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Abstract: In this work based on primary sources, the author investigates the chronology 
of the appearance of the Bulgars and their movement around Europe. Historical facts show that 
the formation of the Volga Tatars as an ethnicity was in large part based on the cultural tradi-
tions of the Bulgars. In light of the information contained in the article, the Bulgars cannot be 
considered direct ancestors of the Chuvash people.
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Introduction
As of today, there are two main schools of thought regarding the origins 

of the Chuvash people – either Bulgar or Suvar. Recently, however, most of the 
evidence has indicated Suvar origins.1 

Following the current Bulgar theory in determining the roots of the Chu-
vash people brings us eventually to the dead-end problem of having to divide 
the Bulgar population into Tatars and Chuvash. Also, the question of the Suvar 
population in Chuvash history remains untouched. And this, I believe, is the 
best – and only – way to shed some light on the history of the Chuvash people’s 
ancestors. Up until now it has been most common in Chuvash studies for peo-
ple to assign Turkic roots to the Chuvash people. Khudyakov was not speaking 
groundlessly when he proposed that the Chuvash people could in no way be seen 
as either founders or bearers of Bulgar culture. The Bulgar origins theory itself is 
based on one-sided and poorly interpreted linguistic materials.2 When setting a 
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goal of finding evidence for the autochthony of the Volga Tatars, some research-
ers decide that the best course is study of the Ananyino culture. Of course, the 
Tartars have no direct connection with that archaeological culture. And you re-
ally can’t put the question like that. It’s just not possible to seriously speak about 
a specific ethnicity, and sometimes even anthropological homogeneity, in such 
a prehistorical era. There are no grounds to claim that all inhabitants of Volga 
Bulgaria of the 10th to 13th centuries were the ancestors of the Chuvash people. 

Tokarev, in his theoretical article on the problem of the ethnogenesis of the 
Chuvash and Bulgars, wrote: “It would be difficult to object to the relatively 
convincing and historically proven connection between the ancient Bulgars and 
modern Chuvash people”.3 However, Tokarev goes on to say that even a direct 
historical connection is not the same as equivalence. People tend to forget that. 
One must bear in mind that even a convincing convergence between a modern 
people and ancient ancestors does not help much in determining origins. It is 
more like an explanation of the known using the unknown. Therefore even a 
proven connection between, for example, today’s Chuvash and the ancient Bul-
gars, does not provide an answer to the question of their origins. Can we really 
consider the “Bulgar theory” the solution to the problem of the ethnogenesis 
of the Chuvash people? Most likely it is the opposite: that theory can serve as 
answer to the question of who the Bulgars were. One should never uncondition-
ally link a modern people and an ancient tribe.

Body
An a priori assignment of a Bulgar source to the ancestors of the Chuvash, 

as well as direct identification of the Bulgars with the ancient Tatar world, leads 
to a very unfortunate generalization. 

Movses Khorenatsi writes of a time of unrest during the reign of king 
Arshak in the Country of the Bulgars, surrounded by the Caucasus Mountains. 
Due to the troubles many Bulgars relocated to Armenia and “settled for a long 
time below Kola, in places with an abundance of grains”. Khorenatsi makes 
reference to Mar Abas Katina, who lived at the end of the 3rd and beginning of 
the 4th centuries, which increases the reliability of the events’ occurrence.4 Ac-

vash People: article]. // News of the Society for Investigation and Study of Azerbaijan. No. 4. 
Baku, 1927, p. 136.

3 S. A. Tokarev. K postanovke problem etnogeneza [The problem of ethnogenesis]. // So-
viet Ethnography, 1949, 3, p. 13.

4 Movses Khorenatsi. Istoriya Armenii [The History of Armenia]. Translation from an-
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cording to the sources named, the Bulgars at that time lived in the Kola region 
(currently the region and city of Göle in northeastern Turkey). According to 
Akopyan, the real prototype of King Valarshak in Armenian lore is not Valarsha 
II (believing that this conclusion drawn by Gadjiev was hasty) or even Varlasha 
I (117–140), but rather Trdata I (54–75), a reformer described by Khorenatsi, 
referencing Mar Abas Katina. There are thus grounds to assert that the Bulgars 
were first noted in the 1st century, in southwest Armenia. Still, however, many 
researchers continue to hold that the first mention of the Bulgars is from the 
year 354 – as Vulgares in Latin by Anonymus in his Chronography.5 

We first see a colony of Bulgar tribes arise during the reign of Valarshak 
(= Valarsha, c. 197–2166) in Armenia, in the green fields near Shar’s estate. 
Akopyan calls them belendur bulkhary (source: personal letter to the author of 
January 9, 2015). This territory is now part of the Vanand Region of Turkey, 
with the city of Kars as its center.7 Movses Khrenatsi writes that during the 
reign of King Arshak a great unrest arose in the Caucasus Mountains. As a re-
sult many Bulgars moved to Armenia “and settled for a long time below Kola, 
in a fertile land with an abundance of grains”. Khorenatsi also makes refer-
ence to Mar Abas Katina, who lived at the end of the 3rd and beginning of the 
4th centuries, which increases the reliability of the occurrence of these events. 
According to these sources, it seems that the Bulgars at that time lived near 
Kola (currently the region and city of Göle, located in the northeast of Turkey). 
Akopyan also gives his interpretation. He holds that the real prototype of King 
Valarshak in Armenian lore is not Valarsha II (believing that that this conclu-
sion drawn by Gadjiev was hasty) or even Varlasha I (117–140), but rather 
Trdata I (54–60 and 63–88, or 54–75), a reformer described by Khorenatsi, 

cient Armenian. Introduction and commentary by Gagik Sarkisian. – Yerevan: Ayastan, 1990, 
p. 61, 69.

