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Ñòàòèÿòà å ïîñâåòåíà íà áúëãàðî-àâàðñêèòå êîíòàêòè è âçàèìîîò-
íîøåíèÿ ïðåç ïåðèîäà îò VI äî ðàííèÿ IX âåê. Äî íà÷àëîòî íà VII âåê áúëãàðèòå
ñúñòàâëÿâàò âàæíà ÷àñò îò âîéñêèòå íà Àâàðñêèÿ õàãàíàò. Àâòîðúò å íà
ìíåíèå, ÷å èìåííî îò êóòðèãóðèòå àâàðèòå ñà óñâîèëè îáñàäíîòî èçêóñòâî.
Áúëãàðñêîòî âëèÿíèå âúðõó àâàðèòå èìà è êóëòóðíè èçìåðåíèÿ, âêëþ÷èòåëíî
â îáëàñòòà íà õðèñòèÿíñòâîòî è õðèñòèÿíñêèòå ñèìâîëè. Ñëåä äîãîâîðà
îò 716 ã. òúðãîâñêèòå è ïîëèòè÷åñêè êîíòàêòè ìåæäó Âèçàíòèÿ è Àâàðñêèÿ
õàãàíàò ïðîäúëæàâàò ñ ïîñðåäíè÷åñòâîòî íà Áúëãàðèÿ è òîâà å ñúñòîÿíèåòî
íà íåùàòà ïîíå äî âîéíèòå íà Êîíñòàíòèí V. Â íà÷àëîòî íà IX âåê ðîëèòå
âå÷å ñà ðàçìåíåíè: àâàðèòå ñà ïîä÷èíåíè íà áúëãàðèòå è ó÷àñòâàò âúâ
âîéñêèòå íà áúëãàðñêèÿ âëàäåòåë Êðóì ñðåùó Âèçàíòèÿ.

The relations between the Avars and the Bulgarians form one of the most impor-
tant parameters of the history of the Avar chaganate which concerns as well the center as
its surroundings. Moreover, the relations between the two peoples were not limited to the
political level; they also had cultural dimensions, which were due mainly to their coexist-
ence within the geographical limits of the Avar chaganate.

The first mention of the Bulgarian-Avar relations occurs in Priscus and is related
to the realignments in Central Asia in c. 460 A.D. The expansion of the Avars in the area
caused conflicts between Hunnic and Bulgarian tribes (Saragurs, Urogs, Onogurs and
Sabirs) who migrated towards the West1. About one century later (550555), Zacharias
Rhetor mentions Bulgarian tribes living north of the Black Sea2. The Avars, who rather
wrongly are mentioned among these peoples, deserted Central Asia between 552 and
555, after having being defeated by the Turks3. In 558 the Avars sent their first embassy
to Constantinople and took part in an alliance with Byzantium. The emperor Justinian
I turned them against the Antes and the nomad tribes North of Caucasus and the Black
Sea (Onogurs, Zaloi, Sabirs) who were subjugated to the Avars4. The Byzantine Empire
had installed these peoples in these areas in order to defend its interests in the South
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Russian steppes and to control nomadic raids against the Byzantine territory. Christia-
nization, trade, rising people against one another, and alliance treaties were among the
means used by the Byzantine diplomacy to approach them, mainly during the reign of
Justinian I5. During the Avar march there is no mention about the Kutrigurs, who were
the most dangerous enemy of Byzantium among the steppe peoples. About the time of
their subjugation, some scholars consider that it took place between 558 and 561/626,
whereas others believe that the Kutrigurs maintained some autonomy at least until 568,
when they attacked Dalmatia as part of the Avar army7.

In 568 the Avars, after the collapse of the Gepidic kingdom and the departure of
the Lombards to Italy, established a chaganate in the Middle Danube, where Bulgarian
tribes were living among other peoples.8 The subjugation of the Bulgarian tribes was one
of the Avars’ arguments when they tried to obtain an annual tribute from the Byzantines.
In 5689 as well as in 56910 the Avar legate Targitius asked from the emperor Justin II the
annual tribute which Justinian used to pay to the Kutrigurs and the Utigurs before their
subjugation to the Avars.

