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Summary. Georgian Jews share a centuries-long history with Georgia, and their community 

constitutes a significant part of the country’s ethno-cultural diversity. According to Georgian 

historical sources, their settlement in Georgia dates back to the 6th century BCE. Since then, the 

Jewish diaspora has become an inseparable component of Georgian society. Georgian Jews were 

distinguished by their integration into the local environment—adopting the Georgian language 

and culture—while simultaneously preserving their religious traditions, which became one of the 

principal factors in maintaining their identity. Particularly noteworthy are the traditions related to 

the funerary cult, which have always been characterized by their archaic nature and uniqueness, 

firmly enveloped within a religious framework. Jews actively participated in trade, craftsmanship, 

and the everyday life of the local community. The history of Georgian Jews arouses significant 

scholarly interest, as it represents a unique example of how a small ethnic group can preserve its 

religious and ethnic identity despite long-term historical integration within a host society. 

Keywords: Georgian Jews, funerary cult, oral tradition, identity, diaspora, cultural and historical 

memory. 

 

 

Introduction 

The emergence of the Jewish diaspora in the Caucasus spans millennia 1. 

According to written sources, their first influx into the territory of Georgia took place 

in the 6th century BCE, when Nebuchadnezzar, the king of Neo-Babylonia, 

devastated Judea, and a portion of the exiles received permission from the ruler of 

Kartli to settle there. For centuries, Jews lived alongside Georgians, sharing both their 

fortunes and misfortunes. As a result of cohabitation with Georgians, Georgian Jews 

                                                           
1 Historical sources and researchers provide different dates regarding the arrival, settlement, 

and life of Jews in Georgia. According to The Georgian Chronicles (Kartlis Tskhovreba), Jews 

came to Kartli in the 6th century BCE. Some scholars (E. Mamistvalishvili) believe that Jews 

might have arrived in Kartli much earlier, when Sargon II, king of Assyria, conquered the 

Kingdom of Israel. Others (I. Davidi, G. Melikishvili, and others) adhere to the traditional dating 

(6th century BCE), while another group (M. Sanadze) argues that the arrival of Jews in the 

territory of Georgia should be dated to the 1st century CE. 

https://doi.org/10.36074/grail-of-science.17.10.2025.105
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developed many common customs and traditions. They lost their vernacular 

language, yet preserved their religion and the most sensitive traditions associated 

with it. This was particularly evident in the practices related to the cult of the dead, 

including mourning customs, funeral ceremonies, mourning rituals, and the specific 

features of necropolises. Many of the traditions related to the funerary cult are 

connected to biblical motifs: the expectation of the Messiah, the Babylonian captivity, 

and the perception of Jerusalem as a holy city—these themes often emerge as 

central motifs in various rites, traditions, oral lore, or patterns of behavior. Georgian 

Jews spoke the Georgian language; their clothing and lifestyle were no different from 

those of the Georgians. “In worship and other sacral rituals of a local character they 

turned to Hebrew—their native (biblical) language… whereas in ordinary, everyday 

life and communication they spoke Georgian, which they had mastered well… 

Moreover, we may even speak of the existence of colloquial dialectal varieties of 

Georgian among them—those of Sachkhere, Kutaisi, Oni, Akhaltsikhe…” (Georgian-

Jewish Folk Oral Tradition, 2014: 5). 

In the culture of Georgian Jews, the funerary cult represented one of the most 

sensitive issues, closely intertwined with religious, social, and ethnic elements. This 

practice reflected traditional Jewish beliefs while also bearing local cultural 

influences. The religious foundation was evident in prayer, the recitation of the 

Kaddish, and in the respect shown to the deceased’s body. Paying respect to the 

deceased was regarded by the mourners as an attempt to ensure that the soul 

would join the ranks of the righteous. The present work outlines the essential 

aspects of the funerary cult preserved in the traditions of Georgian Jews and 

compares them with Georgian traditions. 

Methods. The current research is primarily based on methodologies widely 

recognized in historical and political sciences: empirical analysis, comparative-

historical method, causal-comparative analysis, synthesis, content analysis, and 

systemic analysis. 

