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ABSTRACT

The purpose of the research paper is to systematise and analyse the migration
and ethnopolitical heritage of Sabirs in Southeastern Europe. The main focus is on
their role in military conflicts, interaction with Byzantium and the Sasanian Empire,
as well as their influence on the formation of early medieval political entities such as
the Bulgarian and Onogur Confederations. The research aims to identify the cultural
and linguistic heritage of the Sabirs, which is preserved in place names and linguistic
data, as well as to study their unique social structure, including the role of women in
Sabir society.

The scientific novelty. The novelty of the research lies in a comprehensive
approach to the study of Sabirs, combining the analysis of ancient, Byzantine and
Arabic sources with modern research. Special attention is paid to previously
insufficiently studied aspects, such as the influence of the Sabirs on Hungarian culture
and their participation in the formation of early medieval political formations. For the
first time, the role of women in Sabir society is considered in detail, in particular, the
ruler of Boaryk, who led the army and entered into an alliance with Byzantium. The
study also contributes to the understanding of Sabir military innovations, such as the
development of siege engines, which influenced the military art of Byzantium and the
Sasanian Empire.

Conclusions. The study showed that the Sabirs played a significant role in shaping
the ethnopolitical map of Southeastern Europe and the Caucasus. Their migrations,
caused by external threats and internal changes, have led to their settlement in vast
territories and participation in key military conflicts. The Sabirs not only acted as
mercenaries, but also influenced the cultural and political development of the region.
Their cultural heritage can be traced through geographical names and linguistic data,
and their unique social structure, including the role of women, highlights their
contribution to the development of steppe traditions. Thus, the Sabirs represent an
important link in the chain of migrations and cultural interactions that determined
the development of Eurasia in the early Middle Ages.

Keywords: Sabir Migrations, Ethnopolitical Structure, Southeast Europe,
Byzantine Empire, Sasanian Empire, Military and Diplomatic Strategies, Cultural
Heritage of Sabirs
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AHOTALIA

Memow cmammi € cucTeMaTHr3allil Ta aHasli3 MirpaiiiHoi Ta eTHOMOJJITUYHOI
craauuHu casipiB y IliBgeHHo-CxigHi#t EBponi. OCHOBHA yBara NpuAiJsf€TbCA iXHIN
poJii y BilicbKOBUX KOHOJIIKTaX, B3aeMozil 3 BizaHTieto Ta CacaHiAcbKOI0O iMIIepi€lo, a
TaKOX IX BIJINBY Ha GpOpMyBaHHSI PaHHbOCEPEAHBLOBIYHUX MOJIITUYHUX YTBOPEHb,
Takux 1K Bosrapceka Ta OHOrypchbka KoHdemeparii. JocaimkeHHsI cipssMOBaHe Ha
BUSIBJIEHHS KYJIbTYPHOI Ta MOBHOI CIIaJIIIMHU CaBipiB, sika 36eperJiacs y TONMOHIMax i
JIIHTBICTUYHMX JJaHHUX, & TAKOXX Ha BUBYEHHH IX YHIKaJIbHOI COLlia/IbHOI CTPYKTYPH,
BKJIIOYAKO4H POJIb KIHOK Y CaBipCbKOMY CyCIiJIbCTBI.

Haykoea HoOBU3HA 00C/AIXHCEHHS TOJATAaE y KOMILIEKCHOMY MHigxonai [0
BHUBYEHHSI CaBipiB, MOEJHAHHI aHa/Mi3y AHTWYHMX, Bi3aHTIHCbKHUX Ta apabCbKUX
JKepes i3 cydyacHUMH AocaimxkeHHAMUA. Oco6aMBY yBary Npu/ijieHO HeJAOCTaTHbO
BUBYEHUM aclleKTaM, fK-TO: BIJIMB CaBipiB Ha yropCbKy KyJbTypy Ta iX y4acTb y
dbopMyBaHHI paHHbOCEPEHBOBIUHMX MOJITHYHUX YTBOpPeHb. Bmepiie jgeTaibHO
pPO3TJIAZAaETBCA POJib KIHKK y CaBIpCbKOMY CYyCHiJIbCTBI, 30KpeMa NpaBUTEJbKU
Boapekc (boa), sika odosinsia BiCbKO M yKJaja coio3 i3 BizanTiero. JlociimkeHHs
TAKOXX CIPUSIE PO3YMiHHIO BiMCBKOBHMX iHHOBaIlil caBipiB, Takux SK po3pobOKa
00J10TOBMX MAIllMH, SKi BIVTMHYJIM Ha BiCbKOBe MUCTeITBO BizaHTii Ta CacaHigcbkoi
iMnepil.

