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THE CONNECTION BETWEEN THE ETHNIC
HISTORIES OF KIPCHAK-TURKIC (KUMAN)
SPEAKING PEOPLES AND HUNGARIANS

David SOMFAI KARA*

Many problems of the early ethnic history of Hungarians cannot be clarified
due to the lack of written sources. To this day, we do not know the cultural
and historical processes through which the so-called “Ugric” layer of the
Hungarian language became combined with East-Iranian (Sarmatian, Alan)
and Old Bulgar (Onogur) substrata. But the ethnic history of the Kipchak
speaking peoples of Eastern Europe — which is fundamentally different from
the history of the Kipchak tribes and their language — can provide answers to
some questions.

The nomadic Kipchak (Kuman) ethnic group is first mentioned in Eas-
tern Europe in the 11th century, while its contacts with the Hungarians can
be documented only from the 13th century. In my article I am not discussing
the ethnic history of the nomadic Kipchak (Kuman) tribes. [ am arguing that
the various tribes (e.g. Onogur, Bulgar, Khazar, Alan) that participated in the
formation of the Magyar tribes in Eastern Europe (Atelkouzou/Etelk6z) in
the 9th century were later assimilated into the modern Kipchak-speaking
groups of the re-gion (e.g. Nogai, Kumuk, Tawlu, Bashkir, Volga Tatar).

The ethnic history of ancient Hungarians (Magyars) can be clarified
through ethnological (ethnography and folklore) and ethnomusicological' re-
search conducted among the modern Kipchak-Turkic speaking peoples of
Eastern Europe.

The history of the conquering Hungarians (Magyars) in the 9th century
and their ethnic history have been the subject of serious scholarly debate for
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centuries due to the lack of written sources. Their Scythian and Hunnic an-
cestry were first questioned by linguistics, when they linked the Hungarian
language to Uralic languages, including the Khanty and Mansi.

We now know that the ethnic formation and history of peoples is a
much more complicated process and cannot be modeled by the assumed his-
tory of the language currently spoken by them.

There are two certain points in the early history of the Hungarians: 1)
Khazar Empire and the Hungarian—Kabar alliance (950): according to Empe-
ror Constantine.? 2) Pagan Hungarians of Eastern Europe (Alania, Bashki-
ria): reports of Friars Otto and Julian from 1231-1237.2 Based on these, we
can place the formation of the Magyars (Hungarian tribes) in the area of the
steppe between the Caucasus and the Ural Mountains (Etelkoz).

This area was inhabited by Turanian (Eastern Iranian) and Ugric peop-
les until the appearance of the Huns (around 370) and Western Turks (around
627) from Inner Asia.* The fur trade route east of the Urals came under the
influence of the Turkic Empire in the 6th century. As a result, several of the
nomadic groups inhabiting this region, including the Avars, Bulgars, Sabirs,
and Magyars, migrated to the Eastern European steppes.

In 657, during a campaign in Central Asia, the Chinese Tang Empire
(618-907) occupied the central areas of the On Ok State.” At that time, two
competing states, the Bulgars (632—668) and the Khazars (650-969) were
established in the Eastern European region.®

First, the steppes of Eastern Europe were ruled by the Great Bulgar
Empire (632-668). After its central territory was conquered by the Khazar
Empire, the Bulgars were pushed to the periphery (Volga—Kama, Dagestan
and Danube). Two new states were created by them: Volga Bulgaria (680—
1236) and Danube Bulgaria.” The Khazar and Onogur are not ethnic names,
but the names of the ruling Turkic clans. The Khazars considered themselves

2 See Moravcsik, 2003.

3 Gyorffy, 1986, 61-82.

4 Golden, 1992, 135-141.

3 Its capital was the Sogdian town of Suyab. Today’s Tokmok area (Chui Plain, Kyrgyzstan).
¢ Golden, 1992, 112-113, 236-244.

7 Golden, 1992, 247-258.
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the successors of the Onogur state of the Western Turks. Around 830, the
Hungarians and Kabars rebelled® and established an independent state.’