5 Theodorvs Mommsen, Ed. Monvmenta Germaniae Historica. Chronicaorvm Minorum 
Saec. IV.V.VI.VII. Vol. I: Accedvnt Tabvlae Dvae. – Berolini: Apvd Weidmannos, 1892, p. 
105.

6 M. S. Gadjiev. K etnokarte Severo-Zapadnogo prikaspiya v pozdnesarmatskiy period (v 
kontekste soobscheniya Khorenatsi o pokhode khazir i basil v 216 godu) [On the ethnographic 
map of the Caspian Region in the Late Sarmatian Period (in the context of Khorenatsi’s writ-
ings on campaign of the Khazars and Barsils]. // Lower Volga Archaeological Bulletin. Issue 
11 – Volgograd: VGU, 2010, p. 69.

7 A. Kh. Artyunyan. K voprosu territorii rasseleniya drevnevostochnikh slavyan soglasno 
trudam Movsesa Khorenatsi [On the matter of the territory to which ancient Eastern Slavs 
migrated according to Movses Khorenatsi]. // Caspian region: politics, economics, culture. 
Astrakhan, 2012. No. 2 (31), p. 369.
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referencing Mar Abas Katina. There are thus grounds to assert that the Bulgars 
were first noted in the 1st century, in southwest Armenia. Still, however, many 
researchers continue to hold that the first mention of the Bulgars is from the 
year 354 – as Vulgares in Latin by Anonymus in his Chronography. 

At the time of Atilla, the Bulgars lived within the sphere of influence of 
the Huns and fought in their ranks8, although this did not constitute complete 
submission to their authority. Skrzhinskaya, a commentator on the Getika, notes 
that in telling the story of events of the second half of the 5th and first half of the 
6th century connected with the Huns, Jordanes refers to them indiscriminately 
as Bulgars, Antes, or Sclaveni.9 In 493, 499, and 502, the Bulgars (Βούλγαροι) 
embark on devastating marches to the northern border areas of the Byzantine 
Empire.10 And Theophanes the Confessor clarifies: “and they returned before 
they were discovered” (501/502).11 For example, in 499 near the Tsurta River 
(currently Southern Ossetia), there was a battle between the Bulgars and the Il-
lyrians, with more than 4000 casualties. The source does not specify, however, 
whether this figure refers to both sides or just the Illyrians. It would seem that it 
refers to fallen warriors under the command of the Illyrian Arist, since the au-
thor of the source is mostly writing on Byzantinian events. From context we can 
surmise that until the end of the 5th century the Bulgars had not embarked on any 
long-distance campaigns and were not known in the Byzantinian lands. By the 
beginning of the 6th century they had already acquired the military skill of ap-
pearing and disappearing unexpectedly. Marcellinus Comes also  describes wars 
between Illyrian/Thracian forces and the Bulgars in 499, 502, 515, and 530.12 

Theophanes mentioned large-scale military clashes between the Bulgars 
and Byzantines around 538/539. Although Malala (who was compiled by 

8 Gyula Németh. A honfoglalό magyarság kialakulása. Közzéteszi Berta Árpád. – Buda-
pest: Akadémiai Kiadό, 1991, p. 147.

9 Ye. Ch. Skrzhinskaya. Vstup. st., per., komment. [Introductory article, translation, com-
mentary]. // Jordanes. The origin and deeds of the Getae. (Getica). – Saint Petersburg: Aleteya, 
2001, p. 218.

10 I. S. Chichurov. Vizantiyskie istoricheskie sochineniya [Byzantine historical essays]. – 
Moscow: Nauka, 1980, p. 75; Gyula Moravcsik. Byzantinoturcica. Vol. I–II. – Leiden: E.J. 
Brill, 1983, p. 108.

11 Theophanes the Confessor. Khronografiya [Chronography]. Text in Ancient Greek and 
Russian languages, translation and commentary I. S. Chichurov. // Chichurov I.S. Vizantiyskie 
istoricheskie sochineniya [Byzantine historical essays]. – Мoscow: Nauka, 1980, p. 25, 49.

12 Marcellinus Comes. Khronika [Chronicle]. Translated, edited by N. N. Bolgov. – Bel-
gorod: BelGU, 2010, p. 86, 119, 120.
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Theophanes), when referring to those battles, spoke of Huns and not Bulgars. 
Obviously the Huns as we think of them already did not exist at that point. In 
555, Zacharias Rhetor wrote that the Bulgars had cities.13 According to Michael 
the Syrian, whose work was based on the Ecclesiastical History of John of 
Ephesus (died 586), the Sasanian king Bahram VI Chobin decided to rise up 
against the Byzantine appointee Khosrau in the Caucasus Mountains. Khosrau 
sought assistance from the Byzantine Emperor Maurice (582–602). Maurice 
sent an army to aid Khosrau, consisting of Armenians and Bulgars, 2000 men 
in all.14 Judging from context, we can surmise that the events occurred in 590 or 
immediately afterwards, but not later than 602. This means that in these years 
the Byzantine army in the Caucasus (most likely in Armenia) included Bulgars. 

