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HUNGARIAN-BULGARIAN CONTACTS IN THE NINTH CENTURY 

Sándor László Tóth 

It is a debated question, when the first encounter of the Hungarians 
with the Bulgarians took place. According to Imre Boba and Péter Király 
in 811 Krum, the Bulgarian ruler fought against the Byzantine Empire and 
his army contained Slavic and Ugor (Hungarian) troops.1 Gyula Kristó 
emphasized, that the original sources must have referred not to the Ugri, 
but to the Avars.2 So it is very probable, that the first contact between the 
Hungarians and the Bulgarians should be put at a later date. 

It is very important, that the first undisputable mention of the 
Hungarians (Magyars) concern the Hungarian-Bulgarian relations. The 
Byzantine chronicler, Georgius Monachus Continuatus tells, that the 
Macedonian captives having settled by Krum north of the Danube in 813, 
revolted and wanted to return to their home. Kordulis, the Macedonian 
leader (strategos) planned the action and asked emperor Theophilos 
(829-842) to help the captives' return by sending ships to the Danube. 
Having been defeated by the rebels the Bulgarians turned for help to pagan 
people, called by the chronicler Ungri, Turks and Huns. The pagans 
appeared approximately at the same time, when the Byzantine ships arrived 
for the Macedonians. The enemy offered the captives free leave, if they 
gave them their values. The Macedonians refused the offer and successfully 
fought with the attacking pagans.3 Researchers generally accepted, that all 
three names refer to one people, namely to the Hungarians.4 However, some 
doubted it and put forward a theory, that perhaps three different ethnic 
groups participated in this raid and only partly can be associated with the 
Hungarians.5 In our opinion Hungarians were called against the revolting 
Macedonians. 

We have to examine the time and circumstances of the first contacts 
between the Hungarians and the Bulgarians. The Byzantine chronicler didn't 
give the exact time of the Macedonian revolt, so the researchers tried to 
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deduce it from the informations in the text. The name of the Bulgarian ruler 
is mentioned as "Vladimir, grandson of Krum and the father of the then 
ruling Simeon".6 Gyula Moravcsik pointed out the obvious faults, since 
Vladimir (889-893) was the brother of Simeon (893-927) and not his father. 
In his opinion Malomir's name (831-836) should be put instead of 
Vladimir's.7 We think, that both the names and the informations about them 
are so so confusing and contradictory, that the date of the event cannot be 
fixed so. Most scholars put the Macedonian revolt and the Hungarian 
appearence between 836-838. The basis of it, that the Byzantine historian 
maintains, that Basileios (later Byzantine emperor) born between 811-813 
came with the captives at the age of 25.8 Earlier scholars dated the 
Hungarian raid to 839,9 more recent research put it even to 831-832.10 The 
most probable year of the event may be 838, as will be shown later. 

If we consider the background of the Bulgarian-Hungarian alliance, 
we must note the following facts. The vast area between the Don and the 
Danube was divided among different powers. The eastern part of it (from 
the Don to the Dnieper) was controlled by the Khazar Khaganate, the 
western part of it (from the Dnieper to the Danube) was dominated mostly 
by the Bulgarian state, while the Crimean peninsula belonged to Byzantium. 
It is a disputed problem, when and how the Hungarians got to the steppe 
north of the Black Sea. According to a hypothesis the Hungarians lived as 
vassals of great nomadic empires (Sabir, Turk, Onoghur-Bulgar, Khazar) 
from the 6th century and became independent from the Khazars in the 
830-s." Another theory is, that the Hungarians came from the Volga-region 
(Magna Hungaria) just in the 830-s.12 One thing is certain, in the 830-s 
certain changes happened in the region and this can be connected with the 
appeareance of the Hungarians. There are other sources testifying their 
activity besides the raid at the Danube. The Khazar khagan sent an ambassy 
to emperor Theophilos and asked him to build a fortress named Sarkel at 
the Don.13 Most scholars connect this information with an Arabic source. 
Ibn Rusta tells, that it is said, that earlier the Khazars defended themselves 
against the Magyars (Majghari) and other peoples by digging trenches.14 