With the end of the Avar Khaganate in the Carpathian Basin (567—
822), the fight for the territory began between the Hungarian State and the
German-Roman Empire, whose only eastern vassal was the Principality of
Moravia (833-907). Contemporary sources identified the Hungarians with
the Onogur'® and Turk!!' political names. However, Constatinos Porhyroge-
netus, notes that the Seven Hungarian tribes spoke a different language from
the Kabars!

Alania'? in the Caucasus played an important role in the Bulgar and
Khazar Empires. The Khazars made an alliance with Alania against the Arab
Empire in 722."* But with the separation of the Hungarians, the Alans also
became independent. They made an alliance with Byzantium and adopted
Christianity.'* There was also a Burtas tribe along the Volga, which might
also have been of Alan-As origin.!"

The Magyars who remained in the Khazar Empire could move in two
directions, similarly to the Bulgars. With the appearance of the Turkic-speak-
ing nomads, the Pechenek, Oguz and Kumans in the 9th century, they were
pushed to the periphery of the Eastern European steppe, i.e. to the territory
of Alania and Bashkiria.

The Kumans (1030—-1223) pushed the Pechenek and Oguz all the way
to the Carpathians.'® They made an alliance with the Alans in the south and
Bashkirs in the north, but they also traded with Volga Bulgaria and Dagestan.
The Kumans in alliance with the Kipchak tribe inhabited the entire fur trade
route, and the linguistic shift of the region began (Kuman-Kipchak replacing
Ugric and Oguric).

8 Golden, 1992, 239.

° In contrast to the previously accepted date of 895/896, current scholarship interprets the
Hungarian conquest of the Carpathian Basin as the outcome of a longer process that began in
the 860s—870s.

10 See Georgius Monachus (837); Grat-Vielliard-Clémencet 1964; St. Bertin Annales (862);
Salzburg Annales (881).

" Tourki in Greek, see Porhyrogenetus (950).

12 Alan = Aryan = Iron in Ossetian or As = Jasz in Hungarian.

13 Alemany, 2000.

14 Rayfield, 2012, 63—64. Converted by Nicholas Mystikos (852-925) patriarch of Constan-
tinople.

15 Afanas’ev, 1985.

16 Gyorfty, 1990; Vaséry, 2005.
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However, between 1218 and 1220, Chinggis Khan’s Mongol Empire
crushed the Kipchak and Khorezm—Turkmen alliance. In 1222, the armies of
Jebe and Siibeedei appeared at the Alan Pass!” and the Kumans rushed to the
aid of the Alans in vain. The Mongols defeated the armies of K&ten and in
1223 another blow was inflicted on them in the Don (Ten) region.'® This
defeat and the surrender of the Kipchaks led to the alliance of the Kumans
and Alans (As) with the Kingdom of Hungary. The Kingdom of Hungary es-
tablished a Kuman bishopric south of Jaszvasar (Iasi) in the territory of Cu-
mania (1226) and their prince Bars also converted to Christianity (Ferent
1981). Béla IV assumed the title of King of Cumania (Rex Cumaniae)."® This
caused the wrath of the Mongols, who considered the Kumans their subjects.

The habitat of the Kumans spread between the Carpathians, the Cauca-
sus and the Urals. The Kumans knew about the Hungarian (Magyar) tribes
in the east, who lived in Alania and Bashkiria (e.g. gyarmat, megyer). North
of the territory of Alania, there was a well-known merchant town called
Mazhar along the Kuma River.?® That is why Friar Otto left for Alania (1231)
and brought news about the Hungarians there.?! He was followed by Friar
Julianus, who after reaching Circassia (former Zikia) made his way not to
Alania (Asi) but to the land of the Burtas, who were probably related to the
Alans. From there he traveled to Volga Bulgaria (1235), where he found the
Magyars of Bashkiria (Magna Hungaria). Many scholars questioned these
historical data. But in the Secret History of the Mongols (1240), the peoples
along the Volga and Ural rivers? are also listed,® peoples who are indige-
nous to the region today: Bashkir, Magyar, Bulgar, Kipchak-Kangli, As (A-
lan), Circassian.

