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AN OLD TURKIC NAME OF KIEV1

ANDRÄS RÖNA-TAS 
(Budapest)

The most important meanings of Chuvash mänä, mân are the following: ‘great, 
big, wast, wide, basic, original, old, dense, low (of sound)’. Chuvash also has 
another word for ‘great’ pïsâk. Although Ashmarin writes in his Dictionary (VII, 
305) that the meaning of män is “generally speaking” the same as that of pïsâk, 
this is in fact not the case, there is a difference in the usage of the two words. 
First of all mân is used in kinship terminology with the meaning ‘elder, great’: 
manakaj ‘the elder sister of the father’, mânasanne ‘great-grandmother, mother 
of the grandmother’, mânasatte ‘great-grandfather, father of the grand-father’, 
mäninke ‘the wife of the brother of the grandfather’, mänkokki ‘the brother of the 
mother’, etc. It occurs in wedding ceremonies as: mànkérü ‘the elder 
groomsman’. The word is frequently used in geographic names denoting the 
greater in opposition to the little as: Mân Xoracka ‘Bolshoe Karachkino, Greater 
Karachkino’, Mân Xura Sïv ‘the Greater Black Rivule’ and according to 
Ashmarin the river Dneper is also called Mân Sïv ‘Great River’. We see the 
word in names of vegetables as mânxâyar ‘pumpkin’, mân mira, män mäyär 
‘nut’ or groups of animals, such as män këtü ‘stud’. It occurs in historical terms 
as mânpii ‘grand duke’ whereas ‘Tsar’ is ëmpii which had originally the same 
meaning. We find the word in the old Chuvash calendar as in the name of 
‘Easter’ munkun a caique of Russian velikodnju or mân kârlac ‘January’, in the 
terminology of folk religion: män cük ‘a kind of pagan prayer’, Mân kel-ilen ‘the 
name of a god’. All this points to the fact that we are dealing with a relatively 
old part of the Chuvash lexicon.

The origin of the word is obscure. Paasonen (1908, 89) compared the 
word with Yakut mängä ‘great, wide’, but this word is, as it was already pointed 
out by Pekarskij in his Dictionary (1917) a loan from the Mongolian möngke, 
mengke, itself a loan from Turkic cf. Turkic ber/ü ‘eternal’. Räsänen suggested in 
his Morphology (1957, 50) that the Chuvash word numay ‘many, numerous’,

1 An earlier version of this paper was read at the PIAC meeting 1987 in Bloomington. I 
had the opportunity to discuss some of the problems involved with Tibor Halasi-Kun who showed 
a keen interest and gave me useful advice for which I am sincerely indebted. This paper is devoted 
to his memory.
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which can be found also in Turkmen lomay, nomay ‘wholesale (Russian op- 
tovyjY could perhaps be connected to Chuvash män. Räsänen claimed further 
that the word also has in Chuvash such forms as топ, тип. He extended his 
comparison to Yakut mogol, mogul ‘great’ and Korean words. First we have to 
state that in Chuvash there do not exist forms, such as топ, тип. The -и- of 
munkun ‘Easter’ is due to regressive assimilation and is a late feature. We find 
the word numay also in Ozbek with the meaning ‘rich, round (of a sum)’. The 
full vocalism of the first vowel of the Chuvash word and its final -ay shows that 
Chuvash numay is a late loanword. Original and early final -ai diphthongs 
became -i in Chuvash. The Yakut and Korean parallels have to be, for the time 
being, excluded. Perhaps the word is of foreign origin. If numay is a metathetic 
form of *munay it can be an extension of Old Turkic bun ‘basis, foundation’, 
Sogdian pwn. In his etymological dictionary (1969, 326) Räsänen gave up his 
etymology, reconstructed a form man and suggested a comparison with the old 
Ottoman mankafa ‘blockhead, fool, stupid’. Jegorov had no suggestion for the 
etymology of the word (1964, 326).

An important contribution to the solution was the publication of new 
Volga Bulgarian inscriptions by Hakimzjanov in the 1986 volume of Acta Ori- 
entalia Hungarica. In the inscription of 1308 we find a geographical name which 
was written as Muwn Suwar yali. Above the mim there is a damma and after it a 
waw and a nun. Hakimzjanov read it as Miin and gave no explanation. In my 
paper read in 1987, I pointed out that the word has to be read as Mon and the 
word is identical with the Chuvash man. It had the meaning ‘great’. The word 
has to be connected with the words which we find in the geographic names 
Mangishlak (Man Kishlak), Man Kend (both in the Divan of Kashgari) and in the 
old name of Kiev which occurs as Men Kermen in the Secret History of the 
Mongols. The original reading may have been Man Kermen in the Kipchak lan- 
guage which is the source of the Mongolian data. Since the original of the Secret 
History was written with the Uighur alphabet there was no difference between 
the forms Man and Men (see the late Uighur copy in Blobzang Bstandzin’s Altan 
Tobchi, ed. Ligeti 1974, 194) and it may be that the form Men is only the reading 
of the Mongolian who took part in the compilation of the text in Chinese tran- 
scription and was uncertain of the correct reading. It is also possible, that the 
change occurred already in Kipchak and from an earlier Mankermen the name 
changed to Menkermen in the source language. Kipchak Man Kermen is a trans- 
lation of the Slavic name of Kiev: Velikij Gorod ‘the Great City’. Thus the word 
man ‘great’ can be traced back to the eleventh century in the Karakhanid Empire 
and to the thirteenth in the Desht-i-Kipchak.

