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SOME REMARKS ON THE CHINESE “BULGAR”
(Ottawa)
SANPING CHEN
The ethnic, linguistic and cultural identity of the Buluoji, an ethnic group in China
during the Northern dynasties, is examined to show that it represented the Altaic remnants of
the Xiongnu confederation with an Iranic/Caucasian admixture. The author solves an age-old
puzzle regarding the name Buluoji which exemplifies the epochal three-way interactions
between Chinese, Altaic and Iranic cultures. Evidence suggesting possible connections
between the Buluoji and the European Bulgars is presented, with implications for other issues,
particularly the long-hypothesized Xiongnu-Hun equation.
Introduction

In the early sixth century when the Tuoba Wei dynasty disintegrated in the wake of the SixGarrison Revolt, there appeared in northern China a Hu “Barbarian” group with the name
Buluoji (middle Chinese pronunciation b’uo lak-kiei)[1], also known as Jihu. The late Peter
Boodberg was the first to identify this ethnonym with that of the Volga and Danube
Bulgars[2]. Boodberg’s insightful paper unfortunately does not seem to have attracted much
attention.[3]
At the time, the etymology bulga, “to mix, to become mixed” for the ethnonym Bulgar, which
Boodberg followed regarding the Buluoji in China without providing substantiating data, was
well-entrenched. Boodberg took Bulgar as a generic name, and considered the Bulgars in
northern China just another “mixed” race, not at all related to the other Bulgar groups. Given
the generally accepted view that various Bulgars groups in Europe and Inner Asia were not
only related but also of the same origin, it seems worthwhile to reexamine this issue of the
Bulgars of China, which also has implications for several topics related to the Xiongnu.
The origin and ethnic/linguistic affiliation.
A summary account of the Buluoji is found in Chapter 49 of Zhou shu,[4] which has
been copied or abridged by several classic encyclopedic sources, namely Tong dian, Taiping
huanyu ji, Tongzhi, and Wenxian tongkao.[5] Other brief passages related to the group are
scattered in Bei shi, Bei Qi shu, Zhou shu and other minor sources. Lin Gan’s compilation of
Xiongnu materials [6] represents perhaps also the most complete collection of Buluoji data,
while Zhou Yiliang and Tang Changru - have each done an extensive study on the Zahu, of
which the Buluoji was regarded as a component [7].
According to Zhou shu[8], the Buluoji were minor or subordinate tribes (bie zhong) of
the Xiongnu, and were the descendants of the followers of Liu Yuan, the founder of the
Former Zhao Dynasty (304—329), generally regarded as a Xiongnu regime.
This earliest account appears to be at least partially accurate, namely in that the Buluoji
contained in great part the remnants of the Xiongnu confederation that had not been absorbed
by the Xianbei. Besides the Zhou shu testimony, additional evidence includes:
(1) As convincingly demonstrated by Tang Changru [9], the geographic distribution of
the Buluoji as reflected in various records well matched that of the Southern Xiongnu during
the Western Jin.
(2) Several Buluoji clan names, particularly that of the leading clan Liu, plus Huyan and
Qiao , were well-recognized Xiongnu names [10].
(3) The Bei Qi shu biography of Poliuhan Chang, whose surname was but a variant of
Buluoji, states unambiguously that the clan descended from the Xiongnu [11].
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“barbarians” loosely called Zahu during the Northern dynasties. According to Tang Changryu,
the name Buluoji actually superseded the use of the latter. Tang therefore concludes that the
Buluoji represented the final amalgamation of the Zahu [12]. Most Zahu groups can be linked
with the Xiongnu in Chinese records. Indeed this old Xiongnu connection will have other
implications to be discussed later.
On the other hand, to judge by the Zhou shu’s biezhong characterization, it is difficult to
argue that the Buluoji represented the original core clans of the Xiongnu or their direct, “pureblood” descendants [13]. On the racial side, there were strong indications that the Buluoji
included a conspicuous European or Caucasian admixture:
(1) Taiping huanyu ji quoted a Sui source on a contemporary popular saying about the
Buluoji being “Hu-headed but Han-tongued” [14]. This shows that, after apparent
sinification (Han-tongued), the Buluoji still maintained their distinct physical
appearance.
(2) Several Buluoji and Shanhu (see later) clan names like Bai and Cao were of
typical Central Asian origin [15].
(3) If as Tang Changru has concluded that the Buluoji was the final amalgamation of
various Zahu tribes, then it naturally included the Jie, well known their Caucasian
physical features [16].
(4) Another argument for the Buluoji’s Caucasian traits is the rather sudden change of
the primary meaning of the Chinese character hu from referring to the Xiongnu to
designating the Caucasian Central Asians, which happened to coincide with the
appearance of the Zahu. This issue will be examined later.
On their lifestyle, the Zhou shu account showed that the Buluoji were mostly
settled at the time, and partly engaged in agricultural pursuits. However, one may
not attribute this entirely to their apparent sinification (adopting Han dress and
burial customs, etc., as reported by Zhou shu), or the Central Asian elements
among them.