Results and Discussion. The funerary cult of Georgian Jews represents a unique 

cultural and religious practice that combines traditional elements of Judaism with 

local cultural influences. The respect shown to the deceased and the determination 

of their spiritual condition by the community reflects the significance of collective 

morality and oral tradition. 

In the second half of the 19th century, the prominent Jewish traveler and 

scholar Yehuda Halevi Chorny1 visited Georgia. His main interest was to gather 

information about his co-religionists living abroad, particularly those who considered 

themselves descendants of the Ten Lost Tribes. Chorny began his search for their 

genetic remnants in the Transcaucasus, Iran, and Central Asia. In 1869, he arrived in 

Georgia and remained there for quite some time. After ten years of tireless work, 

Chorny collected invaluable material for the study of the social, religious, and 

economic life of Georgian Jews. During his travels, he closely observed how 

peacefully his co-religionists lived in Georgia, surrounded by people of different 

faiths—how they shared both joys and sorrows, how they interacted with one 

                                                           
1 Yehuda Halevi Chorny (1835–1880) was born in the city of Minsk into the family of a wealthy 

Jew. He received a good education and refused his parents’ request to become a winemaker. 

Chorny devoted his entire life to studying the life and history of his compatriots living abroad. 
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another—and he often remarked with astonishment that this was not a foreign 

environment for the members of his nation. On the contrary, Georgians and Jews, as 

compatriots and fellow dwellers, often demonstrated such closeness that it left the 

researcher, accustomed to witnessing European and Russian “pogroms,” deeply 

impressed. 

Chorny traveled across almost every corner of Georgia, leaving behind a 

valuable ethnographic record that remains important not only for the study of Jewish 

life but also for understanding the identity of 19th-century Georgians (Gegechkori, 

2001, pp. 20–22). As a result of his travels and observations, Yehuda Chorny 

particularly emphasized the numerous ethnographic rarities, customs, and 

traditions by which Georgian Jews distinguished themselves from other Jewish 

communities, shaped through centuries of coexistence with Georgians. He received 

crucial support from the ,,Alliance Israélite Universelle“. 1 Chorny also studied the life 

of Jews in southern Russia: Stavropol, Kuban, the Terek region, Dagestan, Georgia, 

and others. He arrived in Georgia on May 14, 1869, and published his letters 

(correspondence) in various journals and newspapers. Later, he organized part of 

his work systematically and attempted to present it in the form of a fundamental 

scholarly study. Of particular importance are the rules he described that related to 

the funerary cult among Georgian Jews, especially those observed among the Jews 

of Kutaisi and Tskhinvali. 

The attitude toward the funerary cult represents one of the fundamental pillars 

in the process of forming and preserving collective identity. According to 

anthropological studies, the veneration of deceased ancestors is linked not only to 

religious-eschatological beliefs but also to social and cultural practices that ensure 

the strengthening of group memory and historical self-awareness (Halbwachs, 1992, 

pp. 52–60). 

In traditional Georgian culture, respect for the dead is expressed with 

particular emphasis. As Ivane Javakhishvili notes, “One of the principal foundations 

of the Georgian spiritual world was the unwavering preservation of the memory of 

ancestors, which not only strengthened familial bonds but also reinforced social 

solidarity” (Javakhishvili, 1983: 214). Mourning rituals—such as the funeral feast 

(kelekhi), visiting the grave, and offerings at the grave (in the form of food, wine, or 

candles)—created a space of shared experience in which the living entered into 

symbolic dialogue with the dead (Kiknadze, 1996: 119–125). This practice, associated 

with the funerary cult, among both Jews and Georgians fulfilled a dual function: on 

the one hand, it ensured the religious-sacral relationship between the earthly and 

the otherworldly; on the other hand, it shaped collective identity, for “loyalty to the 

cult of ancestors constituted one of the defining markers of the ethnocultural 

boundary of the Georgians” (Tsitsishvili, 1975: 87). Naturally, over the centuries, 

contact with such a traditional ethnos inevitably exerted its influence upon the Jewish 

community as well. 