Being under the Avar rule, the Bulgarian tribes followed the Avars in their cam-
paigns. In the sources’ testimony there are many examples for their participation and
first of them is the Kutriguric attack against Dalmatia, after the siege of Sirmium in 568.
As W. Pohl notes, this is the last mention of the Kutrigurs in the sources and indeed they
were either assimilated by the Avars or they were not distinguished from the other Bul-
garian tribes, as the sources use the name “Bulgarians”11. The participation of Bulgarian
troops as allies of the Avars against the Byzantines is recorded also in 594 in the area of
the Lower Danube12, in 599 in Thrace13, in the siege of Thessalonike in 61814 and in the
siege of Constantinople in 62615. Moreover, we should consider that Bulgarian troops
took part in many other military operations where the Byzantine sources mention the
allies of the Avars as “barbarian” troops16.

The Bulgarian tribes possibly played a very important role in the development of
the Avar art of war, particularly in the siege engines. Theophylactus Simokattes refers
that the transmission of the art of siege to the Avars is due to the treason of Bousas, a
Byzantine officer, who had been captured by the Avars17. This testimony has rightly been
disputed and is considered as a common place18. It appears from other earlier sources
that the art of siege was familiar to the steppe peoples, as for example in the sieges of
Naissus in 44219 and Aquileia in 45220 by the Huns. In 551 the Sabeiroi Huns, allies of
the Byzantines, created three siege engines during the siege of Petra (Caucasus), using
some techniques unknown to the Byzantines and to the Persians21. Moreover, Agathias
informs that during the siege of Chersonesus in Thrace by Zabergan (558/59), the
Kutrigurs used ladders and siege engines22. From the above mentioned testimony we
could conclude that the nomadic tribes, among them the Bulgarians too, transmitted the
art of siege to the Avars when they were subjugated to them23.

Except of their participation in the Avar campaigns, the presence of Bulgarians
within the Avar chaganate also had a cultural dimension, since they were in some way a
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“bridge” for the transfer of Byzantine art patterns to Pannonia. The presence of Bulgar-
ian tribes (Kutrigurs and Utigurs) in the area of the Black Sea, which were in earlier
times Christianized by the Byzantines, brought them in contact with the Byzantine civili-
zation. Even if they didn’t adopt Christianity, the use of Christian symbols, which are
noticeable as ornament patterns in the Avar chaganate, could be partially attributed to
cultural elements that the Bulgarian tribes brought when they were subjugated to the
Avars and followed them to Pannonia24. Moreover, there are some assumptions among
the scholars about stirrups and weapons of “Kutriguric” character in the Avar chaganate25.

The defeat of the Avars in 626 caused many internal conflicts to the Avar chaganate,
which weakened its political and military power. The first consequence of this crisis was
the conflict between the Avars and the subjugated Slavic tribes, which broke out after the
destruction of the Slavic fleet to Constantinople26. Some years later, in 631/32, the disrup-
tive movements in the chaganate became more intensive, as the Bulgarians, under
Alciochus, disputed the Avar rule. This crisis led to a hard civil war which seriously
threatened the cohesion of the Avar chaganate. Fredegarius informs that Alciochus
claimed a leading role for his people, taking rather advantage of the weakening of the
Avars after their defeat in Constantinople. The Avars won the civil war and Alciochus,
followed by some 9.000 Bulgarians, fled from Pannonia to the West. Although the king
of the Francs Dagobert I allowed them to spend the winter in Bavaria, he ordered later
the Bavarians to slaughter them. Only Alciochus with 700 men escaped to marca
Vinedorum (Slovenia and Carinthia) where the Slavic duke Valuk accepted him27. This
small Bulgarian population was settled in c. 663, by the Lombard king Grimuald (662671)
in Italy, between Isernia, Sepinum and Bovianum, and was put under the duke of
Benevento Romuald28. The testimony of Paulus Diaconus on the settlement of Bulgar-
ians in Italy should not be related to the testimony of Theophanes about the migration of
the fifth son of Kubrat, after the collapse of the “Great Âulgaria”, because Pentapolis of
Ravenna is referred as settlement space and, on the other hand, these Bulgarians were
put under the Byzantine suzerainty29.