During Batu Khan’s campaign (1236—-1237), he took possession of the
ulus (appanage) of his father, Jochi, who had died earlier (1227). During Juli-
an’s second journey in 1237, he was forced to turn back at the frontier of
Volga Bulgaria, but he brought with him a threatening letter from Batu Khan
(r. 1227-1255). The Kumans were unable to resist Batu’s campaign, and the

17 Its modern name is Darial, form Persian Dari Alan “Gate of Alan”.

18 Ligeti, 1962, 183—184. By the Kalka River near the Sea of Azov.

19 See Gyarfas, 1873, 257-258.

20 Bendefy, 1941.

21 Gyérfty, 1986, 28-30.

22 The Mongols used the Mongolic versions of the Turkic names: 1zil = Edil and Jayag = Jayik.
23 Ligeti, 1962, 126.
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Hungarian—Kuman personal union collapsed in 1239. A large number of Ku-
mans and Alans, subjects of Koten, fled to Hungary.

The remaining Kumans and As in the east were brought under the rule
of Nogai Khan (1262-1300). The official language of the Jochi Ulus became
Kuman (also called Tatar), and the Mongol nobility also linguistically “assi-
milated” over the course of a hundred years. By the 14th century, the names
Tatar and Kuman became identical. When a new Christian conversion began
among the Kumans during the time of Ozbek Khan (1313-1341), a bishopric
was established in Sarai (the Khan’s seat on the Edil/Volga, i.e. the Horde)
where the Codex Cumanicus was written around 1330.2* Bishop Thomas of
Samarkand (Chagatai Ulus or Mawara-al-nahr) took the Pope’s letter to the
Christian inhabitants of Alania (including Magyars) in 1329.%° After Khan
Ozbek’s conversion to Islam, the connection with the Eastern Magyars of
Alania, and Bashkiria was permanently lost.

The Kipchak Turkic lingua franca (Kuman or Tatar language) also
spread in the commercial centers and peripheries of the Jochi Ulus (Golden
Horde): Alania, Dagestan, Bashkiria, Volga Bulgaria, Western Siberia. The
Nogai people were formed by the Kumans,?® and the Bulgars became mostly
Biistirmen (Muslim Kazan Tatars) and Chuvash.?” The Bashkir and Siberian
Tatar people also changed their languages. Kazaks still refer to them as estek,
i.e. Russian ostiak.?® The Eastern Hungarians also assimilated to the local
tribes.

A similar process took place in Alania, where one half of the Alans
became Kuman-speaking Tawlu, i.e. Karachay-Balkar,?” while the Ossetians
(Iron-Digoron) preserved their ancient Sarmatian (Eastern Iranian) language.
Probably the Bulgar or Onogur groups living on the coast of Dagestan (Ku-
muk) mixed*® with the local Dagestan peoples (Lakku, Avar, Darga, Lezgi)
and also became completely Tatar-speaking (Kuman-Kipchak).

24 Kuun, 1981.

25 Bendefy, 1941, 59-63.

26 This can be supported by the Nogai oral tradition, for example by the epic of Koten bitir
and the Kuman songs (Kumanlar Jirt), collected by the author among the Kara Nogais of
Dagestan in 2014.

27 Golden, 1992, 396-397.

28 Golden, 1992, 398-399.

2 Golden, 1992, 391.

30 Golden, 1992, 390.
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The Bashkir, Bulgar, Onogur, Kabar and As ethnic groups that partic-
ipated in the ethnogenesis of Hungarians all became Kipchak-speaking, just
like the Eastern Hungarian groups that merged into them. In Eastern Europe
where the Bulgar and Khazar states, and then the Kuman-Kipchak tribal
union previously existed, new nomadic state formations were created with
the disintegration of the Jochi Ulus. There were economic reasons for the
disintegration of the Jochi Ulus, but two destructive campaigns (1391-1395)
by the Barlas Temiir’! contributed greatly.* In the battle along the Terk River
(North Dagestan) in 1396, Temiir crushed the army of Khan Toktamish
(1380-1395), and the nearby town of Mazhar also fell victim to the battle.>
The trading centers (Crimea, Kazan, Khajitarkan, Siberia) were separated
from Jochi Ulus.**

The Nogai (1440-1634), Ozbek (1446—1506) and Kazak nomadic hor-
des (1456—1718) appeared in the steppes. The nomadic population of the No-
gai Horde consisted of the so-called Nogai-Tatar clans (Kipchak, Kangli, As,
Kongrat, Naiman, MaZar)* although originating mainly from the Kumans.
The Nogai then freely nomadized in the grasslands between the Urals and
the Caucasus.