BucHoeku. [locnijpkeHHd IIOKa3aJio, L0 CaBipu Bifirpasn 3Ha4Hy poOJib ¥
dopMyBaHHi eTHomosiTH4HOI kKapTH IliBgeHHo-CxigHoi €Bponu Ta Kaskasy. Ixui
Mirparil, CHpuYrHEHI 30BHIIIHIMHA 3arpo3aMy Ta BHYTPILIHIMUA 3MiHaMH, NPU3BeJIH
Jl0 pO3CesieHHs Ha BeJM4Ye3HUX TEePUTOPIAX Ta y4acTi y KJ/IOYOBUX BiMCHKOBHX
KoHJtiKkTax. CaBipy He TIJIBKH JilIM K HalMaHIli, a ¥ BIUIMBAJIX Ha KyJbTYPHHUH i
NOJITUYHUIM PO3BUTOK perioHy. IXHIO Ky/JbTypHY CHaflIMHYy MOKHA MPOCTEXHMTH
yepe3 reorpadiyHi Ha3BM Ta JIHTBICTUYHI J1aHi, a iX YHiKaJbHa collia/ibHA CTPYKTYpa,
BKJIOYAIO4M POJib KiHOK, MiKPECI0€ iXHiil BHECOK Y PO3BUTOK CTENOBUX TPAAHUILii.
TakuM 4YMHOM, CaBipH SBJSITH CO00I0 BaXKJWBY JIAHKY B JIAHII031 Mirpamii i
KyJbTYPHUX B3a€EMOJiH, $Ki BHU3HA4YaJM pPO3BUTOK EBpasii y paHHbOMY
cepeJHbOBIYYI.

Koyoei cnoea: caBipcbKi Mirpaliii, eTHonoJsiiTU4Ha CTPYKTYpa, IliBaeHHo-CxigHa
€Bpomna, BisaHTiificbka immnepis, CacaHigcbka iMmnepis, BiMCbKOBO-AUIIJIOMAaTUYHI
CcTpareril, KyJIbTypHa Clia/[lijMHa caBipiB
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INTRODUCTION

The history of the nomadic peoples of Eurasia, their migrations and interactions
with settled civilisations, is one of the key topics in the study of the early Middle Ages.
Among these peoples, the Sabirs occupy a special place - an ancient Turkic tribe that
played a significant role in shaping the ethnopolitical map of Southeastern Europe
and the Caucasus. The Sabirs, whose history is closely linked to the Great Migration of
Peoples, have left a significant mark on the military, cultural and political life of the
region. Their migrations, military campaigns and interaction with such powerful
empires as Byzantium and Sassanid Iran make them an important object of research
for understanding the processes that took place in Eurasia in the 5th-6th centuries. The
Sabirs, as one of the ancient Turkic peoples, actively participated in military conflicts,
diplomatic relations and cultural exchanges, which had a significant impact on the
formation of the ethnic and political map of the region.

The Sabirs, like many other nomadic peoples, were forced to migrate under
pressure from external threats such as the raids of the Avars and other nomadic
tribes. In the middle of the 5th century, the Sabirs began moving west, which led to
their settlement in the Volga region, Western Siberia and the Caspian regionl. These
migrations not only changed the ethnic composition of the region but also led to
significant political shifts. The Sabirs became important players in regional politics,
participating in the conflicts between the Byzantine Empire and the Sassanid Empire.

One of the key events in the history of the Sabirs was their penetration into the
Caucasus at the beginning of the 6t century. By 515, the Sabirs had already settled in
the north Caucasus and began to actively attack the Byzantine provinces. The first
significant clashes occurred in 508, when the Sabirs organised raids through the
Darial Pass into Georgia and Armenia2 These events marked the beginning of the
conflict between the Sabirs and Byzantium, which lasted for several decades. The
Sabirs not only plundered Byzantine territories but also acted as mercenaries, which
emphasises their flexibility and ability to adapt to changing political conditions. An
important aspect of the Sabirs’ military activity was their participation in major
battles, such as the Battle of Dara in 530 AD, where they fought on the side of the
Sasanian Empire against Byzantium3. In this battle, the Sabir cavalry, led by the
Iranian commander Mermeros, stood out as the most militant unit of the Sasanian
army. However, the Sabirs did not always side with Iran; sometimes they sided with
Byzantium, which indicates their strategic flexibility and pragmatism.

The cultural and linguistic heritage of the Sabirs also deserves attention. Their
influence can be traced through geographical names such as Shahkuhi-Sawer and the
Soer River, which indicate their presence in the Caucasus#. In addition, the Sabirs had
a significant impact on Hungarian culture, which is confirmed by linguistic studiess.
Some Sabir groups assimilated with Hungarians, which contributed to the formation
of their cultural and social structure.

1 Yilmaz A. Tiirklerin Orta Asya’dan Anadolu’ya Gogleri ve Etkileri. Ankara: Tiirk Tarih Kurumu Yayinlari,
2015.S. 87.

2 Kilig¢ H. Turk Gogleri ve Etkileri: Sabirler ve Bati’daki Yansimalari. Ankara, 2014. S. 78.

3 Procopius. The Wars of Justinian / Dewing H.B. (transl.). Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 2014. P. 75.

