Oh my people, is there any remedy
Against our misfortune?
It means that this is their destiny!
Do not forget our misfortunate people
Died from the hands of the soldiers…

This is how these events are described in a folk song composed in the 
Krymchak ethnolect by an anonymous Krymchak author who apparently 
managed to survive the Holocaust in contrast to his brethren massacred by 
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the Nazis17. The Krymchak community never managed to recover from the 
tragedy. After the war there were 700–750 Krymchaks living in the Crimea; 
2.000 lived in the whole of the Soviet Union in 1959, and only 1448 in 198918. 
Thus, by the end of the 20th century the community turned out to be on the 
brink of extinction.

This article is dedicated to the analysis of the current state of the Kry-
cmhak community of the former USSR and other countries of the world. I 
pay special attention to the complicated problem of the ethnic identity of 
the Krymchaks, to the analysis of literature recently composed by Krymchak 
authors19, and to the future of this vanishing ethnic minority. This article 
was composed on the basis of written and ethnographic sources, and also on 
the series of interviews with members of the Krymchak communities of the 
Crimea, Russia, Israel, and America. 

Current state of the Krymchak communities of the world in differ-
ent countries

According to our estimates there are about 1.200–1.500 Krymchaks 
in the world today (largely in the Autonomous Republic of the Crimea 
(Ukraine), Russia, Israel, and USA). The Crimean Krymchak community is 
perhaps the most interesting Krymchak ‘edah. Unfortunately, at the moment 
the Krymchak community in the Crimea is very small: according to the cen-
sus of 2002 there were only 204 Krymchaks living here20. Since 1989, the 
life of the community is largely administered by the society “Krymchakhlar”. 
According to Igor Achkinazi, in 1992 the local Krymchaks tried to restore 
religious traditions of the Krymchaks and create a religious organization 
called “Qahal ha-qodesh according to the Caffa rite” – but they were not 
a success in this undertaking, apparently, having received little response 
from the members of the community21. From 1997 to 2002 the society 
“Krymchakhlar” was headed by V.M. Lombrozo (1943–2002)22. Since 2002 
it is headed by Yuri Purim23. The society “Krymchakhlar” has its branches 
practically in all large Crimean towns. The society also organized a small 
ethnographic museum24. In spite of the fact that the museum houses some 
interesting objects, there is only one Krymchak manuscript (a collection of 
religious poetry) which is kept there at the moment. Unfortunately, most 
important objects which could be displayed there were lost during the Ho-
locaust and after the war.

According to our estimates, there are only 2–3 Krymchak manu-
scripts which are kept in the Crimea today. Unfortunately, the rest of the 
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manuscript collections of the Krymchak folk poetry (the so-called conka/ 
dzhonka (pl. conkalar)) seem to be lost25. The society “Krymchakhlar” 
publishes the almanac entitled “Krymchakhlar. Cultural Heritage of the 
Krymchaks”. The almanac includes materials related to the history, eth-
nography, and culture of the Krymchaks. Furthermore, the almanac also 
reprints Krymchak-related publications issued elsewhere; a part of the al-
manac is dedicated to the poetry and prose about the Krymchaks. In our 
opinion, the almanac is much more impressive than similar periodicals 
published by other ethnic minorities of the Crimea. Its editorial board and 
authors, not being historians or scholars, decided to collect all available 
memoirs relevant to Krymchak history from the 19th through the 20th cen-
tury. Representatives of other Crimean ethnic societies often try to write 
the history of their peoples by themselves – which often makes their work 
highly unprofessional and biased. Among members of the community one 
should especially distinguish such interesting figures as the historian Igor 
Achkinazi (1954–2006)26, philologist and artist David Rebi27, journalist 
and writer Mark Purim (Agatov). December, 11 is officially recognized by 
the Crimean Parliament the “Day of memory of the Krymchaks and Jews of 
the Crimea – victims of Nazism”. On that date the flag of the Autonomous 
Republic Crimea is officially flown at half-mast as a symbol of respect with 
regard to the Krymchaks and Ashkenazic Jews who perished during the 
Nazi executions from November 1941 until July 194228. 