                                                           
1 Heb. כ שִכ לָּ רֵלח לֵאָרָּ ִִ  an international Jewish cultural organization founded in France in — םי

1860, whose mission was to protect Jews in the countries of which they were citizens. The 

organization’s motto was drawn from rabbinic teaching: “All Jews are responsible for one 

another.” The organization made a significant contribution to Jews living in various countries 

and continues its activities to this day. 
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A Jewish traveler who arrived in Georgia paid particular attention to the 

customs connected with the funerary cult. According to his observations, Jews living 

in different regions of Georgia, their traditions, and their ways of life, differed from 

one another and often resembled the practices of the Georgians of the same region. 

For example, in Akhaltsikhe, the custom of honoring the deceased differed from 

those of Jews in eastern and western Georgia. This is not surprising, for the local 

population—including Jews—was significantly distinguished from their co-

religionists by the prevailing historical, political, and economic conditions (Ivelashvili 

& Tsagareishvili, 1995: 105). Nevertheless, Jewish communities still preserved their 

own traditions and identity. 

The deceased would be prepared by a designated individual for a certain fee, 

and then brought first to the synagogue, where the rabbi spoke of his good deeds. 

Burial took place on the third day after death, at sunset (though sometimes burial 

occurred on the same day). The deceased was carried in a coffin to the cemetery, 

but interred in a shroud (sudara), for Jews believed that in this way the body would 

decompose more quickly and the soul would suffer less. The wealthy brought 

shrouds from Jerusalem, while those with more modest means used local ones 

(Tavdidishvili, 1940: 69). When the deceased was carried out of the house, the door 

was shut and the coffin was struck against it three times, symbolizing that death 

should not return to the home (Tavdidishvili, 1940: 70) 1. The same custom was 

preserved in Samegrelo: “… when the deceased was carried from the house, the 

coffin (feet first) was knocked three times against the door, that this might be the last 

sorrow in the family and that grief might be replaced by joy. Then they would also 

sweep out the house” (Makalatia, 1941: 285). 

According to Chorny, mourners in Kutaisi commemorated the deceased as 

follows: “For seven days, Kutaisi Jews go to the synagogue. After evening prayers the 

rabbi comes to them and consoles them… For seven days, unlike European Jews, 

they do not remain closed in their homes…” (Chorny, 1976: 189). This passage 

highlights one of the important features of the mourning practices of Kutaisi Jews. 

During the seven-day mourning period, they actively attended evening prayers in the 

synagogue, after which the rabbi offered spiritual consolation to the family and 

members of the community. Such practice differs substantially from that of 

European Jews, where mourning usually takes place in seclusion within the home. In 

the Kutaisi example, openness and communal participation are clearly evident. The 

rabbi’s active role underscores the significance of spiritual support and the function 

of communal consolidation. 

Kutaisi Jews also held a distinctive attitude toward dreams of the deceased. 

Chorny writes: “If a rabbi sees the deceased in a dream, he will deliver a sermon 

                                                           
1 It should be noted that a similar tradition has been preserved in Kartli to this day. In the 

room where the deceased is laid out, the pallbearers gather, ask the deceased for 

forgiveness, then lift the coffin and strike it three times loudly against the closed door. 

Afterwards, they open the door, carry the coffin outside, and place it on chairs (or special 

stands) in the yard. As soon as the coffin is lifted to be taken to the cemetery, the chairs on 

which it rested are overturned, symbolizing that the mourning should enter the household 

for the last time. 
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about the dream in the synagogue, then recite the Kaddish 1  in the name of the 

deceased, and host a supper… (The mourners) recite psalms daily, divided into ten 

parts. Ten men read them, and in this way they complete the recitation every day. At 

the end of the thirtieth day, a great feast is held with wine and meat… The sermons 

and speeches concern the personality and the name of the deceased, and begin with 

a sentence in which the deceased’s name is mentioned” (Chorny, 1976: 189–190). 