4+ Mahmud al-Kashgari. Diwan Lughat al-Turk / DankoffR, Kelly]. (Ed. & Trans.). Vol.1. Harvard
University, Department of Near Eastern Languages and Civilizations, 1982. P. 189.

5 Fehér G. Nomadic Peoples and the Migration of the Hungarians. Budapest: Hungarian Academy of
Sciences, 1990. P. 76.
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The role of women in Sabir society deserves special attention. The example of the
Sabir ruler Boaryk, who led the army and entered into an alliance with Byzantium,
demonstrates that women in Sabir society could occupy high positions and play a key
role in politics and military affairsé. This aspect highlights the uniqueness of the Sabir
culture and their contribution to the development of steppe traditions.

Thus, the Sabirs represent an important link in the chain of migrations and
cultural interactions that determined the development of Southeastern Europe and
the Caucasus in the early Middle Ages. Their migrations, military activity and cultural
heritage had a significant impact on the formation of the ethnopolitical map of the
region. The study of Sabirs allows not only to reconstruct their history, but also to
understand their role in the broader context of interaction between nomadic and
settled peoples of Eurasia.

The purpose of this study is to systematise and analyse the available data on
migration and the ethnopolitical heritage of Sabirs in Southeastern Europe. Special
attention is paid to their role in military conflicts, interaction with Byzantium and the
Sassanian Empire, as well as their influence on the formation of early medieval
political entities such as the Bulgarian and Onogur confederations. In addition, the
paper aims to identify the cultural and linguistic heritage of the Sabirs, which has
been preserved in place names and linguistic data. This study is aimed at a
comprehensive study of migration and the ethnopolitical heritage of the Sabirs, their
role in shaping the ethnic and political map of Southeastern Europe.

LITERATURE AND SOURCES REVIEW

The study of migration and the ethnopolitical heritage of Sabirs in Southeastern
Europe is a complex and multifaceted task that requires analysis of a wide range of
sources and research.

The earliest sources containing information about the Sabirs are Ancient and
Byzantine authors. Their works are valuable material for reconstructing the history of
these people, especially in the context of their migrations and interactions with other
peoples. Thus, Agathias in his ‘Histories’” describes the military campaigns of the
Sabirs and their interaction with the Byzantine Empire. His work is especially
valuable for understanding the role of Sabirs in the conflicts of the 6t century.
Theophanes the Confessor, in his ‘Chronography’s, mentions the Sabirs in the context
of their migrations and conflicts with other peoples. His work makes it possible to
trace the movements of Sabirs across the Caucasus and Eastern Europe. Procopius of
Caesarea in ‘The Wars of Justinian™ also pays attention to the Sabirs, describing them
as a warlike tribe actively interacting with Byzantium and Persia. Prokopius
highlights their role as mercenaries in the Byzantine army, as well as their
involvement in conflicts in the Caucasus. His work complements the information of
Agafiy and Feofan, providing a more complete picture of the military and political

6 Malalas John. Chronographia [The chronicle of John Malalas] / Jeffreys E., Jeffreys M., Scott R. (Trans.).
Melbourne: Australian Association for Byzantine Studies; [Sydney, N.SW.]: Dept. of Modern Greek,
University of Sydney, 1986. P. 120.

7 Agathias. The Histories (Books 2-4) / Frendo J.D. (Trans. & Ed.). Berlin-New York: Walter de Gruyter,
1975. Retrieved from https://archive.org/details/histories-agathias-1975-books-02-04

8 Peopan Hcnosednuk. XpoHorpadus / mnep. Yuuyposa H.C. // BusaHTHiickHe HCTOpHUYECKHE
coynHeHwus: «XpoHorpadusa» PeodaHa, «<bpeBuapuit» Hukudopa. Mocksa: Hayka, 1980. C. 47-69.

9 Procopius. The Wars of Justinian...
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activity of the Sabirs. An important source is the work of Menander Protectorl9, which
describes the diplomatic missions of the Sabirs to Byzantium and Persia. Menander
talks in detail about the negotiations between the Sabirs and the Byzantine emperors,
which allows for a better understanding of their foreign policy strategy.

Arab geographers and travellers such as Ibn Fadlan!?, al-Masudi!2 and Ibn Hawkal13
also made significant contributions to the study of the Sabirs, providing unique
information about their culture, social organisation and interaction with other peoples.
These sources, created during the heyday of Arabic scholarship, complement the
Byzantine and ancient evidence, offering an alternative view of the history of the Sabirs.

Another significant source is Ibn Hurdazbih’s ‘Kitab al-Masalik wa-1-Mamalik’4, in
which the author describes the trade routes and peoples inhabiting the region.
Although the Sabirs are mentioned briefly in this work, their description helps to
better understand their place in the system of trade and cultural ties between East
and West. In addition, an important source is ‘Hudud al-Alam’15, an anonymous tenth-
century geographical work that contains detailed descriptions of the peoples of
Eurasia, including the Sabirs. Hudud al-Alam helps to reconstruct the migration
routes of the Sabirs and their role in shaping the ethnopolitical map of the region.