In 626, the Bulgars laid siege to Constantinople.15 Under the leadership of 
Kubrat in 635 the Bulgars overwhelmed the powerful Avar stronghold around 
the Black Sea. With the waning power of the Turks in these years, the Bulgars 
and the Khazars gained ascendency in the western steppe. This led to the new 
state of Great Bulgaria, with its capital at Phanagoria.16 After his death, Kubrat 
(Κοβϱᾶτός, Kuvrat), leader of the Bulgars and Kotrags, left five sons. The date 
of Kubrat’s death is uncertain, within the years 64217 to 665. On his deathbed 
he ordered his sons to stay and live together so that they could remain in con-
trol and not be subject to enslavement by another people. However, his sons 
did just the opposite: they separated from one another, each ruling his own 
people. Researchers interpret this story in different ways: some see it as legend, 
while others support Theophanes and its accuracy. The first son – Batbayan/
Vayan (the name of the Avar khagan), honoring his father’s wishes, remained 
in place. Batbayan was later forced to pay tribute to the Khazars. The second 
son, Kotrag, crossed the Tanais (Donets) River and settled across from his 

13 Zacharias Rhetor. Khronika [Chronicle]. // Pigulevskaya N.V. Siriyskaya sreneve-
kovaya istoriografiya. Issledovaniya i perevody [Syrian Historiography of the Middle Ages. 
Research and Translations]. Compiled by Ye. N. Mescherskaya. – St. Petersburg: Dmitriy Bu-
lanin, 2011, p. 595.

14 Mychael the Syrian. Khronika [Chronicle]. Translated by R. A. Guseynov. // Syrian 
Sources of the 12th and 13th Centuries on Azerbaijan – Baku: AN AzSSR Publishing, 1960, p. 
36.

15 Chichurov, 1980, p. 98.
16 Peter B. Golden. Studies on the Peoples and Cultures of the Eurasian Steppes. Ed. by 

Cătălin Hriban. – Bucureşti: Editura Academiei Române, 2011, p. 148.
17 I. G. Semyonov. K istorii Unnogundurskogo gosudarstva [On the history of the Unno-

gundrian State]. // Byzantine Annals. V. 72 (97). Moscow, 2013, p. 61.
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older brother. The third son, Asparukh, crossed both the Dnieper and the Dni-
estr, and arriving at Ogl, north of the Danube, settled there. He decided that 
the location was secured and impregnable, since it was surrounded by rivers 
and swampland. It seems that Asparukh feared the Khazars. Later, in a battle 
with the Byzantines, he drove the enemy to Varna. Here the Bulgars conquered 
the Slavins and the Severs, and the frightened basileus had no choice but to 
make peace with the Bulgars. The fourth and fifth sons moved across the Istr 
(Danube). One of them remained subject to the Avars in Pannonia, while the 
other, having reached Pentapolis, came under the rule of the Christians (i.e., the 
Byzantines).18 In 670 the Khazars, united with the Hungarians, routed the Bul-
gars.19 During their early history the Khazars were involved in a military/politi-
cal union with the Savirs, known in sources as the “Country of the Huns”.20 For 
the entire 7th century, the Savirs and Khazars remained part of this military and 
political union. And thus it is that for this time period the Savirs and Bulgars 
were warring with one another.

After the disintegration of the Hun empire, the Caucasus Savirs of the 5th 
through the 8th centuries encountered no military challengers. It was this period 
when the Bulgars were quite significantly crowded out by the Savirs21 and Kha-
zars22. After this, the Savirs entered into a military and political union, headed 
by the Khazar Khaganate. At the behest of the khagan, they stood against Khaz-
aria’s external enemies – first and foremost, the Arabs. Moreover, even before 
their arrival into the Central Volga region, the Suvars and the Bulgars lived 
separate from one another. Historian Dmitriev believed that the change in the 
ethnic composition of the population of the Central Volga region was connected 
with the 7th century invasion by Bulgar tribes and the 8th century incursion by 

18 Feofan [Theophanes] 1980, 60–62; Nikifor, Patriarkh Konstantinopolskiy. Kratkaya 
istoriya so vremeni posle tsarstvovaniya Mavrikiya [Nikifor, Patriarch of Constantinople. A 
Brief History of the Time after Maurice’s Reign]. Translated by Ye. E. Lipshits. // Byzantine 
Annals. V. 3. Мoscow, 1950, p. 363.

19 Andras Rona-Tas. Khazary i madyary [The Khazars and the Magyars]. // The Kha-
zars – Мoscow: Mosty kultury; Jerusalem: Gesharim, 2005, p. 117.

20 L. B. Gmyrya. Pravovye normy v Khazarskom kaganate na rannem etape istorii (se-
redina VII – pervaya tret’ VIII v.) [Legal Regulations in the Khazar Khaganate in Early His-
tory (mid-7th century to the first third of the 8th century]. // IAE DNTs RAN Institute Bulletin. 
2012, p. 3.