After the establishment of the Russian Empire (1547), the Russians
occupied the trading centers: Kazan (1552) and Astrakhan (1556) along the
Volga,*® Tobolsk (1582) in Siberia.’” The capture of the Fur Trade and the
Russian colonization of Siberia (1600—1660) began.*® In 1630 the Russians
invited the Kalmaks*® to the Volga, and a new nomadic state was founded in
the region.*!

31 Barlas Temiir was the Emir of Samarkand (1370-1405) we know him by his Persian nick-
nam Timur-lang “Timur the Lame” or Tamerlan.

32 Golden, 1992, 301.

3 Bendefy, 1941, 93.

34 Golden, 1992, 318-329.

35 The Mazhar (MaZar) is a very small clan among the Nogais of Kizlar (Kizliar) Raion (Da-
gestan) and they live together with other major clans (data collected by the Author, Dagestan,
2018).

36 Golden, 1992, 318-322.

37 Forsythe, 1992, 28-38.

38 These were the Yenisei Kirgiz, Buryat-Mongol, Sakha/Yakut and Daur territories.

3 Forsythe, 1992, 28-47.

40 These Kalmaks were the Torgaut and Dérbet clans of Oirat-Mongols.

41 See Golden, 1992, 327. Nogais split in 1557 and the Small Nogai Horde made alliance with
the Crimean Khanate. The Great Nogai Horde came under Russian influence. After the Kal-
mak attack (1634) some Nogais migrated to Circassian Kabarda (around Besh-tau), others
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The Nogais were pushed to the periphery, just as earlier the Bulgars,
Onogurs and Hungarians due to the migration of the Turkic peoples (Peche-
nek—Oguz, Kuman-Kipchak). It is easy to notice this migration pattern of the
region.

Some of the Nogais went to the North Caucasus: Koban, Terk and Ku-
ma Rivers (around the town of Mazhar). Another part settled in the territory
of the Crimean Khanate (1441-1783) as far as Moldavia and the Lower
Danube.** A third part was pushed to the north among the Bashkirs and Si-
berian Tatars. In other words, they followed the former migration patterns of
Bulgars and Hungarians.
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Kipcak Tiirkcesi (Kumanca) Konusan Halklarin Etnik Tarihi ile
Macarlari Etnik Tarihi Arasindaki Iliski
Genisletilmis 6zet

Macarlarin erken etnik tarihi, yazili kaynaklarin son derece sinirli olmasi nedeniyle
giiniimiizde hala tam olarak aydimlatilamamistir. Macarca iizerindeki Dogu irani
(Sarmat, Alan) ve Eski Bulgar (Onogur) katmanlarinin hangi tarihsel ve kiiltiirel sii-
recler sonucunda olustugu kesin olarak bilinmemektedir. Bu ¢alismada, Dogu Av-
rupa’da yasayan Kipgak Tiirk¢esi (Kumanca) konusan topluluklarin etnik tarihinin,
Macarlarin erken donem etnogenezine iliskin bazi temel sorunlarin agiklanmasina
katk1 saglayabilecegi ileri siiriilmektedir. Burada ele alinan konu, gégebe Kipgak
(Kuman) boylarinin kendi etnik tarihi degil; 9. yiizyilda Dogu Avrupa’da Macar
boylarinin olusumuna katilan Onogur, Bulgar, Hazar ve Alan gibi topluluklarin daha
sonraki donemlerde Nogay, Kumuk, Karagay-Balkar (Tawlu), Bagkurt ve Kazan Ta-
tarlart gibi Kipgak Tiirk¢esi konusan halklar iginde asimile olmalaridir.