The Arabic sources are complemented by the works of Constantine Porphyrogenitus
on the Administration of the Empire!é, which creates a comprehensive picture of the
history of the Sabirs. Constantine Porphyrogenitus, the Byzantine emperor and scholar,
describes the Sabirs as important allies and opponents of Byzantium, involved in a
complex system of diplomatic and military relations.

The works of such researchers as Sherefettin Bashtaval?, Bilal Bingell8, Ahmet
Jelik19, Mehmet Ozturk?2?, and Mustafa Shahin2! help to better understand the culture,
values and motives of Sabir tribes. The issues of the Sabirs migration, their
ethnogenesis, relationships with other Turkic peoples, and their role in the formation
of the ethnopolitical map of the Caucasus and Eurasia as a whole are considered in

10 Menander Protector. The History of Menander the Guardsman / Blockley R.C. (Trans. & Ed.). Liverpool:
Francis Cairns, 1985.

11 Toplak M. Ahmad ibn Fadlan’s Risala: An Arab diplomat’s travelogue // Bormpoudaki M. (Ed.).
Crossroads: travelling through the Middle Ages AD 300-1000. Exhibition Catalogue. Zwolle: W BOOKS,
2017.P.90-91.

12 Anb-Makducu [An-Mykadodacu]. Jlydiiee pasfesieHde [ NMO3HaHUA KJjauMmaTtoB // BocrouHoe
HUCTOpUYEeCKOe HCTOYHHUKOBeJeHHe WU ClellMasibHble UCTOpUYECKHe AUCUHUIUIMHBL COOPHMK cTaTei.
Beimn. 2. MockBa: «Hayka», ['1aB. pesi. BocToyHOU siuTepaTyphl, 1994. [Ipunoxenue. C. 268-330.

13 [bn Haukal. Surat al-Ard (Part 3). Saarbriicken: LAP, 2021.

14 [bn Khordadbeh. Al-Masalik wa Al-Mamalik / Mokhtar A. (Ed.). Pulau Pinang: Baytul Hikma, 2018. URL:
https://archive.org/details/AlMasalikWaAlMamalik

15 Hudud al-’Alam. The Regions of the World / Minorsky V. (Trans. & Ed.). London: Gibb Memorial Trust,
1970.

16 Konstantin Porphyrogenitus. De Administrando Imperio / Moravcsik G. (Ed.) & Jenkins RJ.H. (Trans.).
Washington, 1967. URL: https://archive.org/details/deadministrandoi0000cons

17 Bagstav S. Sabir Tiirkleri. Belleten. 1941. Vol. 5 (17-18). P. 53-100. DOI: 10.37879 /ttkbelleten.1414537
18 Bingél B. Turkic Tribes and the Sabirs. Istanbul: Enderun Kitap, 2011.

19 Celik A. Tiirklerin Orta Asya’dan Balkanlar’a Gogleri ve Etkileri. Ankara: Tiirk Tarih Kurumu Yayinlari,
2008.

20 Oztiirk M. Tiirk Gégleri ve Etkileri: Sabirler ve Diger Tiirk Kavimlerinin Avrupa Tarihindeki Rolii.
istanbul: Tarih Vakfi Yayinlari, 2011.

21 Sghin M. Gégler ve Tiirkler: Sabirler ve Diger Tiirk Kavimleri. Istanbul: Edebiyat Fakiiltesi Yayinlari,
2003.
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the works of Peter Golden22, Karol Cegledi23, and Vladimir Minorsky?24.

Modern research, especially in Turkish, deepens the understanding of the
ethnogenesis and migrations of the Sabirs, analysing their impact on the history of
Southeastern Europe. These works combine data from written sources with
archaeological finds, which allows us to create a more complete picture of their
history. Thus, the combination of early sources and modern research helps not only
to reconstruct the history of the Sabirs but also to understand their role in shaping
the ethnopolitical map of Eurasia. Sabirs appear as an important link in the chain of
migrations and cultural interactions that determined the development of the region
in the early Middle Ages.

MIGRATION OF SABIRS TO THE WEST: AVAR ATTACK AND RESETTLEMENT

The issue of migration, regions of settlement, and military activity of the Sabirs is
of considerable interest to historical scholarship, especially in the context of the Great
Migration of Peoples and the formation of the ethnopolitical map of Eurasia in the
early Middle Ages. Chinese sources and the research of Byzantine historians give us
the key to understanding these processes. Why did the Sabirs migrate? In which
regions have they settled? What major military and political events did they
participate in? The answers to these questions can be found in the study of historical
sources describing the fate of this nomadic people.