21 L. N. Gumilyov. Otkrytie Khazarii [Discovering Khazaria]. – Мoscow: Iris Press, 2007, 
p. 261.

22 Peter B. Golden. The peoples of the Russian forest belt. // The Cambridge History of 
Early Inner Asia. – Cambridge Univ. Press, 2008, p. 235.
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the Suvars.23 However, the archeological materials show that the Bulgars came 
to the Central Volga region during the second half of the 8th century, with the 
reason given as the Arab-Khazar wars.24 Novotseltsev holds that the Bulgars’ 
migration to the Central Volga region took place in the 8th century.25 Peter Gold-
en writes that the state of Volga Bulgaria was formed during the period from the 
second half of the 8th century to the second half of the 9th/beginning of the 10th 
century.26 Andras Rona-Tas’ views on the chronology of the Bulgars seem to be 
accurate and closer to the historical reality. He believes that prior to the start of 
the migration the Bulgarian empire was located not in the region of the Kuban 
and Northern Caucasus, but rather between the Donets River and the Southern 
Bug. The Bulgars, in his view, were at that point dependent on the Khazars. In 
737, taking advantage of the attack on the Khazars by Arab military command-
er Marwan, they moved up the Volga.27 This also breaks the Bulgars’ subjection 
to the Khazars. The Bulgars moved up the Volga until around 750, when they 
reached the Samara Bend. Numismatic materials tell us that at the end of the 
8th century the Bulgars were in the area of Bolshie Tarkhany. Here archaeolo-
gists found the oldest Bulgaro-Turkic records. By around 900 they were near 
the Kama River.28 At the beginning of the 860s, the Savirs, living in the North 
Caucasus/Don region, start moving up the Itil. Thus there is more than 100 
years’ difference between the arrival of the Bulgars and that of the Suvars in the 
Northern Volga region, which gives credence to the suggestion that the tribes 
were autonomous, especially in the ethnic sense. At the same time, we must 
also agree with Bernat Munkacsi regarding the high level of group identity of 

23 V. D. Dmitriev. Cheboksary: Ocherki istorii goroda kontsa XIII–XVII vekov [Chebo-
kosary: Studies in the History of the City from the End of the 13th to the 17th century]. – Che-
boksary: ChHIGN, 2003, p. 7.

24 Ye. Kazakov. O tipologii i periodizatsii drevnostey Bolgarii: VIII–X vv. [On Categori-
zation and Periodization of Ancient Bulgaria: 8th–10th centuries]. // Symposium “Slavs and the 
Protobulgars”: Presentations. – Sofia: BAN, 1982, p. 390.

25 A. P. Novoseltsev. Khazarskoe gosudarstvo i ego rol’ v istorii Vostochnoy Yevropy I 
Kavkaza [The Khazar State and its Role in the Hisotry of Eastern Europe and the Caucuses]. – 
Мoscow: Nauka, 1990, p. 75.

26 P. B. Golden. Some Notes on the Etymology of Sabir. // ΚΟΙΝΟΝ ΔΩΡΟΝ: Collection 
of Articles upon the 60th Birthday of V. P. Nikonorov. – St. Petersburg: Philological Faculty of 
SPBGU, 2013, p. 52.

27 A. Rona-Tas. Ot Urala do Karpatskogo basseyna: novye rezultaty issledovaniy po ran-
ney istorii vengrov [From the Urals to the Carpathian Basin: New Research on the Early His-
tory of the Hungarians]. // Chuvash Humanitarian Bulletin, No. 7, 2012, p. 6.

28 András Róna-Tas. A honfoglaló magyar nép. – Budapest: Balassi, 1996. 
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the ancestors of the Čuvaš. It was this quality that pushed a Suvar tribe towards 
its disagreement with the Bulgars in the beginning of the 10th century and its 
departure under the leadership of King Vyryg to the right bank of the Volga. As 
we can see, the Bulgars came to the Volga around the 750s, while the Suvars ar-
rived later, in the 860s. Let me emphasize once again that the Bulgar tribes and 
Savir tribes arrived in the Volga region in different groups, at different times. 
Moreover, after the fall of the Hunnish union, the Savirs began to suffocate the 
Bulgars. It’s possible that this was a reason (whether an additional reason or 
the main one is up for debate) for the Bulgars leaving the fertile lands north of 
the Caucasus/Don area. Sources confirm that in the first half of the 9th century 
there was a second wave of relocation of Bulgars to the Volga. The suppres-
sion in 830 of the uprising of the supporters of the old religion in Khazaria, the 
Kabars (and apparently the Bulgars and Suvars as well) brought about another 
historical event – the dissatisfied Bulgars (i.e., those that remained) moved to 
the Danube and to Volga-Kama.29 

