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KIPCHAK-TURKIC (KUMAN) SPEAKING PEOPLES AND HUNGARIAN 
PREHISTORY

Abstract. This article investigates what role of the Kıpchak-Turkic (Kuman) speaking 
ethnic groups played in Hungarian prehistory. The Hungarian (On-Ogur) and Kabar tribes 
brake away from the Khazar Empire in the 9th century. They conquered the Carpathian 
Basin and moved out of the Volga Region (Etelköz) but some Hungarians remained in 
the region (Alania, Bashkiria). Kuman and Kıpchak tribes started to dominate the Volga 
Region starting from the 10th century. In the 13th century the region was incorporated to 
the Mongol Empire as the Jochi Ulus, which promoted the Kuman-Kıpchak language as 
a lingua franca. Eastern Hungarian assimilated to these Kıpchak-Turkic speaking ethnic 
groups. After the disintegration of the Western Mongol Empire (Jochi Ulus) the nomadic 
Nogai Horde became the leading power in the Volga Region. This led to the formation 
of the modern ethnic groups like Nogai, Bashkir, Tawlu (Karachai-Balkar), Kumuklu and 
Kazan Tatar (Volga Bulgars). The ethnic history and folklore (oral history) provides many 
important data that helps us to reconstruct the prehistory of the Hungarian tribes in the 
Volga region.

Keywords: Magyars, Kuman-Kıpchak, Mongol Empire, Jochi Ulus, lingua franca, 
Etelköz. Nogai.
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Этнология/ Ethnology/ Этнология

Introduction
The history of the conquering Hungarians 

(Magyars) in the 9th century and their ethnic history 
have been the subject of serious scholarly debate for 
centuries due to the lack of written sources. Their 
Scythian and Hunnic ancestry were first questioned 
by linguistics, when they linked the Hungarian lan-
guage 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.

Methods and materials
We should combine various methods to recon-

struct the prehistory of the Hungarians: written 
sources and folklore material. Medieval written re-
cords are the major sources of information. There 
are two certain points in the early history of the 
Hungarians:

1) Khazar Empire and the Hungarian-Kabar 
alliance (950): according to Emperor Constantine 
(Moravcsik, 2003).

2) Pagan Hungarians of Eastern Europe (Ala-
nia, Bashkiria): reports of friars Otto and Julian from 
1231-1237 (Györffy,1986: 61-82.).

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 Moun-
tains (Etelközü).

Then we have to try and reconstruct the ethnic 
history of the Volga region based on all the writ-
ten records. We can combine this information with 
the folklore and oral history of the modern ethnic 
groups inhabiting this area. We also have to take 
into consideration the political, cultural and linguis-
tic changes that happened here since the 10th centu-
ry. Ethnic folklore provides a lot of important infor-
mation on ethnic processes especially when written 
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  1Its capital was the Sogdian town of Suyab. Today's Tokmok area (Chui Plain, Kyrgyzstan).
 2 See Georgius Monachus (837) Grat-Vielliard-Clémencet 1964., St. Bertin Annales (862), Salzburg Annales (881).
 3 Tourki in Greek, see Konstantin (950).
 4 Etel k’ Ozu in Greek means the “Volga and Dnepr” rivers. These rivers are still called Edil and Özü or Özew in Kıpchak Turkic languages. 
Some Hungarian scholars placed Etelköz in modern Moldavia arguing that Etil meant simply river. But Turkic people only used that name 
for the Edil-Volga River that started in the Ural Mountains (Bashkir Ak-Edil or Russian Belaya).
5Alan=Aryan=Iron in Ossetian or As=Jász in Hungarian.
6Converted by Nicholas Mystikos (852-925) patriarch of Constantinople.
7Its modern name is Darial form Persian Dar-i Alan “Gate of Alan”.

sources are scarce or lacking. We have to concentrate 
on ethnic cultural aspects since language and poli-
tics do not determine the ethnic history of various 
groups from a specific region. Let us try to analyze 
the ethnic connections of Hungarians with other 
groups of the region. We can divide the ethnic histo-
ry of the Volga region to three periods:

1) Khazar Era between the 7th and 10th centuries
2) Kuman Era between 10th and 13th century
3) Mongol Era between 13th and 15th century
4) Post-Mongol or Nogai Era between 15th and 