There does exist, however, an unsurmontable difficulty in connecting 
Chuvash män with Old and Middle Turkic man. The vowel of the Chuvash word 
is a reduced one, and in the Viryal dialect the word has a reduced labial vowel: 
mon, in the Anatri dialect the labial element was lost and it is a reduced illabial: 
män. The mânâ forms seem to be late secondary forms, that is, the final reduced 
vowel did not pertain to the original word. The reduced Chuvash vowels a/o
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cannot go back to an original a. An original a would be in Chuvash o/u, that 
means that if man were the original form then it would be in Chuvash *тип. 
This difficulty was overseen by T. Tekin, who dealt with it in his book (1988, 
190-191) using the 1308 inscription. He read Mun instead of Miin and compared 
the word with man of Man Kishlak, Man Kend, without mentioning the name of 
Kiev. Tekin pointed out that original a changed to a и in Chuvash but it escaped 
his attention that the word does exist in Chuvash and is not pronounced with и 
but with a reduced vowel. Fedotov published a monograph in 1992 on his ety- 
mological studies of Chuvash words. He compared the Chuvash word with the 
geographical name Mangishlak, he also referred to Räsänen’s earlier compari- 
sons and added that according to Vâmbéry and Barthold, the Man element in 
Mangishlak originally had the meaning ‘ten thousand’.

Before offering a new solution to the enigmatic origin of the Chuvash 
word I will recapitulate what we know: a Turkic word man from the eleventh 
century Karakhanid territory and from the early thirteenth century Desht-i-Kip- 
chak had the meaning ‘great’ and was connected with names of cities. At the 
same time we find a word among the Volga Bulgars in the form mon with the 
same meaning. To the latter pertains a hitherto misread data in the work of Abul 
Hamid al-Gamati, who wrote his work in 1155, where he described his journey 
from the Volga Bulgars to Hungary. In the work the author mentions the name 
of the capital of the Slaves. The name is written in the edition of Dubler as Gwr 
Kwman 0 U 05 j  which has been emandated by Hrbek (1954) to grd 
Kwy’w that is ‘gorod Kuyaw’. Pritsak (1955) read the place as Gwr Krm’n ‘Gur 
Kennen’ and added that gur would be the same as in the Karakitai title gurkhan 
while Kermen is the Turkic name of Kiev. Korzuhina suggested that we have to 
read Gwr Kwman, i.e. Gur Kuman which she interpreted as the ‘city of the 
Cumans’ and claimed that this were'the late name of Sharkel. This was rejected 
by Bolshakov (1971) who turned back to the reading of Hrbek. Al-Garnati’s 
work was also translated into Hungarian by T. Ivanyi with remarks by K. 
Czeglédy. They accepted the reading of Hrbek and Bolshakov.

In my 1987 paper I accepted the Kermen reading of Pritsak, but suggested 
that the first word should be read mwn instead of gwr which is a very easy mis- 
reading in the Arabic script: instead of Mwn Kermen was the Volga
Bulgarian name of Kiev. Al-Garnati used the Volga Bulgarian and not the Kip- 
chak name of the city because he came from the land of the Volga Bulgars. The 
year of the compilation of the work was 1155, the time of the journey has to be 
placed between 1131 and 1153. This means that besides the data of Mon Suwar 
from 1308 we now have the data Mon Kermen from the first half of the twelfth 
century. This means that the Bulgarian mon was already different from the 
Karakhanid and Kipchak man in the twelfth century.

