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Abstract: The Savirs, historical ancestors of the Chuvash, spent more than seven centuries in the 
Caucasus. In the mid-2nd century they were recorded there by Ptolemy, while in the 860s they were mov-
ing up the River Itil (Volga) after living in the North Caucasus–Don area. In the Hun era they fought now 
on the side of the Persians, now with the Byzantines. After the loss of Hunnish unity, the Savirs became 
the most powerful social entity in the region. On the basis of the sources, the author considers that the 
Savirs were very numerous: there may have been up to a million of them, counting warriors and their 
households. 
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In the second half of the second century the Σαύαροι were recorded by Ptolemy in the 

Caucasus below the Aorsi and the Pagyritae (Ptol. Geogr. III, 5, 22). We can get a better 
idea of the location from the Geography compiled by Strabo (64/63 BC–AD 23/24). If we 
begin with the northern peoples, we have the following picture: the Sarmatians, then the 
nomadic Scythians who lived in tents, then the Aorsi and the Syracians, extending south 
as far as the Caucasus Mountains. “The Aorsi live on the banks of the Tanais,” Strabo 
wrote (XI, 5, 8). Although over a century separates Strabo and Ptolemy, there was no 
great movement of ethne between the second half of the fi rst century BC and the second 
half of the second century. Neither is it diffi cult to determine the space occupied by these 
tribes – from the River Tanais (Don) to the Riphean (Ural) Mountains from west to east 
and from the lower reaches of the Itil (Volga) into the Caucasus Mountains from north to 
south. At the turn of the Christian era the Aorsi were an exceptionally strong tribe. Ac-
cording to Strabo, King Spadin of the Aorsi could put 200,000 horsemen into the fi eld, 
and the Upper Aorsi even more. 

If we accept Ptolemy’s testimony about the presence of the ancestors of the Chuvash in 
the Caucasus, then the periodization of their ethnogenesis proposed by V. P. Ivanov collapses 
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altogether. He asserts that the fourth stage was the “Ancient Bulgarian Epoch (4th–8th centu-
ries) – the period when the Onogur-Suvar (Savir) and Ugro-Hungarian tribes lived in the area 
of the northern Caucasus between the Don and the Kuban, and in the Caspian basin” [IVANOV 
2010: 11]. As we have seen, the starting date needs to be moved back at least two centuries. 
And that brings with it a change in the previous stage in the periodization – “3. The Onogur 
Epoch (start of the millennium – 3rd century AD) – the time that saw the penetration of the al-
liance of ten Onogur tribes (onogur from vun – “ten” and văkăr – “bull”, the totem of the alli-
ance) into Semirechye (Zhetysu, Central Asia), Central Asia and Kazakhstan, their migration 
to the Urals region, nomad existence in the regions of southern Siberia together with the an-
cestors of the ancient Hungarians – the Ugrian tribes” [IVANOV 2010: 11]. Either Ptolemy was 
wrong or the periodization that Ivanov suggests does not accord with reality. But Ptolemy’s 
placing of the Σαύαροι in the northern Caucasus is generally accepted as a historical fact. 

At the start of the Caucasian period in their history, the Chuvash’s ancestors were 
often confused with other tribes, primarily the Huns. Here is just one example. Ammianus 
Marcellinus wrote that fear of the Huns and Alans led Ermanaric, a king of the Goths, to 
commit suicide. Vithimir, who succeeded Ermanaric in 375, fell in battle the following 
year. There is an interesting detail that Ammianus only mentions in passing: Vithimir 
“kept up resistance to the Alans for a time, drawing support from another tribe of the 
Huns whom he made his allies with money” (Ammianus Res Gestae XXXI, 3, 1-3). This 
episode tells us practically nothing about the Savirs. There are just two hints: the king of 
the Ostragoths obtained the support of another tribe (that is to say, not the Huns and not 
the Alans) and he enlisted its aid with money. But even those hints are enough to identify 
the Savirs from the historical context. 

Things get clearer from the fi fth century, when, as active participants in the Perso-
Byzantine wars, the Savirs were drawn into interaction with the Persians, Eastern Ro-
mans, Ugrian tribes, Avars, Armenians and Alans (Procopii de Bello Persico I, XV, 1; 
XXIX: 15,29; XXX, 28) [DESTUNIS 1860: 87]. In the 400s Stephanus of Byzantium wrote 
about the Sapirs/Savirs (Σάπείρες/Σάβείρες) living on the River Akampis (Chorokh) be-
tween Colchis and Persia (Stephani Ethnicorum). “The Huns, like a fruitful root of brav-
est races, sprouted into two hordes of people. Some of these are called Altziagiri, others 
Saviri; and they have different dwelling places,” Jordanes wrote of the tribes that made 
up the core of the Hunnish confederation (Iordanes Get. §37). In actual fact the Huns 
themselves comprised only a small fraction of their forces. The great mass was made up 
of allies and conquered tribes. 