The information of the Byzantine historian Priscos?5 and data from Chinese
sources show that in the 460s, the Avars began to move from east to west. One of the
first major clashes was an attack on a tribe that lived near the Irtysh River. Research
by historians suggests that this tribe was probably the Sabirs. Under pressure from
the Avars, the Sabirs were forced to retreat to the west. Initially, they moved to the
Volga region, then moved to Western Siberia and the Caspian region, becoming
important players in these regions2s. It is important to note that the migration of the
Sabirs was caused not only by the pressure of the Avars, but also by more powerful
neighbours to the east. The migration system caused by these peoples created
mobility in the Eurasian steppes and changed ethnic and political boundaries. The
Sabirs not only tried to survive, but also sought to preserve their military and cultural
identity. Linguist Gyula Nemeth and historian S. Patkanov argue that the Sabirs had a
significant cultural influence on the tribes of the Ugrians, and also interacted with
various peoples along the Irtysh and Tobol rivers, which contributed to the formation
of military culture in these regions?7.

One of the first major events in the history of the Sabirs was their attack on the
Onogurs at the end of the 5th century. This attack led to the Onogurs and Saragurs
being forced to migrate to the west, which significantly changed the ethnic

22 Golden P.B. An Introduction to the History of the Turkic Peoples: Ethnogenesis and State-Formation in
Medieval and Early Modern Eurasia and the Middle East. Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1992.

23 Czeglédy K. From East to West: The Age of Nomadic Migrations in Eurasia. Archivum Eurasiae Medii
Aevi. 1983.Vol. 3. P. 25-126.

24 Minorsky V. A History of Sharvan and Darband in the 10th-11th Centuries. Cambridge: W. Heffer & Sons
Ltd., 1958. P. 108.

25 Given . (Trans. & Ed.). The Fragmentary History of Priscus: Attila, the Huns and the Roman Empire,
AD 430-476. Merchantville, NJ: Evolution Publishing, 2014. P. 93-95.

26 Yilmaz A. Tiirklerin Orta Asya’dan Anadolu’ya Gogleri ve Etkileri... S. 89.

27 Korkut T. Tiirkler ve Avrupa: Sabirler ve Diger Kavimlerin Etkisi. istanbul: Istanbul Universitesi
Yayinlari, 2009. S. 119.
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composition of the region. Byzantine historians note that these Sabir attacks caused
great unrest in the territories between the Volga and the Dnieper. It was during this
period that the Sabirs became an important factor in the region’s geopolitics, and
their military activity began to attract the attention of other peoples and empiresz2s.

The key moment for the Sabirs was their penetration into the Caucasus at the
beginning of the 6th century. By 515, the Sabirs had already settled in the north
Caucasus and began to actively attack the Byzantine provinces?9. The first significant
clashes occurred in 508, when the Sabirs organised raids through the Darial Pass into
Georgia and Armenia. These events marked the beginning of the conflict between the
Sabirs and Byzantium, which lasted for several decades.

Armenian historians described the Sabirs as ‘Huns’, and Byzantine sources
explicitly called them Sabirs. In 515, the Sabirs plundered Armenian cities, becoming
an important factor in the struggle for regional supremacy between the Byzantine
Empire and the Sassanid Empire. This Sabir invasion significantly changed the
political situation in the Caucasus, where a new centre of power was formed between
two empires — Byzantium and Iran30,

Caught up in the struggle for regional supremacy between the Byzantine Empire
and the Sasanian Empire, the Sabirs began to play the role of mercenary warriors.
The Byzantine Emperor Justin I invited the Sabirs to use their forces in the struggle
against the Sassanid ruler Kubad in 522. However, this cooperation proved to be
short-term. The Sabirs soon sided with the Sassanids, which greatly weakened the
position of Byzantium. In one of the major battles, the Sabir army of 20,000 men
fought against the Byzantines, which put them under great threat. The Byzantine
Emperor Justin I, realising the danger, wrote a letter to the Sassanid ruler Kubad, in
which he wrote: “It’s better for us to stay in the world than to be a toy for these dogs”.
However, despite attempts to resolve the situation, Kubad captured the Sabir leaders,
executing them in 528, which effectively completed this stage in the history of the
Sabirs31. The Sabirs’ influence in the Caucasus and the Black Sea region continued for
several decades after their first contacts with Byzantium and the Sasanian Empire.

Around 525, the Sabirs, who felt threatened by other nomadic peoples and empires,
settled in the strategically important area of the Bosphorus, on the territory of modern
Crimea. This transition became an important stage in their history, as it allowed them
to control important trade routes and strengthen their position in a region where the
interests of Byzantium, the Sassanids and various steppe peoples merged3z2.

Soon after the settlement of the region, the Sabirs allied with the Byzantine
Empire, which had both political and religious significance. The Byzantine Emperor
Justinian I, seeking to strengthen his position in the Caucasus and the Black Sea
region, invited the Sabirs as allies. In exchange for their support, the Sabirs converted
to Christianity, which allowed them to become part of the Christian world,
strengthening their relations with Byzantium. This decision also opened up new
opportunities for trade and cultural exchanges between the Sabirs and Byzantium.