The main enemy of Volga Bulgaria during the reign of Almis was Khaz-
aria. Every year Almis paid the king of the Khazars one sable pelt for each 
household in his state. We see from a story related by Ibn Fadlan that the son 
of the Bulgarian king was held prisoner by the Khazar king. “The [news of the] 
beauty of the daughter of the king of the Slavs reached the Khazar king and he 
went off to take her to wife. But the king of the Slavs spoke against him and 
denied him. The Khazar king then sent [an expedition] and took her by force… 
And she died [while she was] with him. So the Khazar king sent a demand for 
the second daughter. As soon as this [news] reached the king of the Slavs, he 
acted preemptively and gave her in marriage to the king of the Esegel [tribe] 
under his authority, fearing that he would take her by force as he did with her 
sister”.30 The Bulgar king decided to build a fortress to defend from the “Jews 
subjugating him”. It seems that, being already located in the Central Volga 
region, in the 10th century the Suvars continued (albeit by inertia) to consider 
themselves allies of Khazaria. In such a situation, between the Bulgars, whose 
relations with Khazaria were quite chilly, and the Savirs, recent Khazar allies, 
there certainly was not much mutual sympathy. The Bulgars did not have good 

29 Svetlana Pletnyova. Drevnie bolgary v vostchnoyevropeyskikh stepyakh [Anciant Bul-
gars in the Eastern European Steppe]. // Tatar Archaeology. 1997. No. 1, p. 46.

30 Ibn Fadlan. Book. // Kovalevskiy A.P. Kniga Akhmeda Ibn-Fadlan o ego puteshestvii 
na Volgu v 921–922 [Akhmed Ibn Fadlan’s Book on his Travels along the Volga, 921–922] 
Article, translation, and commentary – Kharkov: Kharkov University, 1956, p. 141.
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relations with other neighbors either. According to Ibn Rustah and Gardezi, in 
the second half of the 9th century and start of the 10th, they conducted plunder-
ing raids on the Burtas and took them as captives.31

By the start of the 10th century, the clan system had disappeared in Volga 
Bulgaria. By this time, in its place had appeared a pre-feudal class system: 
craftsmen and producers were commoners, but slave labor was used as well. 
The country had four generally accepted kings (knyazya).32 It seems that in 
theory they were all to ascend the throne one after another in a certain order. 

The center of Volga Bulgaria was the city of Bolghar. “From it come 20,000 
riders,” notes the source “Hudud al-Alam”.33 According to this book, there was 
another city located close to Bolghar – Suvar. But according to Ahmad Ibn Fal-
dan there was no such city at that point. Crossing the Utka River he mentions 
no city at all, since at that point it did not exist. It seems that the book meant 
more of a settlement than a city – the settlement that was the center of the Suvar 
tribe. However, the settlement later nominally adopted the name Suvar, as the 
main part of the tribe was located on the right bank. In the city of Suvar dwelled 
only that small group of Suvars that had adopted Islam. They were soon “Bul-
garized”. During the Tatar Mongol invasion, the Suvars, who happened to be 
located in an outpost, were wiped from the face of the Earth completely.

Almost from the moment Volga Bulgaria was formed it became a transit 
trading center. Trade was particularly active with the Khazars and the Rus, who 
brought sable, ermine, and squirrel to the Volga.34 In a description of events 
occurring from the 940s to the 960s, the city of Bolghar was not considered 
large; it did not contain multiple districts. It was most famous as a port that 
berthed merchants from neighboring countries. After Kievan Prince Svyato-
slav crushed Khazaria in 965, Bulgaria’s role as a center of trade grew even 
further. There came to be three major trade lines – with the East, with Rus, and 
with neighbors. Cities were built and craftsmanship flourished. Furs, grain, 

31 Ibn Dasta. Izvestiya o khozarakh, burtasakh, bolgarakh, mad’yarakh, slavyanakh, i 
russakh [Information on the Khozars, Burtas, Bolgars, Magyars, Slavs, and Rus]. – St. Peters-
burg: Imperial University Press, 1869, p. 24.

32 Ibn Fadlan 1956, p. 27, 35, 132.
33 V. Bartold. Vvedenie [Introduction]. // Hudud al-Alam. Tumanskiy’s Work. With intro-

duction and index by V. Bartold. – Leningrad: AN SSSR Publishing House, 1930, p. 32.
34 B. N. Zakhoder. Kaspiyskiy svod svedeniy o Vostochnoy Yevrope. T. II: Bulgary, 

mad’yary, narody Severa, pechenegi, rusy, slavyane [Caspian Collection of Information on 
Eastern Europe. Vol. 2: Bulgars, Magyars, People of the North, Pechengs, Rus, Slavs ]. – Mos-
cow: Nauka, 1967, p. 29.
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and honey were widely used as both goods and currency. The waterways of the 
Volga and Oka played a large part in facilitating the growth of trade. Thanks to 
the rivers Bulgaria became a center of transit trade. A road was constructed to 
Kiev. In Bulgaria there appeared trading posts where goods were stored. Mer-
chants, guards, porters, oarsmen, servants, and travelers stayed there to rest. 
An entire service industry arose. “River pirates and robbers were drawn to the 
city”.35 All of these factors together aided in the birth of a state.

The period from the second half of the 10th to the beginning of the 13th 
century is full of incursions into Bulgar lands. For example, in 358 A.H. (968–
969), the Rus, making their living there on the skins and furs of wild animals, 
destroyed Bolghar.36 At the end of the 10th century Kievan princes made war 
with the Volga Bulgars, with the Ghuzz (Oguz) allied with Kiev. According to 
Al Bakri there were not many Bulgars at that point, with approximately 500 
male heads of families.37 At the start of the 10th century, however, according 
to sources, Almis had either 500 or 5000 people in his tribe. In 997, Vladimir 
Svyatoslavovich made his way “to the Bulgars on the Volga and Kama, and 
after conquering them, took them prisoner”38. 