18th century

Analysis
The Volga Region was inhabited by Turanian 

(Eastern Iranian) and Ugric peoples until the ap-
pearance of the Huns (around 370) and Western 
Turks (around 627) from Inner Asia (see Golden 
1992: 135-141). The fur trade route east of the Urals 
came under the influence of the Turkic Empire in the 
6th century. As a result some of the nomadic groups 
living here (Avars, Bulgars, Sabirs, Magyars, etc.) 
migrated to the plains of Eastern Europe. Perhaps 
it is no coincidence that the names of these peoples 
(Ugor and Ogur) all contain the plural -r (DOERF-
ER 1973: 44-45), which is characteristic to the Bulgar 
language (other examples: Bashkir, Kangar, Kabar, 
Khazar, Tatar, etc.). In 657 by the campaign of the 
Chinese Tang Empire (618-907) against Central Asia, 
it occupied the central areas of the Onok State1.  At 
that time, two competing states, the Bulgars (632-
668) and the Khazars (650-969) were established in 
the Eastern European region (Golden 1992: 112-113. 
and 236-244).

First, the steppes of Eastern Europe were ruled 
by the Great Bulgar Empire (632-668). After its cen-
tral territory was conquered by the Khazar Empire, 
the Bulgars were pushed to the periphery (Vol-
ga-Kama, Dagestan and Danube). Two new states 
were created by them: Edil or Volga Bulgaria (680-
1236) and Danube Bulgaria (Golden, 1992: 247-258).

The Khazar and Onogur are not ethnic names, 
but the names of the ruling Turkic clans! The Khaz-
ars considered themselves the successors of the On-
ogur state of the Western Turks. Around 830, the 

Hungarians and Kabars rebelled (Golden, 1992: 239) 
and established an independent state. With the end 
of the Avar State in the Carpathian Basin (567-822), 
the fight for the territory began between the Hun-
garian State and the German-Roman Empire, whose 
only eastern vassal was the Principality of Moravia 
(833-907).

Contemporary sources identified the Hungar-
ians with the Onogur2  and Turk3  political names. 
However, Konstantinos mentions the Hungarians 
as Turks living in the region of Etelkozu (Etelköz), 
which is the region between the Etil (Volga) and Özü 
(Dnepr)4.  Konstantinos Porhyrogennétos, notes that 
the seven Hungarian tribes spoke a different lan-
guage than the Kabars! 

Alania5  in the Caucasus played an important 
role in the Bulgar and Khazar Empires. The Khazars 
made an alliance with Alania against the Arab Em-
pire in 722 (Alemany 2000). But with the separation 
of the Hungarians, the Alans also became indepen-
dent. They made an alliance with Byzantium and 
adopted Christianity (Rayfield, 2012: 63-64)6. There 
was also a Burtas tribe along the Volga, which might 
also have been of Alan-As origin (Afanasiev, 1985).

Magyars remaining in Eastern Europe (Alania 
and Bashkiria) in Kuman Era. The Magyars who re-
mained in the Khazar Empire could move in two di-
rections, similar to the Bulgars. With the appearance 
of the Turkic-speaking nomads, Pechenek, Oguz 
and Kuman 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 (Györffy 
1990 and Vásáry 2005). 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 Kıpchak tribe in-
habited the entire fur trade route, and the linguistic 
shift of the region began (Kuman-Kıpchak replacing 
Ugric and Oguric).

However, between 1218 and 1220, Chinggis 
Khan’s Mongol Empire crushed the Kıpchak and 
Khorezm Turkmen alliance. In 1222, the armies of 
Jebe and Sübeedei appeared on the Alan Pass7  and 
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the Kumans rushed to the aid of the Alans in vain. 
The Mongols defeated the armies of Köten and in 
1223 another blow was inflicted on them in the Don 
(Ten) region (Ligeti 1962: 183-184)8. This defeat and 
the surrender of the Kıpchaks led to the alliance of 
the Kumans and Alans (As) with the Kingdom of 
Hungary. The Kingdom of Hungary established a 
Kuman bishopric south of Jászvásár (Iaşi) in the ter-
ritory of Cumania (1226) and their prince Bars also 
converted to Christianity (Ferenţ 1981). Béla IV as-
sumed the title of King of Cumania (Rex Cumaniae, 
see Gyárfás 1873: 257-258). This caused the wrath 
of the Mongols, who considered the Kumans their 
subjects.

The habitat of the Kumans spread between the 
Carpathians, the Caucasus and the Urals. The Ku-
mans knew about the Hungarian (Magyar) tribes in 
the east  who lived in Alania and Bashkiria (e.g. gyar-
mat, megyer). North of the territory of Alania, there 
was a well-known merchant town called Mazhar 
along the Kuma river (Bendefy 1941). That is why 
friar Otto left for Alania (1231) and brought news 
about the Hungarians there (Györffy 1986, 28-30). 
He was followed by friar Julianus, who after reach-
ing Circassia (former Zikia) made his way not to Al-
ania (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 Mag-
yars 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 rivers9  are also listed (Ligeti 1962: 
126), peoples who are indigenous of the region to-
day: Bashkir, Magyar, Bulgar, Kıpchak-Kanglı, As 
(Alan), Circassian.