28 Sarikaya S. Sabirler ve Erken Tiirk Tarihi. Ankara: Atatiirk Universitesi Yayinlari, 2007. S. 238.

29 Marquartj. Die Chronologie der Alttiirkischen Inschriften. Leipzig: Dietericifsche Verlags-
Buchhandlung; Theodor Weicher, 1898.

30 Kili¢ H. Ttrk Gogleri ve Etkileri: Sabirler ve Bati’daki Yansimalari... S. 178.

31 Oztiirk M. Tiirk Gocleri ve Etkileri... S. 154.

32 Kili¢ H. Turk Gogleri ve Etkileri: Sabirler ve Bati’daki Yansimalari... S. 156.

Eminak, 2025, 1 (49)



CEPEAHbLOBIYYA 149

However, this alliance did not prove to be long-lasting. In 527, the Sabirs suffered
a tragic loss when their leader, Gorda, was killed shortly after his baptism. According
to some sources, his murder was organised within the Sabir tribe, and according to
others, his death could have been the result of intrigues on the part of local elites or
even the intervention of Byzantium, which feared the strengthening of the Sabir
positions in the region. Regardless of the reasons, La Gorda’s death put an end to the
temporary peace between the Sabirs and Byzantium and once again led to an
escalation of the conflict33.

After this event, the Sabirs broke off their alliance with Byzantium and once again
became enemies of the empire. Under the leadership of the new leader, the Sabirs
began to organise raids on Byzantine territories. Their actions were aimed at
destroying Byzantine settlements, seizing resources and weakening Byzantine
control in this strategically important region. Sabir raids were particularly intense in
the Caucasus, in the Armenian and Greek provinces, where their cavalry was
especially dangerous for the small Byzantine garrisons3+.

During these conflicts, the Sabirs not only used their military might but also
actively changed their strategy, which made them even more dangerous to
Byzantium. The Sabir military culture included traditional methods of nomadic
attack, with quick and unexpected strikes against the enemy, as well as the use of
their unique siege engines, which they brought to the fighting. Despite their nomadic
roots, the Sabirs quickly adapted to the new conditions and learned how to effectively
fight in new territories3s.

THE FEMALE RULER OF THE STEPPES

There are female rulers in history who have remained in the shadow of male
rulers, but have demonstrated outstanding achievements in government and on the
battlefield. The Sabirs won great victories under the leadership of such a female ruler,
Boaryk, and determined the fate of the steppe. According to the Byzantine historian
John Malalas36, the Sabir ruler Boaryk was brave, intelligent and powerful, as befits a
male ruler. When her husband Balakh (or Malakh) died, she led the Sabir army,
protecting her two sons, who were still very young. She led a huge army of 100,000
men and achieved great strategic success allying with the Byzantine Emperor
Justinian I37. Emperor Justinian sent precious vases and other rare gifts instead of
gold to attract the Sabirs led by Boaryk, and thus achieved becoming her ally.

However, Boaryk became not only an ally but also one of the most powerful
weapons of Byzantium in the region. The Sabirs inflicted a heavy defeat on the Hunnic
army, which was waiting for them in the Caucasian passes. According to historical
sources, the Sabirs trapped the Huns and captured their entire army. A Hun
commander named Turak was captured and sent to Byzantium as a sign of victory,
while another Hun commander, Glon, was killed on the battlefield. After this battle,
the Sabirs became one of the most powerful tribes in the Caucasus. Their military

33 Golden P. Studies on the Peoples and Cultures of the Eurasian Steppes / Hriban C. (Ed.). Bucuresti:
Editura Academiei Romane; Brdila: Editura Istros a Muzeului Brailei, 2011.

34 Németh G. A honfoglal6 magyarsag kialakuldsa. Budapest: Akadémiai Kiad6, 1991.

35 Zeuss K. Die Deutschen und die Nachbarstimme. Miinchen: Ignaz Joseph Lentner, 1837.

36 Malalas John. Chronographia...

37 Procopius. The Wars of Justinian... P. 93.
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might and strategic genius played a crucial role in the struggle between Byzantium
and the Sasanian Empire.

Steppe tribes were not always in a permanent alliance and changed sides
depending on the balance of power. In 530, in the Battle of Dara, when the Byzantine
army of Belisarius and the Sasanian army under the command of Firoz clashed, Sabirs
and other groups of Huns fought on the side of the Iranians. Prokopius writes that in
this battle, the Sabirs were called ‘Massagetes’, and 3,000 Sabir cavalry joined the
Iranian armys38. This Sabir cavalry, led by an Iranian commander named Mermeros,
stood out as the most militant unit of the Sasanian army.