After the death of Attila in 453 and the break-up of the Hunnish union into autonomous 
tribes in the Caucasus, the Savir confederation acquired a dominant role. The Onogur state 
fell apart and was replaced by a new military and political union led by the Savirs. It in-
cluded Huns and Bulgars. “The disintegration of the fi rst Hunno-Bulgarian amalgamation 
led by the Onugurs caused the start of a parallel process of unifi cation among the nomads 
of eastern Ciscaucasia and the emergence of a new military and political union led by the 
Sabirs” [DZHAFAROV 1985: 69]. In 463 the Savir confederation attacked the Saragur and their 
allies. The Saragur in turn encroached on the lands of the Acatzir. In the second half of the 
fi fth century the Savirs settled in the region of the River Kuma along the Caspian Sea. The 
ethnonym Sabirs crops up in Byzantine sources immediately after the death of Attila. I re-
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mind the reader that he became the sole leader of the Hunnish union after violently ousting 
his own brother, Bleda, in 445. Attila united many tribes and in actual fact usurped power. 
Until Attila’s death only isolated episodes are recorded in which the Savirs/Sabirs displayed 
particular bravery in combat. On all other occasions the Savirs acted as part of Attila’s 
forces and were called Huns, or at best “Hunno-Sabirs” or “the Huns called Sabirs.” 

In the late fi fth and early sixth centuries the Savirs’ immediate neighbours were the 
Augar, Burgar, Kurtagar, Avar, Khazar, Dirmar and other tribes. They all lived “in tents, 
existing on the meat of livestock and fi sh, on wild animals and by their arms,” Zacharias of 
Mytilene reports of them [ZAKHARII 1939: 114]. Because of the constant wars between Iran 
and Byzantium, and above all because the Savirs shifted their support from one side to an-
other, in the 530s two groups formed within the Savir bloc: pro-Iranian and pro-Byzantine. 
The Savirs were at that time made up of a number of tribal sub-groups. “But already in the 
early sixth century the position in Savir society changed. A hereditary dynasty emerged 
from the tribal nobility that laid claim to rule all the Savirs. Members of this dynasty en-
gaged in an open struggle with the separatism of tribal chieftains” [FYODOROV 1972: 21]. In 
his Chronicle for the year 508 Theophanes of Byzantium wrote: “The Huns called Savirs 
penetrated beyond the Caspian Gates, invaded Armenia, devastated Cappadocia, Galatia and 
Pontus and stopped almost at Euchaita itself” (Theophanes Hronogr.). The Savirs were one 
of the most powerful tribes in the region. According to Theophanes and Ioannes Malalas, in 
520 the Savir leaders could fi eld more than 120,000 warriors at one time. (From this we can 
extrapolate the total number of the Savirs, adding to the warriors their wives, children and 
parents. It comes to between 500,000 and a million people. There was practically no other 
force of that strength in the Caucasus at the time.) In that year Voarix, “a woman of the Huns 
called Savirs,” allied herself with the Romans. She had 100,000 warriors under her control. 
The Persian king Kavadh persuaded two tribal rulers, relatives of Voarix, to help him in his 
war against the Romans. When they passed through Queen Voarix’s lands she attacked them. 
One, Styrax, was captured and sent in chains to Constantinople. The other, Glones, fell in 
battle. Thus she became an ally and friend of Justinian (Theophanes Hronogr.). 

Together with the Khazars, the Savirs “made up one and the same military and politi-
cal amalgamation that was, however, headed by the Savirs since in the fi rst half of the sixth 
century in the majority of historical reports it is their name that serves to designate the 
barbarians who dwelt north of Derbent” [ARTAMONOV 1962: 127]. In the sixth century Pro-
copius recorded “the Huns that call themselves Savirs” on the border of Iberia – at the end 
of the Caucasus range. In 531 the Savirs waged war against the Byzantines, attacking their 
domains in Armenia, on the Euphrates and in Cilicia. Evidently the frequent occurrence 
of the ethnonym “Hunno-Savirs” in the historical sources has prompted some researchers 
to speak of the Huns as direct ancestors of the Chuvash. Siro Khattori, for example, wrote: 
“The Chuvash tribes are possibly one of the branches of direct descendants of the Huns 
who in the 370s gave the impetus for the ‘Great Migration of Peoples’ and in the late fi fth 
century left the historical stage” [KHATTORI 1980: 94]. But the opposite is actually correct: 
at that time the Huns of Daghestan were a part of the Savir tribes [KLYASHTORNYI 2009: 
205]. To put it more simply, the disintegrating Huns were absorbed by the Savirs. 