In 1117, the Cumans came to the Bulgars. The Bulgar king poisoned their 
drinks: the khan Aepa and other Cuman leaders were killed.39 In 1164, Prince 
of Vladimir Andrey Bogolyubskiy, with his son Izyaslav, brother Yaroslav, and 
Murom prince Gyurgiy (Yuriy), advanced on Bulgar lands. They took the fa-
mous Bulgar city of Bryakimov (Bryakhimov) and burned three other towns. 
They cut off the majority of the Bulgars, captured their banners, and Andrey 
returned victorious, state the chronicles.40 In 1172, horde leader Sain founded 

35 G. N. Belorybkin. Zapadnoe Povolzh’e v srednie veka [The Western Volga Region in 
the Middle Ages]. – Penza: PGPU, 2003, p. 78.

36 Abul-Qasim Ibn Ḥawqal Kniga putey i stran [Book of Roads and Countries]. Trans-
lated by T.M. Kalinina. // Ancient Rus seen from foreign sources. Anthology. Vol. III: Eastern 
Sources. – Moscow: Russian Fund for Promotion of Education and Science, 2009, p. 89–90.

37 Al-Bakri. Izvestiya o slavyanakh i ikh sosedakh [Information on Slavs and their Neigh-
bors]. Published and translated by Baron V. Rozen. // Notes of the Imperial Academy of Sci-
ence. Vol. 32. – St. Petersburg: Imp. AN, 1879, p. 63.

38 Polnoe sobranie russkikh letopisey [Complete Collection of Russian Chronicles]. Vol. 
9: Chronicle Compilation known as the Patriarchal or Nikon Chronicles.  – Moscow: Lan-
guages of Russian Culture, 2000, p. 66.

39 Polnoe sobranie russkikh letopisey [Complete Collection of Russian Chronicles]. Vol. 
2: Hypatian Chronicles. – Moscow: Languages of Slavic Culture, 2001, p. 285.

40 Polnoe sobranie russkikh letopisey [Complete Collection of Russian Chronicles]. Vol. 
1: Laurentian Chronicles. – Moscow: Languages of Slavic Culture, 2001, p. 352.
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the town of Kazan on the Volga near the mouth of the Kama, on the site of 
the former Bulgar city of Bryakhov.41 In 1182 the Russian cavalry rode to the 
great city of the Silver Bulgars. The Bulgars, seeing the great numbers of their 
enemy, barricaded themselves inside their walls.42 

In 1202 the Mongol Tatar forces arrived at the border of Volga Bulgaria 
and set up camp, remaining there for the winter.43 In 1220 Prince Svyatoslav, 
with his soldiers and commanders, laid siege to and burned the Bulgarian city of 
Oshel.44 According to the Simeonov Chronicles, however, the incident occurred 
in 1221.45 Either one of the reports is mistaken, or two similar campaigns oc-
curred two years in a row, which is quite unlikely. In 1229 the Mongols forced 
back the Bulgar outpost from the Yaik River. Facing an actual threat, the Bul-
gars sent emissaries to Rus with an offer of peace. It seems they had the idea 
that together they would be better able to defend themselves from the threaten-
ing enemy. No agreement came of it, however, and the Bulgars were forced to 
try to ward off the attack alone, in which they were temporarily successful.46 

In 1231 the Tatar Mongols came close to the great city of the Bulgars, but 
they stopped and wintered before reaching it.47 According to other sources, this 
occurred in 1232.48 In 1236, the main forces of the Mongols located near the 
Bulgars met with the clan of Jochi: Batu, Orda, Shiban, and Tangut. All four 
branches of the Khan family participated in the campaign. In addition, in the 

41 Polnoe sobranie russkikh letopisey [Complete Collection of Russian Chronicles]. Vol. 
19: History of the Kingdom of Kazan. – Moscow: Languages of Russian Culture, 2000, p. 13.

42 Polnoe sobranie russkikh letopisey [Complete Collection of Russian Chronicles]. Vol. 
2, p. 625.

43 Polnoe sobranie russkikh letopisey [Complete Collection of Russian Chronicles]. 
Vol. 20: Lvov Chronicle. Part 1.  – St. Petersburg: M.A. Aleksandrov Publishers, 1910, 
p. 155.

44 Polnoe sobranie russkikh letopisey [Complete Collection of Russian Chronicles]. Vol. 
1, p. 444.

45 Polnoe sobranie russkikh letopisey [Complete Collection of Russian Chronicles]. Vol. 
18: Simeonov Chronicle. – St. Petersburg: M.A. Aleksandrov Publishers, 1913, p. 51.

46 T. T. Olsen. Prelyudia k zapadnym pokhodam: mongolskie voennye operatsii v Volgo-
Ural’skom regione v 1217–1237 godakh [Prelude to the Western Campaigns: Mongol Military 
Operations in the Volga-Ural Region from 1217–1237]. // The Eurasian Steppe in the Middle 
Ages. Vol. 6. – Donetsk: IA NANU, 2008, p. 356.