However, the Sabirs fought not only for Iran, but sometimes took part on the side
of Byzantium. The Byzantine historian Malalas39 writes that the Sabirs sometimes
plundered Byzantine provinces and that Emperor Justinian took measures against
this threat. The Sabir Huns organised raids on Byzantine lands from the strategic
passes of the Caucasus, plundered Armenia and the Roman borders40,

In the middle of the 6th century, the Sabirs made a great innovation not only on the
battlefield, but also in the field of military engineering*!. According to the Byzantine
historian Procopius#?, the Sabirs developed a siege engine that even the Romans and
Persians had not used before them. These machines were light but very effective
battering rams, practical enough to be carried by 40 people3. This invention of the
Sabirs gave Byzantium a great strategic advantage and made the siege of the city of
Petra possible. However, this military genius was used not only by Byzantium.
Iranians also learned about Sabir siege engines and began using this technology in
their armies#4. These events show that the Sabirs were not only a warlike people but
also a tribe that developed a military strategy and technology#s. Their innovative
methods of warfare were crucial for both Byzantium and the Sassanid Empire.

By 550, the Sabir influence had waned, and other great steppe powers had taken
their place6. As a result of the long wars between Iran and Byzantium, the Sabirs
were divided between the two empires and became mercenaries4’. Although
Byzantine and Sasanian records often describe the Sabirs as ‘mercenary warriors’,
they were not only a people hired for war, but also a tribe that brought the military
traditions of the steppe to Byzantium and Iran48.

These traditions included not only military skills, but also the unique role of
women in society, who often became no less outstanding warriors than their
husbands and brothers. There are several examples in history of female rulers and
generals who led their armies and determined the fate of entire nations. One of these

38 Ibid. P. 54.

39 Malalas John. Chronographia...

40 Given J. (Trans. & Ed.). The Fragmentary History of Priscus...

41 Vdsdry I. Cumans and Tatars: Oriental Military in the pre-Ottoman Balkans, 1185-1365. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2005.

42 Procopius. The Wars of Justinian... P. 76-85.

43 Menander Protector. The History of Menander the Guardsman... P. 98.

44 Czeglédy K. From East to West...

45 Moravcsik G. Byzantinoturcica: Sprachreste der Turkvolker in den byzantinischen Quellen (I-1I). Berlin:
Verlag Akademie, 1958. URL: https://bit.ly/41]ohsi

46 Marquart J. Die Chronologie der Alttiirkischen Inschriften...

47 [bn Khordadbeh. Al-Masalik wa Al-Mamalik...

48 Jordanis. Getica: De origine actibusque Getarum / Holder A. (Ed.). Freiburg-Leipzig: ].C.B. Mohr., 1882.

Eminak, 2025, 1 (49)



CEPEAHbLOBIYYA 151

women was the Boaryk - Sabir ruler, who stood up for her people and took part in
fateful battles, proving that a woman’s place in history largely depends on her will
and fortitude.

THE MIGRATIONS OF THE SABIRS, THEIR CULTURAL AND LINGUISTIC HERITAGE

The migrations of the Sabirs played an important role in shaping the ethnopolitical
structures of Southeastern Europe. These migrations, which took place in the
6th century, were the result of both external threats, such as the Avar raids, and
internal instability caused by changes in the political situation in Central Asia.

One of the significant stages of the Sabir migration was their settlement in various
regions, which had a long-term impact on the ethnic and political picture of the
Balkans and the Caucasus. According to research, in 558, the Sabirs, who survived the
devastating raids of the Avars, dispersed to various regions. Some of them remained
in the Caucasus, where the Sabirs were known as ‘sevordik’ in Armenian sources#.
Others joined the Bulgarian and Onogur confederations, which indicates the
important role of the Sabirs in the creation of early medieval political entities in
Eastern Europe. The Sabirs’ participation in these confederations strengthened their
political influence in the region, which is reflected in various historical sources.

The Sabirs also had a significant impact on Hungarians. According to G. Feher,
some Sabir groups assimilated with Hungarians and influenced their cultural and
social structure50. Historical chronicles, such as the Hungarian Anonymous Chronicle,
mention the name “Zuard’ as one of Attila’s generals, who may have come from among
the Sabirs. The name ‘Zuard’ in the Hungarian tradition may be associated with the
tribal name ‘Savard’, which is confirmed by linguistic research conducted by G. Feher
and other researchers5. In this context, it is worth noting that in the period between
1283 and 1304, the Zuard family appears in Hungarian historical sources, which may
also be related to the Sabir heritage.

The connection between the Sabirs and the Volga Bulgarians is also evident
through the city of Suvar, which was an important centre in the history of Volga
Bulgaria. According to the sources of Ibn Hurdazbih and Maqdisi, Suwar is mentioned
as a strategic centre playing a significant role in trade and cultural exchanges2. The
city of Suvar was the site of a Sabir settlement, and historians such as Brockelman53
associate it with the Sabirs, arguing that it was one of the major cities formed under
their influence. This connection highlights not only the military but also the cultural
heritage of the Sabirs, which manifested itself in their interactions with local peoples,
as well as in their contribution to the development of regional civilisations.