In 541 hostilities between Iran and Byzantium took place in Lazica. This was a strate-
gic area for both sides and its most important stronghold was the mighty maritime citadel 



200 Anton SALMIN

of Petra, built on Justinian’s orders to the south of the River Phasis. But the local populace 
was unhappy with the Byzantine occupation. The Laz turned to the Persian Shah for aid. 
He prepared well and took the fortress. In 545 a truce was concluded between Persia and 
Byzantium. But then the Laz appealed to the Byzantines for help. In the year 549 Jus-
tinian sent a 7,000-strong army. “Early in 551, using the support of the Savir Huns and 
the superiority of Byzantine military equipment, the commander Bessas fi nally regained 
Petra” [UDAĽTSOVA 1967: 333]. In this attack the Savirs used rams of a special construc-
tion that played a decisive role in demolishing the walls of the fortress. In the campaign of 
554–555 the heavily-armed Savirs under the leadership of “their most illustrious people,” 
Bashiakh, Kutilzis and Ilager, played an active part in the war on the Byzantine side and 
routed a strong force of the Dilimnites, warlike allies of the Persians. In the middle of the 
sixth century the Savirs had control of the Caspian Gates that Armenian historians call 
Chora and where slightly later the city of Derbent arose [MERPERT 1958: 565–566]. “By 
the middle of the sixth century the Savirs, being the most powerful and numerous people 
in the Caucasus, seized the whole of Northern Albania (Shirran and Arran) in the area of 
Derbend-Kabala, the former centre of Savir settlements, and stayed there more than 100 
years… Evidently in this period part of the Savirs adopted a settled way of life becoming 
assimilated with the native population of the country” [ASHURBEILI 1983: 62]. In the second 
half of the sixth century Savirs could also be found on the River Tekhuri in Western Geor-
gia. Agathias Scholasticus, in particular, wrote: “Mercenaries from among the Huns who 
are called Savirs … made camp by Archaeopolis and the adjoining localities” (Agathias 
III, 17). So, we see that for almost the entire sixth century the Savirs migrated unhindered 
around an area extending from the Northern Caucasus to Asia Minor. Late in the century, 
according to Menander Protector, Roman military commander forced the Savirs and Al-
banians to resettle on the River Kura (Menandr. §43). In this way the Byzantines sought 
to keep these tribes on their side. 

In 658 the Western Turkic Kaganate fi nally fell apart. At the same time in the north-
eastern foothills of Daghestan the state of Suvar formed on the basis of early feudal rela-
tions with Varachan as its capital. By inertia the Armenian sources continued to call it 
the Kingdom of the Huns and for Arab chroniclers it was Jidan. From the middle of the 
fi fth century to the end of the seventh (two and a half centuries), the Savirs held sway over 
eastern Ciscaucasia. 

The Khazar Kaganate in the steppes adjoining the Caspian consisted from the outset 
of Suvars, Bulgars and the Khazars themselves. The Khazars were actually an ethnic mi-
nority in their kaganate. From a letter sent by the Khazarian Kagan Joseph we learn of the 
genealogy of this people. Joseph traces his ancestry back to Japheth, while the Khazars 
were descended from a grandson of Japheth – Togarmah. Togarmah had ten sons among 
whom one can clearly identify Avar, Khazar, Savir and Bulgar [KOKOVTSEV 1932: 74, 91–
92, 130]. By the end of the seventh century the Khazars began to dictate their conditions 
in eastern Ciscaucasia. The land of the Savir Huns also came under their control. 

In the eighth century the military and political situation shifted still further in favour 
of Khazaria with its capital at Semender in the lower reaches of the River Terek. The 
Khazars imposed tribute on both the Suvar and the Bulgars. The land of the Suvar be-
came federated with the Khazars. But by the middle of the eighth century Derbent was in 
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the hands of the Arabs. The Khazars could not accept this and made several attempts to 
overcome its fortress walls, but without success. The Caliph ordered Yezid, the governor 
of Derbent, to renew the old fortifi cations. A few fortresses destroyed earlier, including 
Suvari, were renovated and garrisoned. Besides that, Yezid put a thousand guards on each 
of the borders, especially in the fortress of Suvari. So all the fortifi cations around Derbent 
were packed with warriors and the city protected from the Khazars (MUKHAMMED-AVABI 
1898: 83–84). As we see, long before the eighth century, close to the city of Debent there 
was a fortress named Suvari, originally undoubtedly constructed by the Savirs/Suvars. 

In the second half of the ninth century Ibn Khordadbeh recorded a kingdom of Suvar 
on the northern side of Bab (Derbent) [Ibn Khordadbeh. Book of Roads, § 124]. In 863 the 
Suvars, who lived in the Northern Caucasus–Don area moved to the higher reaches of the 
River Itil (Volga). Thus the Savirs spent exactly seven centuries in the Caucausus. 
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