Results
Era of the Mongol Empire and Jochi Ulus. 

During Batu Khan’s campaign (1236-1237), he took 
possession of the ulus (sub-empire) of his father Jo-
chi who had previously died (1226). In 1237 during 
Julian’s second trip, he had to turn back from the 
border of Volga Bulgaria, but he brought with him 
a threatening letter from Batu Khan (1227-1255). The 
Kumans could not resist Batu’s military campaign, 
and the Magyar-Kuman personal union collapsed in 
1239. A large number of Kuman and As subjects of 
Köten 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 Ku-
man (also called Tatar), and the Mongol nobility 
also linguistically “assimilated” over the course of a 
hundred years. By the 14th century, the names Tatar 
and Kuman became identical. When a new Chris-
tian conversion began among the Kumans during 
the time of Özbek Khan (1313-1341), a bishopric was 
established in Sarai (the Khan’s seat on the Edil/Vol-
ga, i.e. the Horde) where the Codex Cumanicus was 
written around 1330 (Kuun 1981). 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 (Bendefy 1941: 
59-63). After Khan Özbek›s conversion to Islam, the 
connection with the Eastern Magyars of Alania, and 
Bashkiria was permanently lost.

The Kıpchak Turkic lingua franca (Kuman or Ta-
tar language) also spread in the commercial centers 
and peripheries of the Jochi Ulus (Golden Horde): 
Alania, Dagestan, Bashkiria, Volga Bulgaria, West-
ern Siberia. The Nogai people were formed by the 
Kumans10, and the Bulgars became mostly Büsür-
men (Muslim Kazan Tatars) and Chuvash (Golden 
1992, 396-397). The Bashkir and Siberian Tatar peo-
ple also changed their languages. Kazakhs still re-
fer to them as estek, i.e. Russian ostiak (Golden 1992: 
398-399). The Eastern Hungarians also assimilated 
to then local tribes.

A similar process took place in Alania, where 
one half of the Alans became Kuman-speaking Taw-
lu i.e. Karachay-Balkar (Golden 1992, 391), while the 
Ossetians (Iron-Digoron) preserved their ancient 
Sarmatian (Eastern Iranian) language. Probably 
the Bulgar or Onogur groups living on the coast of 
Dagestan  (Kumuk) mixed (Golden 1992: 390) with 
the local Dagestan peoples (Lakku, Avar, Darga, 
Lezgi) and also became completely Tatar-speaking 
(Kuman-Kıpchak).

The Bashkir, Bulgar, Onogur, Kabar and As 
ethnic groups that participated in the ethnogenesis 
of Hungarians all became Kıpchak-speaking, just 
like the Eastern Hungarian groups that merged into 
them. In Eastern Europe where the Bulgar and Khaz-
ar states, and then the Kuman-Kıpchak Tribal Union 
previously existed, new nomadic state formations 
were created with the disintegration of the Jochi 

8By the Kalka River near Sea of Azov.
9The Mongols used the Mongolic versions of the Turkic names: Ižil=Edil and Jayag=Jayık.
10This can be proven by Nogai oral traditon, e.g. Köten bätir and the Kuman’sv (kumanlar jırı) collected by the auhtor among the Kara 
Nogais (Dagestan) in 2014.
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Ulus. There were economic reasons for the disinte-
gration of the Jochi Ulus, but two destructive cam-
paigns (1391-1395) by the Barlas Temür11 contribut-
ed greatly (Golden 1992, 301). In the battle along the 
Terk River (North Dagestan) in 1396, Temür crushed 
the army of Khan Toktamısh (1380-1395), and the 
nearby town of Mazhar also fell victim to the battle 
(Bendefy 1941, 93.). The trading centers (Crimea, Ka-
zan, Khajitarkan, Siberia) were separated from Jochi 
Ulus (Golden 1992, 318-329).

Disintegration of the Mongol Empire and rise 
of the Nogai Orda. The Nogai (1440-1634), Özbek 
(1446-1506) and Kazak nomadic hordes (1456-1718) 
appeared in the steppes. The nomadic popula-
tion of the Nogai Horde consisted of the so-called 
Nogai-Tatar clans (Kıpchak, Kanglı, As, Kongrat, 
Naiman, Mažar)12 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 Vol-
ga (Golden 1992: 318-322), Tobolsk (1582) in Siberia, 
(Forsythe 1992, 28-38.). The capture of the Fur Trade 
and the Russian colonization of Siberia13 (1600-1660) 
began (Forsythe 1992, 28-47). In 1630 the Russians 
invited the Kalmaks14  to the Volga and new no-
madic state was founded in the region (Lásd Golden 
1992: 327)15.