There are quite a few Krymchak historical monuments in the territory 
of the Crimean peninsula today: three buildings of Krymchak synagogues 
(now called by the Krymchaks only qa’al)29, remnants of Krymchak cemeter-
ies, Krymchak streets and alleys almost in every large Crimean town. Highly 
symbolical is also the site of the mass execution of the Krymchaks and Ash-
kenazic Jews at the 9th kilometre of the Theodosia road in the vicinity of Sim-
feropol’30. In the Crimea the Krymchaks lived predominantly in Simferopol’, 
Sevastopol’, Eupatoria, Theodosia, and Kerch. Only one Krymchak, Yakov 
Mangupli, lives now in the traditional Krymchak centre, the town of Karasu-
bazar (Belogorsk)31.

Many Krymchaks are patriots of the Crimea and Russia, many of 
them protest against the official subdivision of the Crimean peoples into 
“korennye” (lit. “rooted,” in the sense of “aboriginal, autochthonous”) and 
“prishlye” (i.e. “newcomers”)32. Unfortunately, at the moment, as a result 
of the atheist policy of the Soviet Union, the Krymchak community almost 
entirely lost its traditional culture. Not more than 5–7 Krymchaks in the 
Crimea and other countries and regions are capable to speak the Krymchak 



70

ethnolect33. Furthermore, they have almost entirely lost their religious and 
ethnic traditions. The so-called tqun34, the rite dedicated to the memory of 
the Krymchaks who died from 1941 to 1942, remained perhaps the only 
ethnic and religious holiday which is still being observed by the Krymchaks. 
This rite was first performed in Simferopol’ in 1945. On that day the 
Krymchaks from all of the Crimea get together (currently in the building 
of the “Krymchakhlar” society in Krylova Street), perform memorial ser-
vice-qadish, sing ritual songs pyzmon (from Heb. pizmon), and also songs 
in the Krymchak ethnolect devoted to the tragic destiny of the massacred 
Krymchaks. Traditional Krymchak food is served during the performance. 
Tqun takes places twice a year, in the evening, first in July–August and for 
the second time – on December, 11 and 12. In the morning, irrespective of 
the weather, those who take part in the ceremony arrive to the 9th kilometre 
of the Theodosia road, to the memorial on the site of the execution of the 
Krymchaks and Ashkenazic Jews35.

The Krymchak community of Russia is comparatively large. More than 
a hundred Krymchaks live in Novorossiisk. First Krymchaks settled in this 
city apparently at the end of the 19th – early 20th century. A large number 
of the Krymchaks moved to Novorossiisk in 1941, when some Krymchaks 
managed to escape from Nazi-occupied Kerch. According to oral commu-
nications, today the local Krymchaks do not maintain any organized com-
munity life. 

Dispersed Krymchak families live in other Russian cities. There is a 
small community living in St. Petersburg. T.I. Trevgoda was its head until 
200736. A composer A. Bakshi and a singer L.S. Bakshi live in the capital of 
Russia, in Moscow. They have recently published a CD collection of tradi-
tional Krymchak songs37. Alexander Tkachenko, football player, defender of 
human rights, litterateur, director of the Russian PEN-Centre, also lived in 
Moscow until his untimely death in December 2007. A few days before his 
death he published a book “The Dream of a Krymchak, or Alienated Land” 
which represents a collection of short stories about the life and history of the 
Crimean Krymchaks.38 V.I. Baginskaia, a poet and translator of poetry from 
the Krymchak ethnolect into Russian, lives in Krasnodar39.

Some Krymchaks live in Abkhazia. A small community was established 
in the town of Sukhumi in the second half of the nineteenth century. There 
were 152 Krymchaks living in Sukhumi in 1926. The community maintained 
close contacts with local (especially Georgian) Jews. Nevertheless, in the 
1980s the local Krymchaks stopped celebrating tqun, visiting synagogues, 
performing circumcision, etc.40
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There are about 200 Krymchaks in Ukraine (outside the Crimea).41 
Nevertheless, because of the fact that they do not maintain any communal 
activity we do not have any data about their life.