47 Polnoe sobranie russkikh letopisey [Complete Collection of Russian Chronicles]. Vol. 
28: Chronicle Compilation 1497. Chronicle Compilation 1518. (Uvarov Chronicle). – Mos-
cow; Leningrad: Publisher AN SSSR, 1963, p. 209.

48 Polnoe sobranie russkikh letopisey [Complete Collection of Russian Chronicles]. Vol. 
23: Yermolin Chronicle. – Moscow: Languages of Slavic Culture, 2004, p. 73.
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winter Subutai (Sübügätäi-Bagatur) was sent against the Bulgars.49 “They all 
came together into the lands of the Bulgars. The earth groaned and screamed 
with the weight of their many soldiers, and even wild beasts froze in their tracks 
from the sound of their horde. First they took the city of Bolghar by storm, known 
throughout the whole world for the strength of its walls and its large stores; as 
a warning to others they killed the inhabitants or took them prisoner”.50 The 
Chronicles lament: “the godless Tatars arrived, burned their city, took captive 
all of the Bulgarian land, took the great city, killed women and children, and 
took others prisoner”.51 The fact that the Bulgars were completely destroyed by 
the Tatars in the end of 1236 is affirmed by the Hungarian monk Friar Julian52. 
“Bulgaria fell, as it was not able to fend off even the advance guard of the Mon-
gols led by Subutai”.53 But Bolghar was soon restored. This was under Batu 
Khan. Batu himself lived in the city from 1242–1246. It was approximately 
during those years that another few cities were built, for example, Ester-khan 
(Chuvash–Astarkhan (Astrakhan)). Berke Khan’s headquarters were located in 
Bulgaria and Sarai (1257–1266).54 And so while Bolghar, the capital of Volga 
Bulgaria, was destroyed in 1236, it was soon rebuilt. And thus “all buildings and 
inscriptions that we now see preserved in it relate to the time of Mongol rule”.55 

In 1370, the Bulgarian throne was occupied by a representative of the Rus-
sian principality, who came to control trade. Much harm was done to the capital 
of Bulgaria and the entire state by ushkuiniks (pirates) who raided the towns. 

49 Rashid-al-Din. Sbornik letopisey [Collection of Chronicles]. Vol. II. Translated from 
the Persian by Yu.P. Verkhovskiy. – Moscow; Leningrad: Publisher AN SSSR, 1960, 37–38.

50 Ala al-Din Malek Juvayni. Chingiskhan: Istoriya zavoyevatelya mira [Genghis Khan: 
History of the Conqueror of the World]. Translation of the text from English to Russian – 
Ye.Ye. Kharitonova. – Moscow: Magister Press, 2004, p. 185.

51 Polnoe sobranie russkikh letopisey [Complete Collection of Russian Chronicles]. Vol. 
1, p. 514.

52 S. A. Anninskiy. Izvestiya vengerskikh missionerov XIII i XIV vv. o tatarakh i Vostoch-
noy Yevrope [Information on Hungarian Missionaries of the 13th and 14th Centuries on the 
Tatars and Eastern Europe. // Historical Archive. III.  – Moscow; Leningrad: Publisher AN 
SSSR, 1940, p. 83.

53 G. Ye. Grumm-Grzhimaylo. Zapadnaya Mongoliya i Uryankhaiskiy kray. T. 2: Is-
toricheskiy ocherk etikh stran v svyazi s istoriey Sredney Azii [Western Mongolia and Ura-
nkhaisk Krai. Vol. 2: A Historical Outline of these Countries in the Context of the History of 
Central Asia]. – Leningrad: Publisher: Academic Committee of MNR, 1926, p. 463.

54 Marco Polo. Kniga [Book]. // Giovanni da Pian del Carpine. History of the Mongols; 
William of Rubruck. Journey to Eastern Lands; Marco Polo. Book. – Moscow: Mysl, 1997, p. 
193.

55 V. V. Bartold. Sochineniya [Essays]. Vol. V. – Moscow: Nauka, 1968, p. 136.
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For example, in 1374, the ushkuiniks took Bolghar and wanted to burn it. The 
city was saved by paying the pirates off.56 In 1376 Russian forces descended on 
Bolghar. There was a bloody battle. The Bulgar kings Osan and Makhmat went 
to the Russians and paid them off as well.57 In 1382 the khan Tokhtamysh sent 
his troops to Bulgaria and ordered them to rob the Russians and other traders 
and to take their ships with goods and send them to him.58 In describing this 
event, the Nikon Chronicle equates the city of Bulgar with Kazan: “the city of 
Bolghar, also known as Kazan, on the Volga”.59 This item in the chronicles bears 
witness to the fact that the center of the Bulgarian state at that time was in the 
process of moving from Bolghar to Kazan. In 1395, Russian military leaders 
took the cities of Bolghar (Bolgary Velikiya, Bolgary Veliky), Zhyukotin (Zhyu-
kotin’), Kazan’ (Kozan), and Keremenchyuk (Keremen’chyuk, Kormen’chyuk, 
Kremen’chuk, Kermenchyuk, Keremenchik), stayed there for three months, 
made war, and returned “with much lucre”. So say the chronicles.60 Accord-
ing to the Book of Royal Degrees (Stepennaya Kniga), this occurred in 1396.61 
While one version of the Patriarch’s Chronicle says that the cities of Bolghar 
and Zhukotin were taken, according to another it was the cities of Kazan and 
Keremenchyukh [Complete Collection of Russian Chronicles 11: 164]. Other 
chronicles say that Bolgar Velikikh, Zhukotina, Kazani, and Kormen’chyuka 
were taken in 1399 (6907).62 We see that not only are different dates given for 
this event, but different cities as well.  