Almost simultaneously with the episode of Alciochus, Nikephorus, Patriarch of
Constantinople, informs that Kubrat revolted against the Avars and liberated the Onogurs
from the Avar rule30. The success of Kubrat led to the formation of the “Great Bulgaria”,
which had as its center the areas around the Sea of Azov and expanded to the steppes
between the rivers Dniepr, Don and Kuban31. The years 63032, 63533 or sometimes be-
tween 635 and 641 are suggested for the date of the revolt34, which was considered to be
the consequence of Emperor Heraclius’ policy towards the Avars and was ascribed to
active involvement of Constantinople35. The Emperor Heraclius (610-641), obviously
prone to enforce the position of the Empire at the strategically important area of the
South Russian steppes, approached the Onogurs during the first decade of his reign. In
619, the Onogur ruler Orhan visited Constantinople with his young nephew Kubrat,
where they were Christened. Orhan obtained the title of patrician and Kubrat remained
in Constantinople for a longer time36. In c. 635, after his revolt, Kubrat sent an embassy
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to Byzantium. Heraclius accepted the conclusion of alliance with Kubrat and offered
him the title of patrician along with rich presents37. Another indications of Kubrat’s
contact with the Byzantine civilization are the findings from the treasure of Malaja
Perescepina, mainly two golden rings with the inscription Kubratos patrikios, which are
dated to the middle of the seventh century A.D.38

The main question about Kubrat’s revolt concerns the people against whom he
revolted. Having as only source the Short History of Patriarch Nicephorus, it was gener-
ally accepted that Kubrat shook off the Avar supremacy and formed the chaganate of
“Great Bulgaria” with the support of Constantinople. Nevertheless, this view was dis-
puted by some scholars who, scrutinizing the events in the South Russian steppes during
the second half of the sixth and the beginning of the seventh century, concluded that
Kubrat revolted against the western Turks39.

After their victorious march between 558 and 56240, the Avars moved westwards
and the areas north of Caucasus came after 567 under the dominion of the western
Turks, who subjugated the peoples living between Volga, Don and Caucasus. In c. 571,
the Onogur ruler in the Lower Volga was already a subordinate of the Turkish chagan41

and in 576 the chagan of the western Turks Turxanthos, together with the ruler of Utigurs
Anageus, occupied the Byzantine city of Bosporus (nowadays Kerch) in Crimea.42

Menander Protector quotes the discussion of Turxanthus with the Byzantine embassy
before the Turkish attack against Crimea43 as well as the meeting of the Byzantine legate
Valentinus with Anageus44. Menander’s testimony confirms that after the flight of the
Avars in 562, the western Turks imposed gradually their supremacy to the north of
Caucasus and possibly between 567 and 576 subordinated the Ogurs, the Onogurs and
the Alans, who remained under Turkish rule until the revolt of Kubrat45. Moreover, the
military operation of the Avars against the Antes in 60246 was related to the Byzantine-
Avar conflicts in the Lower Danube and had no impact for the peoples living to the east
of the Antes, as the Bulgarian tribes or the western Turks. Consequently, Kubrat’s revolt
doesn’t concern the frame of the Bulgarian-Avar relations, as Kubrat liberated his people
from the supremacy of the western Turks.

Although the beginnings of Kubrat’s hegemony wasn’t related to the Avars, its
dissolution during the reign of the emperor Constans II (641668), because of internal
conflicts and the expansion of the Khazars47, opened a new phase to the Bulgarian-Avar
relations, as Kuver, the fourth son of Kubrat, was moved to the Avar chaganate48. After a
rather short time spent in Pannonia, Kuver clashed with the Avars and was moved to the
south at the head of a mixed population, “Romans”, Bulgarians, Avars etc. This popu-
lation (the “Romans” were descendants of captives transferred from the Avars in Pannonia)
maintained its “Roman” conscience, remained faithful to Christianism and desired the
return to the land of their ancestors49. Kuver’s people settled under the Avars in the wider
area of Sirmium (the author of the Miracles calls them Sermesianoi50) in Lower Pannonia.
The Sermesianoi revolted for “about sixty years” after their transfer to Pannonia by the
Avars51, and, according to the scholars, the revolt either took place in 67852, or between
680 and 68553.
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The permanence of Kuver’s Bulgarians into the Avar chaganate was very impor-
tant from a cultural point of view. During the Middle Avar period (c. 665710), some
changes are to be noticed in the material culture which derived mainly from the settle-
ment of the Onogurs in Pannonia in c. 67054. Simultaneously with this migration, the
expansion of the Avar cultural elements took place in Central Europe, as Avar popula-
tions were moved to the north and the west, in the area of modern Slovakia and Austria55.

