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TURKIC PEOPLES IN THE MEDIEVAL LAYER
OF HUNGARIAN LEGENDARY TRADITION

Zoltan MAGYAR"*

This paper discusses Turkic-speaking peoples and ethnic groups that became
integrated into the Hungarian population over the course of history. These
groups are mentioned in medieval Hungarian written sources, and their mem-
ory has also been preserved in Hungarian folklore, particularly in folk leg-
ends. A detailed examination of these traditions could form the subject of
separate studies devoted to each of these peoples, including the Pechenegs,
Uzes (Oghuz), Cumans, and Tatars.

First, it should be noted that the Székelys, considered by many schol-
ars to be of Turkic origin, are discussed only indirectly in this paper, since
Székely ethnogenesis, as reflected in Hungarian folklore, can primarily be
interpreted in connection with the Attila legend cycle! and the Csaba legend
cycle.?

A substantial body of material on this subject can be found in the first
two volumes of my book series, Catalogue of Hungarian Historical Legends,
published in 2018, as well as in my forthcoming book, Attila: The King of
the Huns in Hungarian Folklore, which is expected to appear in Turkish in
the near future. It should also be noted at the outset that the chronological
scope of the present overview extends only to the mid-14th century. Conse-
quently, it does not cover the exceptionally rich cycle of legends associated
with the Ottoman Turks in Hungarian folklore. The 15th to 18th centuries
therefore fall outside the scope of this study, including the folklore of the
wars against the Ottoman Turks — of which hundreds of folk legends could
be cited — the historical memory of the approximately 150 years of Ottoman
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Figure 1. Chronicon Pictum: The Hungarian Conquest of the Carpathian Basin

rule in the Carpathian Basin, and other folkloric traditions associated with
the Crimean Tatar incursions into Transylvania, which took place in the con-
text of various Ottoman punitive campaigns between the 16th and 18th cen-
turies.

The earliest mention of Hungarian—Turkic relations can be found in
the Chronicon Pictum (Képes Kronika), compiled in the 14th century (Fig.
1), although its earliest textual layer can be traced back to an earlier chronicle
composed in the 11th or 12th century.

Here, the chronicler makes the first mention of the so-called White
Cumans and the Pechenegs. The chronicle relates the following:

“[The Hungarians] passed through the land of the Pechenegs and the
White Cumans, through Suzdal, and the city called Kiev, and then
crossed the high moun-tains [i.e. the Carpathians]. In one region they
saw countless eagles and could not remain there because of them. The
eagles covered the trees like flies and devoured both their cattle and
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their horses, for God wished them to descend into Hungary as quickly

as possible.”

Some historians studying this period have associated this legendary
account with the Pecheneg attack that provided the final impetus for the Hun-
garian tribal confederation to enter the Carpathian Basin and establish a new
homeland there. According to this interpretation, the attack by the eagles de-
scribed in the chronicle symbolically represents an attack by the Pechenegs,
preserving the memory of actual historical events through the symbolic lan-
guage of mythology and folklore.*

At the end of the 12th century, the notary of King Béla III recorded an
account of the Hungarian Conquest in his Gesta Hungarorum. Chapter 8 of
the Gesta Hungarorum contains a detailed description of a battle that, accor-
ding to Anonymus’ knowledge — or perhaps imagination — took place be-
tween the Kievan Rus’ and their Cuman allies on the one side, and the Hun-
garians advancing westward on the other. The account contains vivid poetic
imagery that also occurs elsewhere in the Hungarian chronicle tradition. For
example, the victorious Hungarians are said to have pursued the Cumans as
far as the city of Kiev, where they “chopped the bald heads of the Cumans
like raw pumpkins.”

According to Anonymus’ account, following the Hungarian victory,
peace was concluded, and the seven Cuman leaders who had previously
fought against the Hungarians “were ready to come to Pannonia with their
wives and children, and in great numbers (...) and their descendants live in
various parts of Hungary to this day [i.e. the end of the 12th century].”¢

Archaeogenetic studies of human remains from the Great Hungarian
Plain cast new light on these concluding remarks by the king’s notary, sug-
gesting that a substantial population of Turkic origin may have been present
in the Great Hungarian Plain — the westernmost forest-steppe region of
Eurasia — prior to the Mongol invasion of 1241.”

Apart from the Cumans, written sources concerning the 10th and 11th
centuries refer primarily to the Pechenegs among the Turkic-speaking peo-

3 Szentpétery, 1937, 286.

4 Szabados, 2021, 19-35.

3> Anonymus, 2003, 27.