According to Chorny, the funerary cult occupies a place of special importance in the 

folklore of Georgian Jews. In this account, both religious-liturgical and socio-cultural 

aspects are interwoven. A rabbi’s dream of the deceased is interpreted as a divine 

sign, which becomes the basis for public sermons and prayer. In this context, the 

dream appears as a mediator between the world of the living and the world of the 

dead. The recitation of the Kaddish and the daily reading of psalms are closely tied 

to Judaic ritual tradition, yet in local practice they acquire a distinctive form marked 

by the collective character of Georgian Jews. The division of psalms into ten parts 

and their communal recitation by ten men highlights the unity of the community and 

the importance of sacred solidarity. 2  All practices are directed toward making the 

commemoration of the deceased a public act, where participation signifies respect 

and the perpetuation of the deceased’s memory. The feast held at the conclusion of 

the thirty-day cycle reinforces the ritual process and serves the purpose of 

communal consolidation around the memory of the departed. The table, enriched 

with wine and meat, is linked not only to a sacred but also to a social act that unites 

participants. Furthermore, beginning sermons with the deceased’s name 

demonstrates the function of oral tradition as a symbol of collective memory and 

identity, directed toward the immortalization of the deceased. 

Chorny gives a particularly precise account of the funerary practices in Kutaisi 

by describing the death and burial of a specific individual (the mother of Abram 

Levich), of which he was himself an eyewitness. 

“To describe more accurately the custom of funeral and burial, I shall relate the 

case of the death of Abram Levich’s mother, Rachel, a humble and modest woman, 

who passed away while I was staying in their house. When she gave her soul to God, 

all the women of the town gathered, including Imeretian women, who had greatly 

loved the deceased. They wept for her as well; everyone was splendidly dressed, for 

the reasons mentioned above” (Chorny, 1976: 191). The case described by Chorny 

reflects the cultural and social side of Georgian-Jewish mourning practices. The 

death of Rachel and the participation of local residents as mourners demonstrates 

that both Jews and locals—for example, Imeretian women—took part in the funeral 

process, underscoring the importance of intercommunal understanding and social 

unity. Respect for the deceased was expressed by all, for “she had lived as a true 

                                                           
1 Prayer for the Remembrance of the Soul of the Deceased. 
2 “Minyan” (מנללן minyan) in Jewish tradition is the gathering of ten adult men (in some religious 

denominations, women as well), which is required for the performance of certain sacred prayers and 

rituals. It is a sacred assembly of ten adults for prayer, without which some prayers and rituals—

including the Kaddish, the Amidah, and the reading of the Torah—are not considered validly performed. 

Research shows that among Georgian Jews, the practice of the minyan represents not only a normative 

component of ritual law but also fulfills an important social function: it ensures communal unity, 

expresses collective solidarity, and enables the community’s participation in the process of the salvation 

of the souls of the deceased. 
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Israelite,” which was associated with faith, kindness, benevolence, and hospitality. “As 

far as possible, she respected everyone, welcomed all cheerfully, and always lent a 

hand to the poor and needy… The entire town bore witness, including non-Jewish 

women, that no one like her could be found in the whole town” (Chorny, 1976: 191). 

The deceased was honored and escorted to the cemetery by the entire town. 

Women accompanied the procession as far as the gate, and then returned home. At 

the mourners’ table there were both traditional Jewish dishes and khachapuri. The 

table set seven days later in honor of the deceased was likewise adorned with local 

Georgian traditional foods: “They brought to the table roasted meat, wine, and 

ghomi, a porridge-like dish difficult to eat” (Chorny, 1976: 192). 