The Nogais were pushed to the periphery, just 
as earlier the Bulgars, Onogurs and Hungarians 

11Barlas Temür was the Emir of Samarkand (1370-1405), we know him by his Persian nicknam Timur-lang “Timur the Lame” or Tamerlan.
12The Mazhar is a very small clan among the Nogais of Kızlar (Kizliar) Raion (Dagestan) and they live together with other major clans 
(data collected by the Author, Dagestan, 2018).
13These were the Yenisei Kırgız, Buryat-Mongol, Sakha/Yakut and Daur territories.
14These Kalmaks were the Torgaut and Dörbet clans of Oirat-Mongols.
15Nogais split in 1557 and the Small Nogai Horde made alliance with the Crimean Khanate.  The Great Nogai Horde came under Russian 
influence. After the Kalmak attack (1634) some Nogais migrated to Circassian 
Kabarda (around Besh-tau), other went to the Terk River (today North Dagestan). Other Nogai groups (jeti-san, jeti-üshkül, jem-boiluk) migrate to the 
Crimean Khanate.
16The Bužak and Ožak (Dobrudja) two sides of the Danube river.

due to the migration of the Turkic peoples (Pech-
enek-Oguz Kuman-Kıpchak). It is easy to notice this 
migration pattern of the region.

Some of the Nogais went to the North Cauca-
sus: Koban, Terk and Kuma 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 Danube16.  A third part was pushed 
to the north among the Bashkirs and Siberian Tatars. 
In other words, they followed the former migration 
patterns of Bulgars and Hungarians.

Conclusion
It is only through ethnological (ethnography 

and folklore), ethnomusicological (Agócs 2016), ar-
cheological and archaeogenetic research conduct-
ed among the Kıpchak-Turkic speaking peoples of 
Eastern Europe (Bashkir, Kazan Tatar, Nogai, Taw-
lu, Kumuklu) that the ethnic history of ancient Hun-
garians (Magyars) can be clarified.

To this day, we do not know the cultural and 
historical processes that subtracted the so-called 
"Ugric" layer of the Hungarian language with 
East-Iranian (Sarmatian, Alan) and Old Bulgar (On-
ogur) substrata. Many problems of this early history 
cannot be clarified due to the lack of written sources. 
But the ethnic history of the Kıpchak-Turkic peoples 
– which is fundamentally different from the history 
of the Kıpchak language – can provide answers to 
many questions. As a result, Hungarian ethnic his-
tory becomes easier to reconstruct.

References

1.	 Afanasiev, G., 1985. Burtasy i lesostepnoj variant saltovo-majackoj kul'tury [Burtas’ and the forest-
steppe variant of the Saltovo-Mayak culture]. Soviet ethnography. No. 3. Pp.164-169 [in Russian]

2.	 Agócs, G., 2016. Bijnöger Hősének [Biinöger Epic Song]. Magyar Művészet. [Hungarian Art[ IV/2. 
pp. 128-135.[in Hungarian]

3.	 Alemany, Agusti, 2000. Sources on the Alans: a critical compilation. Brill: Leiden. 464 p.
4.	 Bendefy, L., 1941. Kummagyaria. A kaukázusi magyarság története [The history of Hungarians in 

the Caucasus]. Cserépfalvi Publishing House, Budapest. [in Hungarian]
5.	 Doerfer, G., 1973. Zur Sparche der Hunnen [To save the Huns] // Central Asiatic Journal. Vol. XVII. 

Somfai Kara D. 



166 №2(113)/2026 

Мәдени мұра | Культурное наследие | Cultural Heritage

Wiesbaden: Harrasowitz. pp. 44-45. [in German]
6.	 Ferenţ, I., 1981. The Kumans and their Bishopric. (Translated by Péter Pál Domokos), Szent István 

Society, Budapest. 
7.	 Forsythe, J., 1992. History of the Peoples of Siberia: Russia's North Asian Colony 1581-1990. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
8.	 Golden, P., 1992. An Introduction to the History of the Turkic Peoples. pp. 135-141.
9.	 Gyárfás, I., 1873. A jász-kunok története [The story of the As-Kumans], II. volume. Sziládi: Kecskemét, 

pp. 257-258. [in Hungarian]
10.	Györffy, Gy., 1986. Juliánusz barát és a napkelet felfedezése [Friar Julianus and the Discovery of the 

Orient]. Budapest: pp. 61–82.[in Hungarian]
11.	Eastern elements of Hungarianness. 1990. Budapest: Gondolat. 
12.	Kuun, G. (ed.), 1981. Codex Cumanicus. with a Prolegomena to the Codex Cumanicus by L. Ligeti. 