% Anonymus, 2003, 27-28.
7 Torok et al., 2023, 36-37.
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ples who came into direct contact with the Hungarians. In connection with
King (Saint) Stephen I (1000—1038), the founder of the Christian Kingdom
of Hungary, Anonymus relates the following towards the end of his Gesta:

“At the same time, from the land of the Pechenegs came a valiant man

from a noble family. His name was Tanuzaba: Orkénd’s father, from
whom the Tomaj family originates. Prince Taksony gave him residen-
tial land in the parts of Kemej as far as the Tisza river, where the
Abad-port is found. This Tanuzaba lived until the time of Taksony’s
grandson, King Saint Stephen. And when King Saint Stephen preached
the words of life and baptized the Hungarians, Tanuzaba, who was
vain in the pagan faith, refused to become a Christian, so he was bu-
ried alive with his wife in the Abad-port, so that neither he nor his wife
would live with Christ forever in baptism.”®

By the time of Anonymus, this story already reflected an oral tradition
nearly two centuries old, and today it is difficult to determine whether it pre-
served the memory of an actual historical event or “merely” one of the ear-
liest folkloric reflections of St Stephen’s forcible Christianization. According
to a legend from Székely Land, King Saint Stephen had prisons built next to
churches, where those who refused to attend Mass were confined.’

According to other traditions, he punished those who violated eccle-
siastical law in a far more drastic manner. The motif of pagans being buried
alive is also attested as a narrative type in other sources. In the region of
Abédszalok, on the Great Hungarian Plain, a local place name and oral tradi-
tion preserved the memory of Tanuzaba’s death until the mid-19th century,
perhaps as a result of the influence of learned tradition. Tanuzoba’s name has
been interpreted as meaning “pig father” in Turkic.

Clearly independent of Anonymus’ work is a legend from the Szeged
region, collected by Lajos Kalmany, a Catholic priest and folklorist active in
the late 19th century. According to this version of the legend, which closely
parallels the story of Tanuzoba, King Saint Stephen had twenty valiant Cu-
mans buried alive because they refused to accept the Christian faith.'

8 Anonymus, Chapter 57; Anonymus, 2003, 76.
° Magyar, 2018a, II: 82.
10 Kalmany, 1914, I: 134-135.
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Nevertheless, another, considerably more positive image of King Saint
Stephen emerges in relation to Turkic peoples, portraying him as a ruler who
was receptive and accommodating towards foreigners. In the Admonitions
(Intelmek), composed for his son, Duke Emeric, around 1020, he states that
“a country with one language and one custom is weak and fallible” and con-
sequently instructs his son: “For this reason, [ command you, my son, to treat
newcomers with goodwill, to protect and cherish them, so that they would
rather remain with you than live elsewhere.”!!

This principle also applied to Eastern nomadic peoples during the
reign of King Saint Stephen. The Vita of Saint Stephen contains the story of
sixty Pechenegs, recorded by a learned cleric in the early 1080s. The author
of the Vita clearly drew upon contemporary oral tradition. According to the
account, sixty Pechenegs came to Hungary to visit King Saint Stephen, but
some of the king’s retainers robbed them and killed several members of the
group. Upon learning of the incident, King Saint Stephen had the perpetrators
sought out and punished: according to the text of the Vita, they were hanged
in pairs along the roads in the four corners of the kingdom.!?

A substantial section of the Chronica Pictum (Képes Kronika) pre-
serves a source tradition dating back to the 11th century. This disproportio-
nately lengthy section recounts the conflict between King Solomon (1053—
1087) and the princes, followed by the reign of King (Saint) Ladislaus I
(1077-1095). The exceptional length and detail of this account, compared
with other parts of the chronicle, may be explained by its reliance on a con-
temporary epic narrative composed during the reign of Saint Ladislaus or
shortly thereafter, the lost Gesta Ladislai Regis. This poetic work appears to
have incorporated numerous elements derived from oral folk poetry, which
were subsequently transmitted into the chronicle tradition.