Yazar, Macarlarin erken tarihinin yalnizca dil tarihi temelinde agiklanamaya-
cagini, halklarmn etnik tarihinin konustuklar: dillerin tarihiyle birebir 6rtiismedigini
vurgulamaktadir. Bu nedenle giiniimiizde Dogu Avrupa’da yasayan Kipcak Tiirkgesi
konusan topluluklar arasinda yiiriitiilen etnografik, folklorik ve etnomiizikolojik a-
rastirmalarin, eski Macarlarin etnik gegmisini aydinlatmada 6nemli veriler saglaya-
bilecegini savunmaktadir.

Calismada Macarlarin erken tarihine iliskin iki giivenilir tarihsel dayanak
noktasi esas alinmaktadir. Bunlardan ilki, Imparator VII. Konstantinos’un aktardig
Hazar Devleti ile Macar-Kabar ittifakina iligkin bilgiler; ikincisi ise 1231-1237 y1l-
larinda kesis Otto ve Julianus’un Alania ve Bagkurdistan’da yasayan dogulu Macar-
lar hakkinda verdikleri haberlerdir. Bu veriler dogrultusunda Macar boylarinin olu-
sum sahasi, Kafkaslar ile Ural Daglar1 arasindaki bozkir kusagi (Etelkdz) olarak
degerlendirilmektedir.

Yazar, Hunlar ve daha sonra Bat1 Tiirklerinin I¢ Asya’dan bélgeye gelisinin
ardindan Dogu Avrupa bozkirlarinda 6nemli siyasal ve etnik doniisiimlerin yasan-
digmi belirtmektedir. 6. yiizyilda Tiirk Kaganligi’nin Ural’in dogusundaki kiirk tica-
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ret yollarin1 denetim altina almasiyla birlikte Avarlar, Bulgarlar, Sabirler ve Macar-
lar gibi cesitli gogebe topluluklarin batiya yoneldigi ifade edilmektedir. Ardindan
Biiyiik Bulgar Devleti’nin kurulmasi, Hazar Devleti’nin yiikselisi ve Bulgarlarin 1dil
ile Tuna havzalarina ¢ekilmeleri, bolgedeki siyasal yapiy1 belirleyen temel gelisme-
ler olarak degerlendirilmektedir.

Makalede Hazar ve Onogur adlarmin etnik degil, yonetici Tiirk hanedan-
liklarini ifade eden siyasi adlar oldugu ileri siiriilmektedir. Yazara gore Hazarlar ken-
dilerini Bat1 Tiirk Onogur Devleti’nin devami olarak gérmekteydi. Yaklasik 830 y1-
linda Macarlar ile Kabarlarin Hazarlara kars1 ayaklanarak kendilerine 6zgii bagim-
s1z bir siyasi yap1 olusturmalari, Macar tarihinin en énemli doniim noktalarindan biri
olarak kabul edilmektedir. Ayn1 déonemde ¢agdas kaynaklarin Macarlari Onogur ve
Tiirk siyasi adlariyla tanimladigi, buna karsilik Constantinos Porphyrogennetos’un
Macar boylarinin Kabarlardan farkli bir dil konustuklarini agikea belirttigi hatirlatil-
maktadir.

Calismada Alania’nin Bulgar ve Hazar devletleri igindeki rolii ayrintili bi-
¢imde ele alinmaktadir. Alanlarin baslangigta Hazarlarla ittifak halinde olduklari,
Macarlarin ayrilmasindan sonra ise bagimsizlasarak Bizans ile yakin iligkiler kur-
duklar1 ve Hristiyanlig1 benimsedikleri belirtilmektedir. Ayrica Volga boyundaki
Burtaslarin da Alan (=As) kdkenli olabilecekleri goriisiine deginilmektedir.