The main characteristic in the archaeological findings of the Middle Avar period
is the wide use of bronze casting in metalwork, a well-known technique in the area of the
nomads from Hungary to the Altai Mountains. The Onogurs who migrated to Pannonia
possibly used this technique, and, as an outcome, the cast technique in the metalwork
gradually replaced the pressed one56. While in the Early and Middle Avar period almost
only the buckles had been cast, by the end of the Middle Avar period cast strap-ends and
fittings mainly with geometric ornaments appeared57. Some Byzantine decorative ele-
ments, that were first seen in the area north of Caucasus and to Dniepr during the reign
of Heraclius (belt decoration with pressed vegetal ornaments, necklaces made in precious
metals, crosses made with gems, pseudo-buckles) and were later found in the Avar
chaganate during the Middle Avar period (Bocsa, Igar, Ozora-Totipuszta, Dunapentele,
Dunapatai, Kimbakhaza, Kiskoros) could be attributed to the Onogurs’ migration.58

Some of the Christian symbols in the Avar chaganate could also be attributed to this
migration, as the Onogurian rulers had already christened in Constantinople59.

After the collapse of the “Great Âulgaria”, the Bulgarian-Avar relations also had
implications in the Balkans. Having left his homeland, the third son of Kubrat, Asparuh
(635/640-c. 700), beat off the army of the emperor Constantine IV in Dobrudza and in
681 formed a new hegemony between Haemus and Danube with center in Pliska60.
According to the testimony of the Armenian Geography (seventh century), Asparuh
clashed with the Avars, possibly between 680 and 685. The Avars were driven out from
the area south of the Lower Danube and the western boundaries of the Bulgarians
reached the Iron Gates, restraining the territories of the Avar chaganate61. Concerning
the Slavs of Moesia, Theophanes informs that the Bulgarians settled the Severeis at their
frontiers with Byzantium, close to the mountain pass of Veregava (nowadays Ris) and
they moved the so-called “seven tribes” to their frontiers with the Avar chaganate62. The
establishment of the first Bulgarian state on the Balkans led some scholars to the as-
sumption that it caused the interruption of the contacts between Byzantium and the
Avars, because the Bulgarians had cut off the ways of communication of the Empire
with Pannonia63. On the other hand, an assumption exists that the Bulgarian settlement
had no negative impact on the Byzantine-Avar relations at all64.

Taking into account the space of the Bulgarian settlement, and in comparison
with the network of the Roman and early Byzantine era, it seems clear that the Bulgar-
ians occupied a territory in which important inter-Balkan roads passed through, linked
Constantinople and Thrace to the areas north of Haemus and Danube river. The most
important of them were the road from Nicopolis ad Istrum to Adrianople through Beroe;
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the so-called “way of Trajan” from Oescus to Philippopolis; the roads linking Marcianou-
polis to Anchialus and Odessus to Mesembria respectively; the coastal road from Odessus
to Tomis; the road Noviodunum-Ìarcianopolis; the so-called “Danube road” from
Singidunum to Ad Stoma, and the road from Naissus to Ratiaria65. On the other hand,
some important inter-Balkan roads existed outside of the Bulgarian settlement, as the
Roman Via Militaris, known later as Vasiliki Odos, which linked Singidunum to
Constantinople through Viminacium, Serdica, Philippopolis and Adrianfpolis66, the
Via Egnatia (from Dyrrachium to Constantinople)67 and two navigable ways, the valleys
Morava-Axios (Vardar) and Escus-Strymon68. Independently from the location of these
roads, it is most likely that the Byzantines could not use the network within the Balkan
area after the massive settlement of the Slavs in the first decades of the seventh century,
during the reign of Phokas and Heraclius, when the Byzantines lost their control over
almost all of the Balkan provinces69.