“When women come to mourn the deceased, they put on their Sabbath best 

clothes. As they sit and weep… in this way they render their last honor to the memory 

of the precious deceased. That day is sacred to them, according to their faith and 

understanding. The deceased passes from this world into a country that is better, 

and enters Paradise in righteousness, for for Israelites there is no Hell. When the 

deceased rests in Paradise, the day is distinguished, and they do not grieve 

excessively. While the deceased is still at home, the women already prepare various 

dishes and arrange a supper for the men, as well as for those who come to console 

the mourners” (Chorny, 1976: 191). When mourners bade farewell to the deceased, 

the rabbi would loudly recount the good deeds of the departed. Upon leaving the 

cemetery, one had to depart without looking back, for to do so was thought to invite 

new misfortune. Along with the deceased, holy soil brought from Jerusalem by 

shlihim (emissaries) 1  was placed in the grave, symbolically expressing a bond with 

the historical homeland. The coffin was kept in the cemetery in a common storage 

place. After leaving the cemetery, the men first went to the synagogue, and then, at 

the invitation of the family, gathered around the table prepared in the deceased’s 

name. At the funeral feast (kelekhi), three toasts were raised: the first in memory of 

the deceased, the second as a consolation for the family’s loss, and the third for the 

future well-being of the family. No meat was served at this table. On the seventh day, 

however, a special meat dish was prepared. 2 

Jews believed that until the age of thirteen a person is sinless; thereafter, one 

should wear a silver ring engraved with one’s first and last name, since at the Second 

Coming they might have forgotten their names and surnames. Women did not go to 

the cemetery so that they would not be afflicted by “the rule of women,” which was 

impermissible. According to Chorny, the Jews of Tskhinvali had a distinct funerary 

tradition. Although the Tskhinvali Jews formed a fairly numerous community and 

even had their own market (Mamstavlishvili, 1995: 132), part of them still lived in 

modest circumstances. The deceased was buried before sunset, and sometimes, “… 

while he still has breath in his body, they consider him dead and bury him.” Chorny 

was outraged by this custom and writes: “I do not know why they (the Jews of 

Tskhinvali—authors) behave in this way and on which rule of our religion they rely; 

nowhere else in the Jewish diaspora is this accepted” (Chorny, 1976: 204). In this, the 

traveler sought the reason for this unusual custom, which was alien to Jewish 

                                                           
1 Travelers who had connections with the Holy Land. 
2 It is noteworthy that in western Georgia, including Imereti and Samegrelo, eating meat at 

the funeral feast (kelekhi) is still not customary. 
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practice and unacceptable for their identity. Chorny likewise considered excessive 

conviviality to be foreign, clearly adopted by the Jews from Georgians. “The local 

(Tskhinvali—authors) Jews hold banquets, invite one another, and are very fond of 

prolonging wine-drinking: they begin to drink wine and there is neither end nor limit 

to it. Wine is brought to the table by the cask” (Chorny, 1976: 205). Chorny does not 

regard such immoderate drinking as characteristic of the Jewish people and plainly 

sees the Georgians’ ‘fault’ in it. Local Jews also lived on good neighborly terms with 

Armenians: “They are disposed toward one another with love and respect… they live 

quietly and without worry, thank God” (Chorny, 1976: 206). As a researcher 

concerned for his people, he gladly notes that in such an environment his co-

religionists would preserve their national identity. 

For one week after the burial, relatives and neighbors sent the mourners 

mosakitkhi—every kind of provision except meat. In this way they expressed mutual 

support and solidarity. The mourner did not attend festivities for eleven months, did 

not wear new clothes, and at the end of each month hosted a meal in memory of 

the deceased’s soul. Then the rabbi was invited, and an oil lamp burned continuously 

in the house. The deceased’s clothes and photograph were laid out on the bed 

(Tavdidishvili, 1940: 78). This tradition is attested until quite late in both eastern and 

western Georgia. As Makalatia reports, in Samegrelo “on the second day after death 

they would arrange the sign of the deceased. In one corner of the house they would 

lay out the deceased’s clothing on a couch and lament at this sign when someone 

came to offer condolences. Until the one-year mark, every Saturday at sunset they 

would carry the deceased’s sign to the doorway and lament” (Makalatia, 1941: 287). 

This tradition was shared by both Georgians and Jews. Sending ,,mosakitkhi” as a sign 

of support for the mourners constituted an expression of collective sympathy. 