Yazar, Hazar hakimiyetinde kalan Macar topluluklarinin, Bulgarlarda goriil-
diigii gibi farkli yonlere dagildigin ileri siirmektedir. 9—11. yiizyillarda Pecenek,
Oguz ve Kuman gdocleri sonucunda bu topluluklarin Alania ve Baskurdistan gibi ¢cev-
re bolgelere ¢ekildikleri; Kumanlarin ise Pegenek ve Oguzlari batrya dogru siirerek
Karpatlar’a kadar ulastiklar ifade edilmektedir. Kuman-Kipc¢ak hakimiyetinin ku-
rulmasiyla birlikte bolgede Kipgak Tiirkgesinin ortak iletisim dili haline geldigi, bu-
nun sonucunda Ural dil ailesine mensup Ugor ve Tiirk dil ailesine mensup Ogur dil-
lerinin (7-Tiirkgesinin) yerini giderek Kuman-Kipgak Tiirk¢esinin aldigi savunul-
maktadir.

1220’11 y1llarda Mogol fetihleriyle birlikte Kuman-Alan ittifakinin agir yenil-
giler aldigi, bunun sonucunda Kumanlarin 6nemli bir béliimiiniin Macar Kralligi’na
sigindig1 belirtilmektedir. Macar Krallig1’nin Kuman Piskoposlugu’nu kurdugu, IV.
Béla’nin Rex Cumaniae unvanini benimsedigi ve bu gelismelerin Mogollarin tepki-
sini ¢ektigi ifade edilmektedir. Buna karsilik doguda kalan Kumanlar ile Alanlarin
daha sonra Cuci Ulusu’nun egemenligi altina girdikleri ve zamanla Nogay Hanlig1
bilinyesinde yeniden orgiitlendikleri anlatilmaktadir.

Makalede 6zellikle Mogol doneminden sonra yasanan dil degisimleri iize-
rinde durulmaktadir. Cuci Ulusu’nun resmi dili haline gelen Kuman (Tatar) Tiirkce-
sinin zamanla Mogol aristokrasisi tarafindan da benimsendigi; Bulgarlar, Baskurt-
lar, Kumuklar, Karacay-Balkarlar ve diger birgok toplulugun Kipgak Tiirkgesine
gectigi belirtilmektedir. Yazara gore Macar boylarinin olusumuna katilan Bulgar,
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Onogur, Kabar ve Alan (As) unsurlari da bu siirecte Kipgak Tiirkcesi konusan toplu-
luklar icinde erimis, dogulu Macarlar da ayni tarihsel siire¢ sonunda bu halklara asi-
mile olmustur.

Altin Orda Devleti’nin dagilmas1, Timur’un seferleri ve ardindan Nogay, Oz-
bek ve Kazak bozkir devletlerinin ortaya ¢ikist da bu uzun tarihsel doniisiimiin deva-
mi olarak degerlendirilmektedir. Nogaylarin Ural ile Kafkaslar arasindaki bozkirlar-
da yeniden teskilatlanmalar1 ve daha 6nce Bulgarlar ile Macarlarin izledigi go¢ yol-
larim takip etmeleri, yazar tarafindan bolgedeki go¢ hareketlerinin siirekliligini gos-
teren 6nemli bir 6rnek olarak sunulmaktadir.

Sonug olarak calisma, eski Macarlarin etnogenezine de katilan bir¢ok toplu-
lugun zamanla Kipgak Tiirkgesi konusan halklar i¢inde asimile oldugunu ileri siir-
mekte; bu nedenle giinlimiizde Nogay, Kumuk, Karagay-Balkar, Baskurt ve diger
Kipgak Tiirkgesi konugan topluluklar arasinda yiiriitillecek etnografik, folklorik ve
etnomiizikolojik arastirmalarin, Macarlarin erken etnik tarihinin yeniden yapilandi-
rilmasina 6nemli katkilar saglayacagini savunmaktadir. Bu yaklagim dogrultusunda
yazar, Dogu Avrupa bozkirlarinin tarihini yalnizca dil tarihi veya siyasi tarih cer-
cevesinde degil, etnik siireklilik ve kiiltiirel miras agisindan da degerlendirmeyi 6-
nermektedir.
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