The largest Krymchak community lives in Israel. According to some 
data, there are about 600–700 Krymchaks. Most of them are recent emigrants 
from the Crimea, St. Petersburg and Novorossiisk; among them one can 
meet such surnames as Gurdzhi, Dondo, Khondo, Chulak, Pesach, etc. The 
Krymchak community in Erets Yisrael was established at the end of the 19th 
century as a result of the activity of Hayyim Hizkiyahu Medini (1832–1904), 
the Krymchak enlightener and rabbi in Karasubazar from 1866 to 1899. Born 
in Jerusalem and invited to the Crimea from the Ottoman Empire, Medini is 
known as outstanding Jewish thinker, the author of the encyclopaedic work 
Sedeh Hemed in 12 volumes. A number of Krymchaks followed Medini after 
his departure to Hebron in 189942. The next wave of the Krymchak resettle-
ment to Palestine took place in 1921/1922. Many Krymchaks emigrated to 
Palestine in this period avoiding the famine and turmoil after the revolution 
in the Crimea. According to Dan Shapira, from the 1930s through the 1950s, 
in Hebrew, the term “Krymchak” meant as much as a “hard man who is do-
ing physical work”. The Krymchak community in Erets Yisrael had its own 
synagogue in Tel Aviv which functioned according to Sephardic religious tra-
dition until 1981.

In the 1990s the diminishing Krymchak community of Israel was rein-
forced by the emigrants from the former USSR. M. Chulak, an active member 
of the “Krymchakhlar” society, having emigrated to Israel, tried to organize 
Krymchak repatriates into a community and celebrate tqun ceremonies. 
Unfortunately, at the moment the Krymchak community in Israel is not or-
ganized and does not maintain any community life. Mikhail Gurdzhi, the 
graduate of the History Faculty of Simferopol University, is perhaps the only 
Krymchak historian currently living in Israel. He is the author of several im-
portant articles on the history of the Krymchaks in the Crimea.43

Most members of the community prefer getting assimilated by local Is-
rael culture and forget about their Krymchak origin. One may explain their 
unwillingness to preserve their ethnic identity by the fact that most of the 
Krymchak emigrants to Israel possessed virtually no knowledge about their 
ethnic and cultural traditions. Mixed marriages with local Jews was another 
major factor which promoted rapid assimilation of the community. 

Krymchak emigration to America began during the First World War, 
in 1915, and continued until 1925. In 1920 these emigrants organized “The 
First Brotherhood of Crimean Jews of America”. Saadiah Mangupli was the 
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first president of the brotherhood; among its members one could find rep-
resentatives of such families as Ashkenazi (Achkinazi), Mangupli, Rabeno, 
Hakhamov, Kokoz, Cohen, Tokatly, Purim and others. In 1938 and 1939 many 
Krymchaks emigrated to USA as a result of Arabic pogroms. At that moment 
the Krymchak community of America consisted of about 250 Krymchaks. 
Most Krymchaks managed to emigrate to USA thanks to the help of the family 
of Manya Ashkenazi44. The family of Ralph Bakshi was among those who emi-
grated from Palestine to America in 1939. Later Ralph Bakshi became one of 
the most important producers of cartoons45. A few Krymchak families emigrat-
ed to America after the war. In the 1940s the Brotherhood purchased a piece 
of land in the territory of Long Island and established there two Krymchak 
cemeteries. The local Krymchaks normally spoke the Krymchak ethnolect, 
English, Russian, and Yiddish46. They used the house on Saratoga Avenue in 
Brooklyn as a synagogue. The Brotherhood carried out philanthropic activity 
and collected money to help the Krymchaks in the Soviet Union, and the Jews 
in Israel and the Crimea. After the war the local community did not remain 
estranged from assimilation processes: most of them had mixed marriages 
with American Jews. Since the 1990s the office of the president of the Broth-
erhood is occupied by Israel Rubin (Rabeno). In his opinion, several hundred 
descendants of Krymchak emigrants are still living in America. Many of them 
do not have surnames of their ancestors, have no idea about Krymchak his-
tory and culture, and consider themselves American citizens of Jewish and/or 
Krymchak origin. Most American Krymchaks are well-educated people, phy-
sicians, teachers, etc. According to Israel Rubin, none of them remembers the 
Krymchak ethnolect, and only some – remember Russian47. 