The treaty of 716 between the Emperor Theodosius III (715717) and the Bulgar
chagan Cormesius (716/21738), which settled the question of the frontiers as well as the
trade relations of the Empire with the Bulgarians, was very important for the restoration
of the Balkan internal communication.70 The fourth term of this treaty determined the
development of trade relations between Byzantium and Bulgaria. Except for the regula-
tions on the activity of the merchants between the two states and the official character of
their trade relations, the Byzantines possibly obtained the right to transfer goods through
Bulgaria to other areas, either north of the Danube, to the Avar chaganate, or even to the
West.71 We could assume that the establishment of the first Bulgarian state, with the
imposition of a state power on the northeastern part of the Balkans, facilitated the re-
establishment of the official trade relations of the Byzantine Empire with the areas north
of the Danube through the ancient network (when the Byzantine-Bulgarian relations
were good), as the merchants had certified documents and defrayed dues.

The treaty of 716 re-established after almost one century the inter-Balkan trade
activity, which had been interrupted because of the disaster of many urban centers in the
area of the Danube and the interior of the Balkans during the first quarter of the seventh
century72. Having the Bulgarian territory as a communication way, the Byzantines re-
newed their trade relations with the Avars for the next four decades, until 756, when the
twenty years war of the emperor Constantine V (741775) against the Bulgarians broke
out73. In the period between 716 and 756 it seems that many of the Byzantine ornamen-
tal motives, particularly iconoclast, entered in the Avar chaganate, through the inter-
Balkan network.74 The archaeological findings from Bulgaria testify that the area be-
tween Haemus and Lower Danube soon became an intermediate cultural space for the
Balkans and the Eastern Central Europe. Some early Bulgarian findings, as the belt fro
Madara, ornamented with granulation and geometrical motives, or the strap with enamel
decoration from Varna indicate cultural relations with Byzantium and show similarities
with the findings of the Avar space. Despite its small political influence during the
eighth century, it is likely that the Avar chaganate was not culturally isolated but was
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maintaining relations with Italy, the Balkans and the Black Sea75. These cultural influ-
ences should be partially attributed to the trade activity of the Avars themselves. Accord-
ing to the Sudas Lexikon, one of the reasons for the decline of the Avar chaganate was
that the Avars “were all merchants and cheating each other”76.

One issue of cultural interest, mainly connected with the eighth c. A.D., is the
attribution of the so-called “treasure of Nagyszentmiklos” (a toponym to the area of the
river Aranka in Banat) to the Bulgarians77. The treasure, the most important of the Late
Avar period (c. 710805/10), where Byzantine influences are also to be noticed, consists
of 23 golden vessels, earrings and one Byzantine cross. The most of the vessels of better
quality are dated to the seventh and eighth century, and some to the ninth century. On
the vessels there are inscriptions with Greek or Turkic runic characters, or mixed, as well
as decoration with mythological motives, centaurs, fights between animals, riders etc.
Although the typology and the ornament of the treasure is related to the Avar material,
it shows that they are products of various workshops and testify the coexistence of many
cultural elements, as Byzantines, Nomad and late Sassanian, too78.

The last mentions in the Byzantine sources of the Avars in the early ninth century
concern the subjugation of the eastern part of the Avar chaganate to Krum, after the
march of the Bulgarian ruler east of the river Tisza in 803/0479. These Avars some years
later were used as part of Krum’s troops and participated in the destructive for Byzantium
battle of 81180 as well as in the campaign of Krum against Constantinople in 81381.

Summarizing the Avar-Bulgarian relations, we could notice that the subjugated
Bulgarian tribes in the sixth and early seventh century A.D. enforced the military power
of the Avar chaganate as the Bulgarians were maybe the most important part of the
auxiliary troops  in the Avar army. Moreover, we could attribute with proper level of
certainty the transmission of the art of siege to the Avars by the Koutrigurs. In the
cultural level, the Christian symbols which occur in the archaeological findings of the
Avar chaganate could be partially attributed to the Bulgarian tribes. The cultural influ-
ences continued during the seventh century, mainly because of the migration of the
Onogurs under Kouver to Pannonia. On the other hand, the civil war of 631/2 and the
flight of the Bulgarians had a long-term impact for the Avar chaganate, as it never
became again such a power as it had been until 626. On the Balkan parameter of their
relations, despite the conflict between the two sides after the establishment of the first
Bulgarian state, the Bulgarian territory became soon the passage for the communication
of Byzantium with areas north of the Danube. We should also note the “change of roles”
for some of the last Avars, who were subordinates of Krum and followed the Bulgarians
in their campaigns, as earlier the Bulgarian tribes followed the Avar chagans.
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