Placing the deceased’s clothing and photograph in the home, as well as the 

continuous burning of the lamp, symbolically embodied the deceased’s presence 

within the domestic space, thereby creating an unbroken bond between the living 

and the dead. As Tavdidishvili notes, “these traditions were spread with equal 

strength in eastern and western Georgia, which indicates the universality of their 

identitary value” (Tavdidishvili, 1940: 78). 1 

With regard to the cult of the dead, there existed among Jews the belief that 

after a person’s death the soul is separated from the flesh. If, during life, the 

deceased had performed good deeds, his soul would proceed lightly, without any 

burden, toward the Kingdom of Heaven. But if the soul was weighed down by sins, it 

would have difficulty returning to its abode and might be lost altogether. Therefore, 

relatives sought to atone for human transgressions through prayer, blessing, and 

almsgiving. Alongside this, when the deceased was laid out in the synagogue, the 

rabbi and the entire congregation asked God to forgive all the deceased’s worldly 

sins (Ivelashvili & Tsagareishvili, 1995: 105). Such an attitude toward the deceased 

                                                           
1 In various regions of Georgia, the custom has been preserved of laying out new bedding, 

linens, and clothing on a bed (couch) in the name of the deceased. In Samegrelo, at the family 

table a separate plate, glass, and cutlery are always placed for the deceased, and food 

especially loved by the deceased is prepared in his or her name. “Until the one-year mark, a 

tray stood in the house of the deceased, and the dish prepared in his name was given to 

children or travelers” (Makalatia, 1941, p. 287). 
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reflects one of the basic aspects of Jewish (biblical) religious conceptions—the 

dualistic understanding of the human soul and flesh. In this conception, the moral 

dimension is sharply evident: a soul whose “lightness” is linked to good deeds 

proceeds easily toward Paradise, whereas a soul burdened with sin “is lost.” 

Accordingly, the relatives of the deceased actively participate in caring for his 

subsequent fate through prayer and the giving of alms. According to Chorny’s 

accounts, in every region of Georgia, Georgians and Jews lived amicably and as good 

neighbors. They shared each other’s joys and sorrows, observed their own traditions 

and ways of life, and at the same time did not hinder one another in carrying out 

their customs—indeed, they often took part in each other’s festive and mourning 

rituals. 

Chorny recounts with particular feeling about the Jews of Kutaisi that when 

someone died, the entire congregation took part in the mourning: “When the Jews 

of Kutaisi lose someone, even a child, each of them closes his shop and goes to the 

house of the mourners, honors the deceased, and accompanies him to the 

cemetery. Seven days later, the family of the deceased lays a reconciliatory table for 

the townspeople. If the family is not well-off, each person brings food from home” 

(Chorny, 1976: 149). This passage vividly presents the collective practice of mourning 

among Kutaisi Jews, which combines elements of religious and social solidarity. The 

citizens’ solidarity—closing shops and the full involvement of the community in 

honoring the deceased—reflects an act of collective sympathy that turns an 

individual tragedy into a public event. The “reconciliatory feast” after the seven-day 

mourning is functionally parallel both to the Jewish shivah1, and to Georgian kelekhi 

traditions, pointing to cross-cultural similarities in funerary rites. It is especially 

important that holding the feast ensured social cohesion even in a context of 

inequality: whether the family was wealthy or poor, participation in the ritual was 

equal, underscoring the socially integrative function of this tradition. The traveler 

notes that such practices fostered mutual assistance among community members 

and preserved communal unity. At the time of Chorny’s travels, many Jews lived in 

Kutaisi, and in terms of numbers they ranked first after Georgians. They were settled 

compactly, densely, near the city center, whereas the rest of Kutaisi’s population lived 

more diffusely (Mamistvlishvili, 1995: 129). During his travels in Racha, Chorny 

especially notes the friendly coexistence of Georgians and Jews: “… the native 

inhabitants here treat the Israelites well, do them no harm, and live in peace. These 

are Georgians and Armenians” (Chorny, 1976: 155). Naturally, living together laid the 

groundwork for many shared traditions. 