Dispersed Krymchak families live in other countries, such as Canada, 
Germany, etc.48 Some readers may be excited to know that the dry cargo ship 
“Krymchakhlar”, which sails under Cambodia flag, belongs to “Sovfracht”. 
Krymchak D.Yu. Purim is the head of the assembly of directors of this orga-
nization49.

Problem of the ethnic identity of the Krymchaks

As it has been shown above, the Krymchaks live in different countries of 
the world. Paradoxically, the Krymchaks have no unanimity of opinion about 
their ethnic history, origin, and identity. The identity of the American and 
Israel Krymchaks seems to be comparatively straightforward: they consider 
themselves either “Krymchaks of Jewish origin,” or “Jews of Krymchak ori-
gin”. Some of them prefer to forget about their Krymchak origin and identify 



C O M M U N I T Y  L I F E

73

themselves with their larger ethnic environment (Jews in Israel; Jews and 
Americans in the USA). Others simply do not delve too deeply into the prob-
lem of their ethnic origin.

The identity of the Krymchaks living in the former USSR is much more 
convoluted. At the moment the community is divided into several different 
groups. One can distinguish several most important of them: followers of 
Jewish identity; protagonists of Turkic origin of the Krymchaks; “apathetic,” 
and “hesitant” ones. Followers of Jewish identity openly or secretly consider 
Krymchaks people being of Jewish origin and they take part in the activity 
of “Hesed”, “Sokhnut”, and other Jewish organizations.50 Lev Kaya (1912-
1988), son of the aforementioned Isaac Kaya, was perhaps the most active 
supporter of Jewish identity of the Krymchaks. Author of numerous hitherto 
unpublished works on the history of the Karaites and Krymchaks, Lev Kaya 
always considered himself a Jew-Krymchak and was sorry that he could not 
get proper religious education. “I am Jewish! – with emotion exclaimed he in 
his letter to Abram Torpusman. – I am not guilty that circumcision was the 
only thing that I managed to do. Furthermore, a few times I managed to put 
on a tefilin.”51  

“Apathetic” Krymchaks normally prefer not to think too much about 
their ethnic origin – even though they normally continue considering them-
selves to be Krymchaks and have no desire to forget about it. “Hesitant” 
ones do not have any particular views regarding the ethnic history of the 
Krymchaks. They know the arguments of the followers of “Jewish” and “Tur-
kic” parties, but do not develop any homogenous opinion about the problem 
of the ethnic origin of the Krymchaks for themselves. “We ourselves do not 
know whence we came here [i.e., to the Crimea],” – this is how they answer 
the questions regarding the ethnic origin of the Krymchaks.

Views of the followers of the “Turkic theory” are especially interesting. 
Some of the Krymchaks (especially their intellectual and ideological lead-
ers) are of the opinion that their people are the product of the long mix-
ture of various (mostly Turkic) ethnic groups. The problem of presence of 
the Turkic element in the identity of the Krymchaks certainly deserves to 
be analysed in detail. Dejudaization processes among the Krymchaks and 
the mythologeme about their “Turkic” and “mixed autochthonous” origin are 
not new. Their roots go back to the most tragic period in the Krymchaks’ 
life, 1941/1942, when the community (first time in its history!) declared its 
non-Jewish origin in the petition directed to the Nazi administration in the 
occupied Crimea. As has been mentioned, in terms of their life-style and tra-
ditions the Krymchaks were very similar to the local Karaites. Their only dif-
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ference was the Krymchaks’ recognition of the Talmud and lack of the elabo-
rated mythologeme about their non-Jewish origin. Among the Karaites such 
mythologeme existed approximately from the end of the nineteenth century. 
That is why in 1939 Nazi ideologists, with some unwillingness, accorded 
the Karaites the status of non-Semitic population. Having received the news 
about the salvation of the Karaites, who managed to trick the Nazis by “prov-
ing” their Turkic origin, the Kerch Krymchaks with Isaac Kaya as their head 
also decided to act. Like the Karaites, they tried to pose themselves as de-
scendants of the Turkic Khazars, who accepted Judaism as their religion in 
medieval times. They submitted to the Nazi administration of the city several 
documents about the history of the Krymchaks which apparently attested 
their non-Jewish origin52. Unfortunately, this time the Nazis were not fooled 
by these pseudo-historic statements – most likely because of the fact that 
they already knew that the Karaites were the only “real” descendants of the 
Khazars. Nevertheless, it seems that these attempts to trick the Nazis, who 
invested some time to examine these claims, managed to postpone the imme-
diate annihilation of the Krymchaks. As a result, 800 Krymchaks managed to 
leave the Crimea and escape from the Nazis after the Kerch landing of Soviet 
troops at the end of December 194153. Practically all other Krymchaks who 
lived in the occupied Crimea were doomed to death. 