Although we cannot date this information, according to an accepted theory 
Ibn Rusta's record on the Hungarians generally refer to 870-880-s, and this 
particular sentence may reflect the conditions of the 830-s.15 It was 
supposed, that Sarkel was built against the attacks of the Hungarians or 
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against the Normans (Rus).16 In our opinion the former hypothesis seems 
more probable, since the activity of the Hungarians can be proved close to 
the Danube and Ibn Rusta refers to the Khazars' defending themselves 
against them. The Normans (Rus) at the same time sent an embassy to 
Byzantium to emperor Theophilos, who didn't dare to let them return 
because of the barbarian peoples on the steppe. The Rus envoys were sent 
with the Byzantine embassy to the Frank emperor, Louis the Pious. 
Theophilos asked Louis to help the Rus envoys on their way back to their 
home.17 This story clearly shows, that the Dnieper region was dominated by 
barbarian people, who we can associate with the Hungarians. Since the Rus 
and Byzantine envoys appeared at the court of Louis in May, 839, we can 
put the arrival of the Rus embassy to Constantinople at the autumn of 838. 
The building of Sarkel may be dated to about 838,18 the probable time of the 
Hungarian raid at the Danube. 

All these events point to a great turmoil at the steppe in the second 
half of the 830's, possibly in the year 838 A.C. The Khazars and the 
Normans (Rus) sent embassies to Byzantine alike. The Byzantine emperor 
received them very politely, helped the building of Sarkel and the return of 
the Rus envoys as well. We can interpret emperor Theophilos' behaviour 
as the usual Byzantine policy of "divide et impera", playing off the 
Normans and the Khazars against each other as Novoselcev supposed.19 In 
our opinion it's more probable, that the appearance or activity of the 
Hungarians explains these events. Khazar territories must have been 
attacked by the Hungarians and west of the Don had been occupied by 
them. The Normans were possibly afraid of losing the control over the 
neighbouring Slavs. The Byzantine Empire tried to strengthen its influence 
over the Crimean peninsula by appointing a military governor to Kherson 
and thus turning it a thema (a military administrative unit).20 It is likely, that 
the Byzantine emperor felt, that the Byzantine hold over the Crimean might 
get in danger with the presence of the barbarians on the steppe. The fact, 
that the Hungarians helped the Bulgarians against the Macedonians, led 
emperor Theophilos to form a kind of alliance with the Khazars, the Rus 
and perhaps the Franks. The Byzantines couldn't really help the revolting 
Macedonians, because they fought against the Arabs; in 837 they won 
victories, but in 838 they suffered defeats as well.21 The Bul-
garian-Hungarian alliance was an occasional one and didn't last long, 



74 
because their interests were quite different. The Bulgarians wanted to force 
the Macedonians to remain and to hinder their return to the Byzantine 
Empire, the Hungarians wished just to plunder them. It seems probable, that 
the Macedonians' urgent leave was motivated by the sudden appearence of 
the Hungarians in the region as testified by other sources. 

After the alliance of 838 there are no informations on the Hun-
garian-Bulgarian relationship for a long time. It is likely, that the Hungarian 
tribal federation's settlement or home (called Etelköz) was between the Don 
and the Danube, although there are several hypotheses supposing a much 
smaller territory.22 However, about 870-880 some of the Hungarian tribes 
must have lived in the vicinity of the Bulgarian state. According to Gardizi, 
"when the Hungarians are on the banks of the river (Danube), they see 
those N.n.drs (Onogundurs = Bulgarians)".23 In the middle of the tenth 
century among the eight Petcheneg tribes, who expelled the Hungarians 
from Etelköz (895), Jazikapan was nearest to the Bulgarians. According to 
Constantine VII., this tribe lived half a day distance from Bulgaria.24 

Comparing the two data it may be supposed, that there was one Hungarian 
tribe which settled similarly close to the Danube and the Bulgarians in the 
ninth century, like Jazikapan did in the tenth century. From Constantine's 
work (DAI) we know, that the Bulgarians were frequently attacked by the 
Petchenegs.25 Using the Petcheneg analogy, we can hypothese, that the 
Bulgarian-Hungarian relationship wasn't a friendly one after the episode of 
838. The Hungarians occupied territories formerly under Bulgarian 
influence as well and one Hungarian tribe probably occupied the place of 
the Macedonian captives. Gardizi noted, that the Bulgarians "are more 
numerous, than the Hungarians, but they are weaker".26 It can be deduced 
from these informations, that there may have been conflicts between the 
Bulgarians and the Hungarians, in which the latter proved be to stronger. 
Possibly there were Hungarian raids against Bulgarian territories. 