This narrative tradition incorporated Christianized versions of motifs
originating in the pre-Christian period, as well as elements of heroic epic po-
etry known from the pre-Conquest period and from the broader Eurasian cul-
tural sphere, including parallels in the oral poetic traditions of Turkic peo-
ples." Saint Ladislaus was regarded as a warrior king by his contemporaries
and even more prominently, as a knightly king during the height of his cult

'! Erszegi, 2001, 52-53.
12 Erszegi, 2001, 15-16.
13 Demény, 2022, 263-400.
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in the 14th and 15th centuries. This image had a historical basis: both as duke
and as king, Ladislas fought several battles and led numerous military cam-
paigns, including campaigns against eastern peoples who invaded or threat-
ened the Kingdom of Hungary.

The chronicle tradition consistently portrays the Cumans as enemies;
historical research, however, presents a more nuanced picture. Several of the
nomadic peoples inhabiting the regions beyond the Carpathians, particularly
Moldavia and Wallachia, launched plundering raids into the eastern and
southern territories of the Kingdom of Hungary.'* Some of these incursions
ended in heavy defeats at the hands of the Hungarian army led by King La-
dislaus: the Uzes were defeated in 1068 and 1085," while in 1091 the Cu-
mans suffered defeat on two occasions.

These military victories left a profound mark on Hungarian folklore.
King Saint Ladislas became one of the most prominent and enduring heroes
of Hungarian legend tradition.'® With the exception of King Matthias Corvi-
nus (1458-1490), the Renaissance ruler celebrated in Hungarian folklore as
“Matthias the Just”,'” Saint Ladislaus is perhaps the most prominent Hunga-
rian king in folk memory. A significant body of legends portrays him as a
warrior king who protects his people and his soldiers from their enemies.

In 19th-century folklore texts, references to these former enemies —
the Pechenegs, Uzes, and Cumans — are relatively sporadic, although their
memory has been preserved in a particularly large number of place names,
especially in Székely Land (Fig. 2).

Following the logic of folklore, the image of the enemy was gradually
transferred to other eastern peoples with a similar cultural background with
whom the Hungarians came into conflict. Thus, Tatars and occasionally even
Ottoman Turks appear in legends associated with King Saint Ladislaus (Fig.
3). As Istvan Székely of Benczéd records in his chronicle, published in 1559,
apparently drawing on Székely oral tradition, the villagers identified Saint
Ladislaus’s opponent as a Tatar named Tepec.!®

14 Benda—Solymosi, 1981, 94.

15 Katona-Kiss, 2007, 549-576.

16 Magyar, 1998.

17 Magyar, 2017.

18 Benczédi Székely, 1559, 167-168.
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Figure 2. The wrestling scene in the legend cycle of Saint Ladislaus, wall painting
from Székelyderzs (Darjiu, Romania)

Figure 3. The wrestling scene in the legend cycle of Saint Ladislaus, wall painting
from Sepsikilyén (Chilieni, Romania) (Jékely, 2014)
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The Saint Ladislaus legend cycle, however, which was painted on the
walls of medieval churches throughout the country!’ and also depicted in
codices and even on stove tiles,?’ almost invariably identifies the Cumans as
the enemies and opponents of King Saint Ladislaus. As studies of 14th—15th-
century weaponry and dress have demonstrated, the clothing (e.g. the pointed
Cuman hat) and weapons (particularly various types of swords and bows) of
the eastern warriors depicted in these scenes are largely consistent with con-
temporary historical reality.?! This is particularly evident in the eastern bor-
derlands inhabited by the Székelys, who lived in close geographical prox-
imity to Cuman populations (cf. the scenes of the Székelyderzs cycle, painted
in 1419). It should also be noted that the majority of the wall-painting cycles
known today are located in Székely Land.

This distinctive feature of Hungarian iconography — the wall-painting
cycle that may be regarded as a uniquely Hungarian phenomenon within
European art history — depicts the chronicle episode in which King Saint
Ladislaus defeats and kills a Cuman warrior who has abducted a Hungarian
girl, thereby rescuing her. This epic motif can ultimately be traced back to a
type of heroic song of Eastern origin.?? Like the corresponding motifs repre-
sented in the Saint Ladislaus wall-painting cycle, this narrative tradition in-
cludes the invulnerability of the heroes, the mythical combat (wrestling) bet-
ween invulnerable opponents, the demonic attributes of the enemy and his
magical killing, and, finally, the hero’s sleep following the combat. The same
sequence of motifs is also attested in the heroic epic traditions of the Abakan
Tatars, Sur Tatars, and Kara-Kyrgyz.