Paradoxically enough, the idea about the non-Jewish Turkic origin of 
the Krymchaks, which was first formulated during the Holocaust, survived in 
the war. Roman Freund, who studied dejudaization processes in the Karaite 
community (a comparative analysis of the Karaite, Krymchak, and moun-
tain Jews’ dejudaization seems to be most fruitful54), suggested distinguish-
ing “endogenous” and “exogenous” dejudaization, i.e. dejudaization caused 
by internal and external factors55. Whilst analyzing the Krymchak, Tat, and 
Karaite dejudaization one can clearly see the work of both types of dejuda-
ization. Leaders of the community who remained alive after the war still re-
membered horrors of the Holocaust and mortal danger of their belonging to 
the Jewish nation. After the war, against the background of Stalin’s purges 
of Jewish doctors, and later anti-Zionist persecutions, Jewish origin still re-
mained a considerable danger. These “external” factors started the process 
of endogenous, i.e. “internal”, dejudaization of the Krymchak community at 
that time. Furthermore, while being deprived of their religion during the So-
viet times and speaking the Turkic dialect, the Krymchaks felt more and more 
alienated from the aspirations of Soviet Ashkenazic Jewry.

That is why after the end of the war a part of Krymchak intellectuals 
(e.g., Evsei Peisah, Boris (Veniamin) Achkinazi) began to disseminate the 
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idea about autochthonous, Turkic and generally speaking non-Jewish ori-
gin of the Krymchaks. Evsei Peisah became the author of the entry about 
the Krymchaks in the Large Soviet Encyclopaedia where he stated that the 
Krymchaks represented a combination of Jewish and Turkic settlers with 
possible admixture of Italian elements56. In their correspondence Krymchak 
leaders openly confessed that they copied their “autochthonous-Turkic” the-
ory from the Karaites57. Lev Kaya wrote emotionally about it: “This Karaite 
mould [Rus. plesen’, i.e. idea about non-Jewish origin] became widespread 
among the Krymchaks likewise”58. At the same time the Krymchaks, as well 
as the mountain Jews-Tats, were actively used by Soviet ideological leaders 
as the example of the postulate that the Soviet Jews rejected Zionism and 
understood themselves as people of “local” and “autochthonous” origin59. In 
spite of the fact that many members of the community accepted the theory 
formulated by Evsei Peisah (1903–1977)60 and Boris (Veniamin) Achkinazi, 
other members of the community, first of all Z. Borokhov and Lev Kaya, did 
not accept it. They publicly opposed it and continued supporting traditional 
theory of Jewish origin of the Krymchaks61. Lev Kaya, for example, wrote 
about the followers of the Turkic theory: “The Krymchaks made a new idol, 
a new golden calf, and began with delight dancing around it praising their 
new deity”62. Furthermore, he even tried to gather a communal beit din (Heb. 
“court of justice”) in order to condemn actions of the most fervent protago-
nists of the Turkic theory63.