The performance of rituals related to the cult of the dead was, to a certain 

extent, connected with requiting good with good. For this, there were abundant 

examples—both of hospitality and of almsgiving—on the part of the mourners’ 

family, especially when the mourners were well-off. The community sought to 

provide material assistance to their co-religionists, and the collected donations 

(whether in food or money) were given to the needy: “After the funeral of the 

                                                           
1 Shiva (ש בָּ ִָ  in Jewish tradition is the seven-day mourning period that begins immediately (הֵ

after the burial of the deceased. The word “shiva” means “seven” and reflects the duration of 

this ritual. 
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deceased … one of the trusted women holds a kerchief in her hands and collects 

money—each gives what he can, for the good of the soul of the deceased and to the 

health of the living. The collected money is given to some poor and needy person … 

or to a sick person, or to an orphan to be settled, to whom they provide a dowry” 

(Tavdidishvili, 1940: 73). Another tradition related to the cult of the dead, described 

by R. Tavdidishvili, is noteworthy: everyone who went to the cemetery on the fortieth 

day was obliged, before leaving, to pick up a small stone, place it on the grave, and 

pronounce the words, “May nothing be added to you.” After this, the mourners made 

their way to the synagogues (Tavdidishvili, 1940: 73). Upon returning from the 

cemetery, they went to the water’s edge, washed their hands and faces, and said: “O 

God, cool all evil and hardship that has come upon the children of Israel” 

(Tavdidishvili, 1940: 73). The post-mourning ritual action described here serves a 

purificatory function. A clear analogy is found in Georgian tradition: after returning 

from the grave, the mourners and those in mourning “purify” themselves from the 

heaviness caused by a relative’s death through the use of water. In some regions this 

was done by washing hands at water placed by the gate of the yard; elsewhere, by 

stepping over water. As Z. Kiknadze notes, “In this context, water is a symbolic 

boundary that separates the living from the world of the deceased and returns them 

to their new state of being” (Kiknadze, 1996: 127). 

Thus, the traditions connected with the cult of the dead among Georgian Jews 

reflected both religious-sacral and social-solidarity functions. Ritual feasts akin to 

kelekhi, seven-day mourning, prayers, and purificatory acts ensured the ritual 

process necessary for commemorating the soul of the deceased, while also 

strengthening social unity and collective memory. In this respect, sharp parallels 

emerge with traditional Georgian culture: seven-day mourning, offerings at graves, 

purificatory water rituals, and kelekhi feasts fulfilled similar functions in Georgian 

religious-cultural practice—honoring the soul of the deceased and reinforcing social 

solidarity. Accordingly, the intercultural similarities between the traditions of 

Georgian Jews and Georgians demonstrate how a unified strategy for preserving 

religious-ethnic identity was formed within society. 
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Анотація. Грузинські євреї мають багатовікову спільну історію з Грузією, а їхня громада 

становить важливу частину етнокультурного розмаїття країни. За грузинськими 

історичними джерелами, їхнє поселення в Грузії сягає VI ст. до н. е. Відтоді єврейська 

діаспора стала невід’ємною складовою грузинського суспільства. Грузинські євреї 

вирізнялися інтегрованістю в місцеве середовище — засвоюючи грузинську мову й 

культуру — водночас зберігаючи релігійні традиції, що стало одним із ключових чинників 

підтримання їхньої ідентичності. Особливо показові традиції, пов’язані з поховальним 

культом, які завжди вирізнялися архаїчністю та унікальністю й були міцно вплетені в 

релігійні рамки. Євреї активно брали участь у торгівлі, ремеслах і повсякденному житті 

місцевої спільноти. Історія грузинських євреїв викликає значний науковий інтерес як 

унікальний приклад того, як невелика етнічна група може зберігати свою релігійну та 

етнічну ідентичність попри тривалу історичну інтеграцію в суспільство-реципієнт. 

Ключові слова: грузинські євреї; похоронний культ; усна традиція; ідентичність; 

діаспора; культурно-історична пам'ять. 

  