In the first half of the 14th century, Moldavia was still under the au-
thority of the Tatars of the Golden Horde.?* From the Hungarian perspective,
the consolidation of control over this region took place during the reign of
King Louis I (1342-1382), particularly in 1345 (and 1346), when an army
led by Andras Lackfi and composed largely of Székely troops won a decisive
victory over the Tatars in Moldavia. In his account of the victorious cam-
paign, the anonymous Minorite chronicler recorded one of the earliest con-

19 L4sz10, 1993.

20 Magyar, 2010.

21 Sashalmi-Fekete, 2017.
22 Magyar, 1996, 269-315.
2 Katké, 2021, 19-29.
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cise legends in the Hungarian folklo-
ric tradition. The narrative is associ-
ated with the cult of King Saint La-
dislaus, which reached the height of
its popularity in Hungary during this
period.

According to this legend, the
Székelys owed their victory to King
Saint Ladislaus, who, at a critical
moment in the battle, rose from his
grave and appeared on the battlefield
on horseback, fully armed and with
a battle-axe in his hand. He slew ma-
ny of the enemy and forced the rest
to flee. The legend recorded by the
Franciscan author even relates that

Figure 4. Depiction of the Saint La-

. .. dislaus I, d tove tile (Benko—
tified under oath to the authenticity l};}; us] ng)n on a stove tile (Benks

of the miraculous events.

an elderly Tatar prisoner of war tes-

Other Tatar captives gave similar accounts, adding that during the
battle a crowned female figure — the Virgin Mary — surrounded by heavenly
light appeared above King Saint Ladislaus. According to the chronicler, this
miraculous apparition clearly demonstrated that “the Székelys’ fight for the
faith of Jesus Christ was aided by the Blessed Virgin Mary and King Saint
Ladislaus against the pagans who boasted of their strength and numbers” **

This legend was given literary form by the renowned Hungarian poet
Janos Arany in the mid-19th century in his poem Szent Ldszlo (Saint Ladis-
laus), which became an emblematic work of Hungarian cultural history.?
The association between the victorious Moldavian campaign and King Saint
Ladislaus, however, also became deeply rooted in oral tradition, forming part
of the historical memory of the easternmost Hungarian-speaking ethnic
groups, particularly the Székelys and the Csangos.

24 Kristo, 2000, 50-51.
25 Magyar, 2018b.
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According to this folkloric tradition, which can be traced continuously
from the 14th century and was still preserved among the Csang6 Hungarians
of Moldavia in the 20th and 21st centuries, it was King Saint Ladislaus who
expelled the Tatars from Moldavia, extended the borders of the kingdom as
far as the so-called Szaraz—Szeret (or, according to other traditions, as far as
the Dniester), and incorporated these territories into the Kingdom of Hunga-
ry.2e

As the examples discussed above demonstrate, numerous traces of
Hungarian—Turkic relations can be identified even in the earliest documented
centuries of Hungarian history. Some of these survive primarily in folklore,
as oral traditions that may, to a certain extent, be interpreted as preserving
the memory of historical events.
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Figure 1 https://hu.wikipedia.org/wiki/F%C3%A1j1:Chronicon_Pictum
~P021 A magyarok bej%C3%B6vetele.JPG

Figure 2 https://hu.wikipedia.org/wiki/F%C3%A 1j1:Derzs101.jpg

Macar Efsane Geleneginin Orta Cag Kokenli
Tabakasinda Tiirk Halklar1
Genisletilmis 6zet

Bu ¢alisma, Tiirk dil ailesine mensup olup tarihsel siireg i¢erisinde Macar toplumuna
dahil olarak Macarlasan halklar1 ve etnik gruplari ele almaktadir. S6z konusu toplu-
luklardan Orta Cag Macar yazili kaynaklarinda bahsedilmekte; bunlara iliskin hati-
ralar Macar folklor gelenegine de yansiyarak yiizyillar boyunca varligini stirdiirmek-
tedir. Dogu kokenli, Tiirk dilli ve Tiirk kiiltiiriine mensup olan, o donemde heniiz
konar-g6cer yagam tarzini siirdiiren bu halklar arasinda Pegenekler, Uzlar, Kuman-
Kipgaklar ve Kirim Tatarlar sayilabilir.

Tiirk—Macar miicadeleleri ve Tiirklerin Karpat Havzasi’ndaki yiiz elli yillik
hakimiyeti, baska bir ifadeyle Osmanli donemiyle ilgili efsane gelenegi Macar folk-
lorunun 6nemli bir boliimiinii olusturmasina ragmen, bu konu s6z konusu ¢alismanin
kapsami disinda birakilmistir. Bunun nedeni, bu anlatilarin daha ge¢ bir doneme,
Geg Orta Cag ve Erken Yeni Cag’a ait bir gelenek katmanini temsil etmesidir.