56 Polnoe sobranie russkikh letopisey [Complete Collection of Russian Chronicles]. Vol. 
28, p. 239.

57 Polnoe sobranie russkikh letopisey [Complete Collection of Russian Chronicles]. Vol. 
25: Moscow Collection. Chronicle Collection of the End of the 15th Century. – Moscow: Lan-
guages of Slavic Culture, 2004, p. 192.

58 Polnoe sobranie russkikh letopisey [Complete Collection of Russian Chronicles]. Vol. 
4.1: Novgorod Fourth Chronicle. – Moscow: Languages of Russian Culture, 2000, p. 327.

59 Polnoe sobranie russkikh letopisey [Complete Collection of Russian Chronicles]. Vol. 
11: Chronicle Compilation known as the Patriarchal or Nikon Chronicles (continuation).  – 
Moscow: Languages of Russian Culture, 2000, p. 71.

60 Polnoe sobranie russkikh letopisey [Complete Collection of Russian Chronicles]. Vol. 
4.1, p. 380.

61 Polnoe sobranie russkikh letopisey [Complete Collection of Russian Chronicles]. Vol. 
21: Book of Degrees of the Royal Geneology. Part 2. – St. Petersburg: M.A. Aleksandrov Pub-
lishers, 1913, 417–418.

62 Polnoe sobranie russkikh letopisey [Complete Collection of Russian Chronicles]. Vol. 
6, issue 2: Sofia Second Chronicle. – Moscow: Languages of Russian Culture, 2001, 5–6.
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“From the second half of the 14th to the beginning of the 15th century, 32 
cities and approximately 2000 settlements located in the Bulgarian lands were 
destroyed by the Golden Horde khans and emirs, nomadic hordes, and Tamer-
lane, who made incursions into these areas in 1391 and 1395, and by Russian 
princes and Novgorodian ushkuiniks… The territory of the Bulgarian lands 
was transformed into a wild field roamed by nomadic Manghuds (Nogais)”.63

Trade took on even more importance in the time of the Kazan Khanate. 
Tatar merchants became famous in Eurasia as industrious traders. The Suvars 
mostly occupied themselves with agriculture and raising livestock, and traded 
their surpluses for goods made by the Bulgars, and later for those of the Tatars.

At the very beginning of the 18th century, Dutch traveler Cornelis de Bruijn, 
travelling around Muscovy, named Bolghar as among the Russian towns. Ac-
cording to his notes, the city of Kazan was located between the country of Bul-
garia and the Cheremis64, which means that the names Bolghar and Bulgaria 
were still in use even at that late date. 

Conclusions
A comparative study of the history and culture of the Bulgars and Kazan 

Tatars leads researchers to draw certain conclusions regarding their genetic 
connection. The cultural traditions of the Bulgars, which continued and devel-
oped in the culture of the Kazan Tatars, played the largest role in the forma-
tion of the Volga Tatars as an ethnicity. It was specifically the tribes of Volga 
Bulgaria, made up for the most part of Bulgars, which came to comprise the 
majority of the Tatar people. It is the masses, and not the tribal leaders connect-
ed with the Golden Horde, that we mean when we speak of the history of the 
Volga Tatars. I’d like to once again stress that we must distinguish “Bulgars” 
from “Suvars”, and not hyphenate them into one people – “Bulgar-Suvars” or 
“Bulgaro-Suvars”. We should speak of the Suvar tribes only as the specific 
“Suvars living in Bulgaria”. The Bulgars and the Suvars are separate concepts 
and completely independent, regardless of however closely related they were. 
Researchers, when they are not able to identify the ancestors of the Chuvash, 
become a bit crafty and write “Bulgar-Suvars”, insuring themselves just in case 

63 V. D. Dimitriev. Cheboksary: Ocherki istorii goroda kontsa XIII–XVII vekov [Chebo-
kosary: Studies in the History of the City from the End of the 13th to the 17th century]. – Che-
boksary: ChGIGN, 2003, p. 10.

64 Cornelis de Bruijn. Puteshestviya v Moskoviyu [Travels into Muscovy]. // 18th century 
Russia through the Eyes of Foreigners. – Leningrad: Lenizdat, 1989, p. 90, 148.
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by identifying both tribes as ancestors. As if to say “let the reader decide which 
one they like better”. But this is not the fruit of scientific inquiry. And the ex-
perts in the history of the state of Volga Bulgaria clearly identify the Bulgars as 
nomadic herdsmen and the Suvars as skilled farmers.

As we see, the Bulgars were first mentioned not in 354, but in the first 
century. And not as living in the northwestern foothills of the Caucasus, but in 
the southwest of Greater Armenia. As the sources show, the Bulgars were the 
main ethnic component in the formation of the Kazan Tatars. In light of these 
facts, the Bulgars could not have been the ancestors of the Chuvash people.