It may be very likely that the two words somehow pertain together; but the 
labial reading of the Bulgarian data and the present Chuvash data exclude a 
direct connection with man.
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If the word is of Turkic origin we have to reckon with the existence of an 
initial b-. The nasalisation of the initial b- before nasal stops is a well-known 
feature in Old Turkic. It is enough to point to the change of the pronoun ben to 
men or that of bit] to mit], cf. Mongolian minggan ‘thousand’. Tbe Old Turkic 
word ban ‘ten thousand’ did pertain to this category. It is rare, but it occurs in 
Uighur texts (see Clauson 1979, 346). Barthold (1936) pointed out that the name 
of Mangishlak appeared only in the 12th century. In the new edition of the 
Encyclopaedia of Islam (1988) Y. Breghel corrected this, and referred to 
Kashgari’s item. There we read: 1'Man Qislaq a place in the land of the Oghuz”. 
To this Breghel adds that in the work of Biruni there is a name of a harbour in 
the land of the Oghuz which is called Binqishlag. To Breghel’s remark we can 
add that this Bin is surely bit] ‘thousand’, but in the meaning ‘great’. It is 
unlikely that man is coming from mit], more likely it is coming from the Old 
Turkic ban ‘ten thousand’ with the same semantic change ‘great number’ > 
‘many’ > ‘great’. A similar change can be detected in the meaning of Old Turkic 
tiimen which was borrowed into Hungarian as tômény (see Gombocz 1912, 131). 
The word tiimen ‘ten thousand’ replaced the word ban.

The foreign origin of tiimen has been clear for a long time. It is an early 
loan from Tocharian, cf. Tocharian A tma.n, Tocharian В tumane. Clauson 
mentioned in his dictionary that according to a verbal communication of 
Pulleyblank, the Tocharian word might be of Chinese origin, a borrowing from a 
form like *tman. The Chinese origin of the Tocharian word has already been 
suggested by Blochet, but he compared a binominal structure. The first part 
might have been Chinese to ‘many’ and the second a word to which we shall 
come back (see Doerfer, TMEN II, 641). According to Windekens (1976, 642), 
the Tocharian word is a loan from Persian, or more precisely from Middle Ira- 
nian. Doerfer, after reviewing the earlier opinions, excludes the Persian origin of 
the word. Doerfer thinks it is unlikely that the Turkic word would be of 
Tocharian origin. His argument is that the Turkic word is front vocalic. This is, 
however, not conclusive. We do not know how “palatal” the Tocharian language 
was, however a shift to a more palatal pronunciation can be observed. We find 
similar features in earlier loans as Tocharian okso —» Turkic öküz. On the other 
hand, tiimen was a cultural loan, a Wanderwort and in such cases the phonetical 
changes and substitutions had a different history.

The Old Turkic ban ‘ten thousand’, as it was mentioned by Clauson 
(1972, 346), is of Chinese origin. It has the form wan in the present language of 
Peking. The earlier forms have been reconstructed by Karlgren (1957, 267a) as 
Old Chinese (Archaic Chinese according to Karlgren) miwän, and Middle Chi- 
nese (Karlgren: Ancient Chinese) miwen. Kantonese has ma:n (this was the form 
referred to by Blochet). This means that the initial was nasal which became in 
most Chinese dialects denasalised. This change is also reflected by Vietnamese 
as was pointed out by Pulleyblank (1985, 357). Vietnamese has the Chinese 
word muon, while in Sino-Vietnamese we find vàn, van. On the basis of the 
Sino-Vietnamese data, Pulleyblank reconstructed muanh for Early Middle
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Chinese and vjan > vaan' for Late Middle Chinese (see also Pulleyblank 1991, 
318). Takata (1988, 370) referred to the Tibetan transcription of the Middle 
Chinese form which occurs as ’ban. To this we can add that this orthography 
reflects a pronunciation which was on its way to change from a stop b- to a 
fricative /3.

The Old Turkic word ban is a clear reflex of the same form as the Tibetan. 
It cannot be excluded that the Turkic man is a form which reflects that the 
Chinese initial was originally a nasal and later prenasalised oral stop. It is also 
possible that the form man is the result of an inner Turkic change from ban or it 
may be even the result of both. On the other hand, Old Bulgarian mon is a bor- 
rowing of an earlier Chinese form of the same word, perhaps even from another 
dialect and reflects the Chinese form *muon.

If these considerations can be substantiated by further research we can 
make the following statements:

1. The ancestors of the Bulgarian language and that of Common Turkic 
were already separated when they borrowed these words.

2. Chuvash *mon > mon, män and Turkic ban > man are independent bor- 
rowings from Chinese.

3. The ancestors of the Chuvash came from a territory where they had the 
possibility to borrow early Middle Chinese words. This was not necessarily at 
the Chinese border. Such words wandered on the Silk Route as did e.g. Turkic 
word of Chinese origin: yencii ‘pearl’. Such words may have become even parts 
of geographic names as it happened with yencii in Yencii Ögüz, the Old Turkic 
name of the Syr Darya in the Kiil Tegin inscription.

4. Kiev had two closely related Turkic names: Man Kermen was the Kip- 
chak-Oghuz name and Mon Kermen was the Volga Bulgarian name.2
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