The idea about the “autochthonous” and “Turkic” origin of the 
Krymchaks progressed especially rapidly at the end of the 1980s through 
the beginning of the 1990s, at the time of the disintegration of the Soviet 
Union and emergence of ethnic societies in the Crimea. It seems that at that 
time “external” dejudaization factors stopped being valid because the So-
viet Union (and, later Russia and Ukraine) did not follow Stalin–Brezhnev 
policy of oppressing Jewish population. Furthermore, other “external” fac-
tors, namely, Israel’s programme of repatriation stimulated development of 
Jewish sentiments among the Krymchaks. As a result, at the beginning of 
the 1990s many Krymchaks realized that they belonged to Jewish nation – 
and emigrated to Israel. This is why perhaps the voices of those followers of 
Turkic theory, who remained in the Crimea, became especially loud. Further-
more, observing the development of the Crimean Tatars’ case in the Crimea, 
the Krymchaks and the Karaites have an example of successful construction 
of ethnic identity with Turkic component and “autochthonous” claims. Thus, 
Krymchak leaders could clearly see that by posing themselves as “autochtho-
nous” and “Turkic” group they could get additional subsidies from the state. 
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So, in the beginning of the 1990s – early twenty first century there was a rise 
of Turkic sentiments among the Krymchaks64. 

It is known that every romantic nationalist theory always needs some 
sort of “scientific” basis and justification. Two historians of Krymchak ori-
gin, Boris (Veniamin) Achkinazi65 and Igor’ Achkinazi, actively popularized 
and elaborated the Turkic and autochthonous theories of the Krymchaks’ 
origin in the 1990s. In contrast to the modern Crimean Karaites, followers 
of Turkic theory of Karaite origin, who have professional philologists and/
or historians in their communities, abovementioned Krymchak authors are 
professional historians, graduates of Soviet and post-Soviet universities. Un-
fortunately, publications by these scholars, despite their rich historiographic 
basis and some interesting data, treat Krymchak history in a biased way and 
use argumentation of a very doubtful character, especially from the field 
of anthropometry66. Highly interesting is that Igor Achkinazi, who himself 
called the theory about Khazar origin of the Krymchaks a “mythologeme”, 
nevertheless, came to the conclusion that “a number of material sources, 
archaeological, ethnographic, and anthropological data together with lin-
guistic features of the Krymchak language [sic] and other data, allow one 
to come to the conclusion that the nucleus of the Krymchak ethno-religious 
group was formed by poly-ethnic emigrants from the Khazar Kaganate”67. 
Alas, an objective analysis shows that all the aforementioned archaeologi-
cal, ethnographic and anthropological sources do not support the theory 
about Khazar origin of the Krymchaks. Furthermore, they disprove it68. 
At the same time thousands of published and archival sources, letters, 
verses, historical chronicles, treatises, etc., which were composed by the 
ancestors of modern Krymchaks, on the contrary, attest to the careful pres-
ervation of Jewish religious and intellectual values by the Krymchaks. The 
sources also attest the Jewish identity of the Krymchaks before the Second 
World War and after it. 

The theory about the Turkic origin of the Krymchaks, which was sup-
ported by Boris (Veniamin) Achkinazi and Igor Achkinazi using historical 
data, recently received a highly interesting support from philological and 
linguistic perspective. The Krymchak philologist, David Rebi, came to the 
conclusion that the Krymchaks are descendants of the Khazars. Further-
more, he concluded that the Krymchaks are descendants of Altaic peoples 
who ethnically are not related to the Jews69. What made David Rebi come 
to such a conclusion? It should be said that David Rebi made quite an out-
standing achievement. At senior age he managed to revive the command of 
the Krymchak ethnolect (which Mr. Rebi himself calls only the “Krymchak” 
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or “Dzhagatay” language) which he had not used since he was seven. He did 
not only revive it, but also began teaching it in the summer school for the 
Krymchaks in Simferopol (at the moment it does not exist). Furthermore, 
he himself learned the Hebrew alphabet and the Krymchak handwriting in 
order to read original manuscripts in the Krymchak ethnolect. Having an-
alysed a few manuscripts and having published a few articles and transla-
tions from the Krymchak ethnolect, Mr. Rebi, unfortunately, came to wrong 
conclusions regarding the Krymchaks’ ethnic history. According to his own 
words, before 1989 he thought that the Krymchaks’ ancestors were “the Jews 
who came to the Crimea from Palestine in the first century”70. Having read 
Krymchak manuscript conkalar, however, he discovered there references to 
Tengri (Tanry) and Allah. On the basis of this discovery he came to the con-
clusion that “being officially recognized as Judaists, the Krymchaks, in fact, 
always remained Muslims in their souls…”71 In his opinion, the Krymchaks 
inserted the name of the pagan deity of ancient Turks, Tengri, in the texts 
of Jewish prayers as a rudimentary remnant of pagan beliefs of their Turko-
Altaic ancestors.