Only one Hungarian raid can be proved against Bulgaria, although 
we can guess, that there were more. A Byzantine-Bulgarian war broke out 
during the reign of Simeon (893-927) and Leon VI., the Wise (886-912). 
Many sources recorded this war, so it is possible to reconstruct the events.27 

Among the causes of the war the most important was, that the Bulgarian 
tradesmen suffered losses due to Byzantine commercial policy and Leon 
refused Simeon's demands to improve the commercial relations. Simeon 
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made war against Byzantium, which had already fought against the Arabs. 
Leon gathered troops and sent them against Simeon, but they were defeated. 
The Byzantine emperor had no choice but to look for allies. He sent an 
envoy to the Hungarians to hire them to attack Simeon in the rear. Nikitas 
gave presents to the Hungarian leaders, Arpad and Kusan. They changed 
hostages and the Byzantine envoy promised buying the Bulgarian captives 
from the Hungarians.28 The ceremony probably included an oath by both 
sides. The Byzantines used the same method with the Petchenegs in the 
10-th century.29 It is a debated issue, whether the army of the whole 
Hungarian tribal federation attacked Sirtieon or just one tribe (the Kabars).30 

We think, that perhaps just two tribes were interested in the Bulgarian raid, 
since Nikitas made agreement with two chiefs.31 

Byzantine warships led by Efsthathios transported the Hungarian 
troops across the Danube to Bulgaria, while a Byzantine army fought with 
Simeon in Macedonia. The Hungarians had devastated and plundered 
Bulgaria, so Simeon left his Byzantine opponent and turned towards them. 
Sources differ, where and how many times Simeon was defeated; probably 
around his capital, Preslav and near the Danube, at Distra (Silistra).32 So the 
Hungarians won at least two battles against Simeon, who asked for peace. 
The Hungarians sold their captives to Efsthathios according to the 
agreement. Leon VI. was willing to deal with Simeon and sent his envoy to 
him and withdrew his army and navy. However, Simeon did not want to 
accept a humiliating peace just to deceive his opponents. He hold in 
captivity (in Mundraga) the Byzantine envoy and asked for the help of the 
Petchenegs, the enemy of the Hungarians. He made an agreement with them 
to destroy and expel the Hungarians from Etelköz.33 Simeon used the 
Byzantine policy; to divide his enemies and to defeat them seperately. The 
Bulgarian-Petcheneg coalition was much stronger, than the Hungarians, 
who got in trouble, since the Byzantines did not help them. Some sources 
mention, that the Bulgarians defeated the Hungarians completely,34 while 
others emphasize, that the Petchenegs destroyed the Hungarian families and 
expelled the Hungarians guarding their homes.35 There is a debate, where 
Simeon inflicted the final defeat on Hungarians, in Bulgaria36 or in 
Etelköz.37 One thing is sure, it was rather Simeon's diplomacy, than his 
military force, that gained him the war. The Petchenegs, who lost their 
former home in a war with the Uz (Oguz) and the Khazars, needed a new 
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settlement. It was probably easy for Simeon to hire them against the 
Hungarians, who were forced to leave Etelköz for the Petchenegs. In the 
Hungarian-Petcheneg war the Hungarians were defeated-and suffered heavy 
losses both in lives and in values.38 The Byzantine-Bulgarian-Hungari-
an-Petcheneg wars led to the Hungarian conquest of the Carpathian.Basin. 
These events - according to the testimony of Annales Fuldenses - may be 
dated to either 895 or 896, although some researchers supposed, that these 
took place in 894-895.39 

It is difficult to summarize the Hungarian-Bulgarian relationship in 
the 9-th century in a few words. It was characterized by alliance (838) and 
hostility (895) alike, since the Hungarians (one tribe of least) became close 
neighbours of the Bulgarian state. Both the Byzantine and the Bulgarian 
diplomacy tried to use the Hungarians for their aims, but the Hungarians 
just followed their own goals (booty, captives). It is interesting to note, that 
both the Hungarians' appearance (in history or at least in written sources) 
and their disappearance, i.e. leave from Etelköz (and the conquest of the 
Carpathian Basin, the southern and eastern parts of which belonged to or 
was controlled by Bulgaria) is connected with Byzantine and Bulgarian 
diplomacy and conflicts. 
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