The cultural traces of the Sabirs can be traced through geographical names left in
the Caucasus, such as Shakhkukhi-Saver, Sayar-Kend and the Soer River, as well as
through linguistic data that indicate the similarity of the Sabir languages with Oghuz
and Kipchak54. This indicates the widespread influence of Sabirs in such regions as

49 Theophanes Confessor. Chronographia / De Boor C. (Ed.). Lipsiae: Typis B.G. Teubneri, 1883.

50 Fehér G. Nomadic Peoples and the Migration of the Hungarians... P. 90.

51 Ibid. P. 82.

52 Hudud al-’Alam. The Regions of the World...

53 Brockelmann C. Geschichte der Arabischen Litteratur. Vol. 3: supplement band. Leiden: Brill, 1943.
S.75.

54 Anv-BupyHu A.P. Uupusa. Mocksa: Jlagomup, 1995.
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the Caucasus, the Caspian coast and Volga Bulgaria. Mahmud Kashgari’s research
confirms that the Sabirs have left a significant mark on Turkic languages and cultures,
which also underlines the importance of their role in ethnogenesis and cultural
integration in the Eurasian expanses>s.

CONCLUSION

The study of migration and the ethnopolitical heritage of the Sabirs in
Southeastern Europe is an important contribution to understanding the complex
processes that took place in the early Middle Ages. The Sabirs, as one of the key
Turkic peoples, played a significant role in shaping the ethnopolitical map of the
region, influencing military, cultural and political processes in the Caucasus, the
Balkans and the Black Sea region. Their migrations, caused by both external threats
and internal changes in Central Asia, led to their settlement in vast territories, which
facilitated their integration into various ethnopolitical structures.

The migration of the Sabirs, which began under pressure from the Avars and other
nomadic peoples, led to their relocation to the west, where they became an important
player in regional politics. Their military activity, especially in the Caucasus, where they
interacted with the Byzantine Empire and the Sasanian Empire, testifies to their strategic
importance. Sabirs not only participated in major military conflicts, but also acted as
mercenaries, which emphasises their flexibility and ability to adapt to changing political
conditions. Their military innovations, such as the development of siege engines, had a
significant impact on the military art of both Byzantium and the Sasanian Empire.

The Sabirs played a special role in the formation of early medieval political entities
such as the Bulgarian and Onogur Confederations. Their participation in these unions
not only strengthened their political influence but also contributed to the spread of
Turkic culture in Eastern Europe. In addition, the Sabirs had a significant impact on
Hungarian culture, which is confirmed by linguistic and historical data. The
assimilation of some Sabir groups with Hungarians and their participation in the
formation of Hungarian statehood highlight their long-term cultural heritage.

The cultural and linguistic heritage of the Sabirs can also be traced through
geographical names and linguistic data. Toponyms such as Shakhkukhi-Saver, Sayar-
kend and the Soer River indicate their presence in the Caucasus and the Caspian
region. Linguistic studies conducted by Mahmud Kashgari confirm that the Sabirs
have left a significant mark on the Turkic languages, which indicates their significant
role in ethnogenesis and cultural integration in the Eurasian expanses.

The role of women in Sabir society deserves special attention, which distinguishes
them from other nomadic peoples. The example of the Sabir ruler Boaryk, who not
only led the army but also entered into a strategic alliance with Byzantium,
demonstrates that women in Sabir society could occupy high positions and play a key
role in politics and military affairs. This highlights the uniqueness of the Sabir culture
and their contribution to the development of steppe traditions.

The Sabirs’ influence in the Caucasus and the Black Sea region continued for
several decades, but by the middle of the 6th century, their role began to weaken. The
long wars between the Byzantine Empire and the Sasanian Empire led to the division
of the Sabirs between the two empires, and they became mercenaries while

55 Mahmud al-Kashgari. Diwan Lughat al-Turk... P. 189.
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maintaining their military traditions. Although Byzantine and Sasanian sources often
describe Sabirs as mercenary warriors, their role in the region was much more
significant. They not only fought for the interests of other states but also brought the
military traditions of the steppe peoples to Byzantium and Iran, which had a long-
term impact on the military art of these empires.

Thus, the Sabirs represent an important link in the chain of migrations and
cultural interactions that determined the development of Southeastern Europe and
the Caucasus in the early Middle Ages. Their migrations, military activity and cultural
heritage had a significant impact on the formation of the ethnopolitical map of the
region. The study of Sabirs allows not only to reconstruct their history, but also to
understand their role in the broader context of interaction between nomadic and
settled peoples of Eurasia.

In conclusion, we can say that the Sabirs, despite their relatively short historical
role, have left a deep mark on the history of the region. Their military achievements,
cultural heritage and unique social structures make them an important object of
study for understanding the processes that took place in the early Middle Ages.
Further research, especially involving new archaeological data and linguistic
research, may help to more fully reveal the role of the Sabirs in shaping the
ethnopolitical map of Eurasia.
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