Alas, the weakness of this argument is evident to anyone knowledge-
able in religious traditions of Turkic-speaking peoples. In the early modern 
times the term Tengri / Tanry was used in Turkic languages to denote the 
concept of God in general, not in the sense of “the pagan deity of heaven 
among the ancient Turks and Khazars.” In the same way the term Gott be-
came the term to denote the concept of God in general, not one of pagan 
deities of the early Germans. Among the Turkic-speaking Jewish groups 
the term Tengri/Tanry was a translation of the Hebrew name of God (Ado-
nai, Elohim, etc.). This term is to be found in all accessible translations of 
the Bible into the Karaim language and Karaim ethnolect of the Crimean 
Tatar language. There this term is certainly used in the sense of Adonai or 
Elohim72. Let us take as an example a bilingual collection of religious poet-
ry in Hebrew edited and translated into the Krymchak ethnolect by Nissim 
Levi Chakhchir. The Hebrew term Elohim is translated into the Krymchak 
ethnolect as Tanry in all verses and songs published in this collection73. 
Among the Kypchak-speaking Armenians of Podolia and Galicia the term 
Tengri was used for the translation of the texts of the Old and New Testa-
ment – and certainly had nothing in common with the pantheon of ancient 
Turks74. There are thousands similar examples of the use of the term Tengri 
by Turkic-speaking peoples. 

Similar is also the situation with the term Allah and its use among 
Turkic-speaking peoples. The term Elohim/Adonai is normally translated as 
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Allah in the modern translation of the Bible into the Turkish language75. The 
term Allah is often used by Jewish Turkic-speaking groups to translate the 
Hebrew terms Elohim and Adonai76. 

Thus, not a single linguistic, ethnographic, epigraphic and other type of 
source is able to prove non-Jewish origin of the Krymchaks. Unfortunately, 
today the Turkic theory of the ethnic origin of the Krymchaks, despite its ab-
solute pseudoscholarly character became the main version of Krymchak eth-
nic history in the Crimean and Ukrainian press. Furthermore, it is recognized 
by the majority of the academic institutions in the Crimea and Ukraine77. In 
our view, the non-academic character of this theory was convincingly dem-
onstrated by Andrei Mal’gin, who was one of the earliest Crimean scholars to 
pay attention to dejudaization process among the Karaites and Krymchaks: 
“Jewish culture, whose monuments can be traced in the Crimea at least from 
the first century B.C. does not need any additional arguments to prove its na-
tive presence in this land; to prove it one does not need to look for any Turkic 
or other evidence”78.

In the conclusion I would like to attempt to forecast the future of the 
Krymchak community. The majority of my respondents, as a rule, with sor-
row stated that “Only memories about us will remain in twenty-year time”. 
I do not think that one necessarily has to be so pessimist. The press speaks 
about disappearance of the Karaites from the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury – and yet, the Karaite community, be it in Europe, Israel or USA, is still 
alive. Furthermore, I would like to point out as an example of the Samaritan 
community which managed to revive and to some extent restore itself: in 
1901 there were only 150 Samaritans, while in 2004 – 65479. In my opinion, 
the continuation of the existence of the community depends first of all on the 
Krymchaks themselves. If they will be able to make Krymchak youths of the 
Crimea, Russia, and Israel interested in Krymchak history and culture – who 
knows, maybe we shall see the renaissance of this most interesting ethnic 
group.
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