(Budapest Oriental Reprints, Ser. B 1.)
13.	Ligeti, L. [translator], 1962: The Secret History of the Mongols Budapest: Gondolat. 
14.	Moravcsik, Gy. [translator], 2003. De administrando imperium [On imperial administration]. 

Lectum Publishing. Szeged. [in Latin]
15.	Vásáry, I., 2005.Cumans and Tatars. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Шомфаи Кара Д.
ELTE гуманитарлық ғылымдар зерттеу орталығы

Будапешт, Венгрия
e-mail: somfaikara@gmail.com  

ҚЫПШАҚ-ТҮРКІ (ҚҰМАН) ХАЛЫҚТАРЫ ЖӘНЕ МАЖАРЛАРДЫҢ АРҒЫ ТАРИХЫ

Аңдатпа. Бұл мақалада қыпшақ-түркі (құман) тілдерінде сөйлеген этностық 
топтардың мажарлардың арғы тарихындағы рөлі қарастырылады. IX ғасырда мажар 
немесе оногур, сондай-ақ кабар тайпалары Хазар қағанатынан бөлініп шықты. Олар 
Еділ бойы өңірінен (Этелькезден) қоныс аударып, Карпат ойпатын жаулап алды. Алайда 
мажарлардың бір бөлігі осы аумақта (Алания мен Башқұртстан жерінде) қалып қойды. 
X ғасырдан бастап Еділ бойы өңірінде құман және қыпшақ тайпалары үстемдік ете 
бастады. XIII ғасырда бұл өңір Моңғол империясының құрамына Жошы ұлысы ретінде 
енді, соның нәтижесінде құман-қыпшақ тілі lingua franca деп аталатын  этносаралық 
қарым-қатынас құралына айналды. Шығыс мажарлары осы қыпшақ-түркі этностық 
топтарының арасында ассимиляцияға ұшырады. Моңғол империясының батыс бөлігінің 
(Жошы ұлысының) ыдырауынан кейін Еділ бойы өңірінде жетекші күш ретінде көшпелі 
Ноғай Ордасы қалыптасты. Бұл үдеріс қазіргі ноғайлар, башқұрттар, таулықтар 
(қарашайлар мен балқарлар), құмықтар және Қазан татарлары (Еділ бұлғарлары) 
сияқты этностардың қалыптасуына ықпал етті. Халықтардың этностық тарихы мен 
фольклоры (ауызша тарихы) мажар тайпаларының Еділ бойындағы арғы тарихын қайта 
құруға мүмкіндік беретін маңызды деректерді сақтаған.

Кілт сөздер: мажарлар, құман-қыпшақтар, Моңғол империясы, Жошы ұлысы, 
lingua franca, Этелькез, ноғайлар.
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КЫПЧАКСКО-ТЮРКСКИЕ (КУМАНСКИЕ) НАРОДЫ И ПРЕДЫСТОРИЯ 
ВЕНГРОВ

Аннотация. В данной статье исследуется роль этнических групп, говорящих на 
кыпчакско-тюркских (куманских) языках, в предыстории венгерского народа. В IX веке 
венгерские, или оногурские, и кабарские племена отделились от Хазарского каганата. 
Они завоевали Карпатский бассейн, переселившись из региона Поволжья (Этелькёза), 
однако некоторая часть венгров осталась на этой территории (в Алании, Башкирии). 
Начиная с X века куманские и кыпчакские племена стали доминировать в Поволжье. В XIII 
веке регион вошел в состав Монгольской империи как Улус Джучи, что способствовало 
превращению куманско-кыпчакского языка в lingua franca – язык межэтнического 
общения. Восточные венгры ассимилировались среди этих кыпчакско-тюркских 
этнических групп. После распада западной части Монгольской империи (Улуса Джучи) 
ведущей силой в Поволжском регионе стала кочевая Ногайская Орда. Это привело к 
формированию таких современных этносов, как ногайцы, башкиры, тавлу (карачаевцы и 
балкарцы), кумыки и казанские татары (волжские булгары). Этническая история народов 
и фольклор (устная история) содержат много важных данных, которые помогают нам 
реконструировать предысторию венгерских племен в Поволжском регионе.

Keywords: Мадьяры, кумано-кыпчаки, Монгольская империя, Улус Джучи, lingua 
franca, Этелькез. ногаи.
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