Macar-Tiirk iliskilerinin Orta Cag’a ait katmani, 11-14. yiizyillar arasinda
kaleme alinan kroniklerde ve daha sinirli 6lgiide bazi ikonografik tasvirlerde korun-
mustur. Bu kaynaklarda, donemin Macarlari ile g¢esitli Tiirk halklar1 arasindaki te-
maslar1 ve ¢atigmalari konu alan efsanelere, ayrica sozlii gelenege dayanan motif ve
anlatilara rastlanmaktadir.

Bu tiir mitik geleneklerin en eskilerinden biri, Macarlarin Karpat Havzasi’na
gelisini, sembolik olarak “kartallar” seklinde tasvir edilen Pegeneklerin saldirisiyla
aciklamaktadir. En eski yazili kaynaklarin bagka boliimlerinde de agirlikli olarak Pe-
ceneklerden soz edilmektedir. Tisza Nehri ¢evresine ait bir efsaneye gore, ilk Macar
krali Aziz Istvan, Hristiyanlig1 kabul etmeyi reddeden bir Pegenek onderini diri diri
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gomdiirmiistiir. Buna karsilik kral, kendisini ziyaret etmek iizere gelen Pecenekleri
soyan saray mensuplarini da ibret verici bicimde cezalandirmistir.

I. (Aziz) Istvan’m yani sira, gesitli Dogu halklartyla, 6zellikle Kumanlar ve
Kirim Tatarlartyla ilgili anlatilar daha ¢ok 1077-1095 yillar1 arasinda hiikkiim siiren
Macar krali 1. (Aziz) Laszl6 etrafinda sekillenmistir. Bu anlatilarda s6z konusu halk-
larla yapilan savaglar 6nemli bir yer tutmaktadir. Nitekim I. Laszl6 nun hiikiimdar-
l1g1 déneminde Pegenek, Uz ve Kuman-Kipgak gruplari Macar Krallig: topraklarina
ganimet elde etmek amaciyla birkag kez akin diizenlemistir. Bu efsanelerde Aziz
Laszl6, halkini diisman saldirilarindan koruyan muzaffer bir savasci olarak tasvir e-
dilir; pagan ordusunun dnderini teke tek miicadelede yenilgiye ugratir ve esirleri
kurtarir.

Aziz Laszl¢’nun en {inlii kahramanliklarindan biri, Macar kiiltiirine 10. yiiz-
yila ait bir kahramanlik destaninin uyarlanmasi yoluyla girmis olan ve benzerlerine
Orta Asya Tiirk halk destanlarinda da rastlanan bir anlatida karsimiza ¢ikmaktadir.
Buna gore Aziz Laszl6, savas sirasinda bir Kuman savasgisini takibe alir, onu teke
tek miicadelede yenerek kacirdigi Macar kizini kurtarir. Bu anlati, 14-15. yiizyil-
larda ilke genelindeki Orta Cag Katolik kiliselerinin duvarlarinda fresk dizileri
halinde tasvir edilmistir. S6z konusu fresk dizisi, Avrupa sanat tarihi baglaminda da
Macar sanatina 6zgii, karakteristik bir ikonografik olgu olarak degerlendirilmekte-
dir.

Aziz Laszl6 ile baglantili bir diger kronik gelenegi ise 14. yiizyilin ortalarinda
ad1 bilinmeyen bir Minorit kesis tarafindan kayda gegcirilmistir. Biiyiik olasilikla
donemin Sekel (Székely) efsane gelenegini yansitan bu anlatiya gére Macar krals,
hakimiyetleri Moldova’ya kadar uzanan Kirim Tatarlarina kars: bir sefer diizenler.
Sekel ordusu savasta yenilmek iizereyken, o sirada yaklasik 250 yildir 61ii olan kutsal
kral birdenbire savas meydaninda, silahlar1 ve savas techizatiyla belirir; tek bagina
diismani yenilgiye ugratarak kagmaya zorlar.

Oliimsiiz, 6liimiinden sonra dahi geri donerek halkinin yardimima kosan kah-
raman toposunun tipik bir 6rnegini olusturan Aziz Lasz16’nun bu mucizevi goriinii-
sline, ayn1 efsane gelenegine gore, esir diisen yaslt bir Tatar askeri de taniklik etmis-
tir.
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