Modern archeology has revealed that, contrary to classical records, both the Xiongnu
and European Huns had maintained substantial agricultural activities [17].
Despite the conspicuous Central Asian elements, we have solid evidence for the
Buluoji’s steppe cultural heritage: Tang huiyao, Jiu Tang shu and Xin Tang shu all classified
Buluoji music as belonging to the Beidi “Northern Barbarians”. Further, it was grouped
together with that of the Tuyuhun and the Xianbei[18]. The latter two groups’ Altaic affinity
is beyond doubt. Moreover, Tang huiyao and Jiu Tang shu both noted that the music was of
the “cavalry” genre. Given the familiarity and popularity of Central Asian music during the
Tang era[19], these official records separating Buluoji music from that of the “Western
barbarians” are strong proof of the Buluoji’s nomadic past.
The Buluoji’s steppe cultural identity is further strengthened by the limited linguistic
data. A few surviving words of the Chinese Bulgars all seemed to be Altaic, Turkic in
particular. Boodberg had identified kuli “slave”, and keye “fort”. This author notes that the
Buluoji word weiya (jwei-nga), referring to some kind of wetland tree[21] can be identified
with middle Turkic yiγac “wood”, “tree or shrub”[22]. Another toponym Kutuo, identified by
Boodberg with Mongolian word kuda ,[23] was also from the area populated by the
Buluoji[24]. We may add yet another piece of data: in describing the music of the “three
northern-barbarian states” namely the Xianbei, Tuyuhun and Buluoji, Jiu Tang shu states that
their songs sung the name kehan “khaghan” frequently, and this was particularly the case with
a chapter called Boluohui an apparent variant of the root buluoji.[25] Thus we learn that the
Buluoji called their ruler khaghan, a distinct Altaic trait, though the title itself may not be of
Altaic origin.
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remnants of the Xiongnu confederation that were not absorbed by the succeeding Xianbei
conglomerate, with a conspicuous Europoid admixture. Their cultur and linguistic affinity
seems mostly Altaic.
The ethnonym Buluoji
Boodberg listed some ten attestations of this name in Chinese records, to which we can
add many more. Karl Menges, in a rare citation of Boodberg’s work (in a foot note!), pointed
out that the Chinese character ji showed a terminal -r in the last syllable (which he again
attributed to an oral communication from Boodberg)[26], in support of Menges’ proposed
archaic Altaic collective suffix -gir, attested most prominently by tribe and clan names. The
ethnonym Bulgar represents but a variant of this suffix.
We would like to point out more prominent evidence for the -r ending in the name
Buluoji, which in fact creates a direct correspondence between the names Buluoji and
Bulgar/Bular. This is the –n ending in the variants Poluohan/Poliuhan, Buliuhan, Buluojian
and Bulugen, attested mostly in personal names. It is well-known that Chinese -n was
frequently used to transcribe a foreign – r/l.[27] The most prominent example is perhaps the
ethnonym Xianbei, widely believed to be a transliteration of *Srbi or *Serbi.[28] For example
of terminal -r, see Pulleyblank’s reconstruction *Taxwar of the name Dayuan.[28] To the
argument that this usage may have “died out” in the Middle Ages, let us point out numerous
medieval attestations like “Samarkand” in Wei shu and “Farghana” in Tongdian.[30] In fact
such usage continued to be observed during the Yuan and the Ming, in names like for Altai
and for Altan Khan. Even today, it is still seen in modern Cantonese, amply demonstrated by
the official Chinese transcription for the Timor Islands, and for Brunei. Also in our particular
case, we note numerous -han endings, who medieval pronunciation directly indicates a
consonant or gh in the final syllable.
Because they lived in mostly mountainous areas, the Buluoji was also known as Shanhu,
“Mountain Barbarians”. The direct evidence for this designation is that Bei Qi shu
consistently uses this name to identify the Buluoji figures and tribes mentioned in the Zhou
shu. Hu Sanxing, the Yuan historian and annotator of the masterpiece chronicle Zizhi
tongjian, also made this observation.[31] This identification later provides an interesting piece
of data on the Buluoji’s possible connections beyond China.
On the origin of the name Bulgar/Buluoji, since the early days of the seemingly
unanimous opinion on bulga meaning “to mix, to become mixed”, several alternative
etymologies have been proposed.[32] Of particular interest is the etymology “Aufwhler,
Aufwiegler” (подстрекатель, смутьян), now preferred by J. Nmeth who had earlier
advocated the “mixed” theory. One notes that the Buluoji and in general the Zahu (see below)
had been a perpetual “security problem” for the Tuoba Wei dynasty and its successors,
namely the Northern Zhou and the Northern Qi (also the Sui and the early Tang) to control.
The histories of these dynasties were filled with incidents of the Zahu insurrections and
revolts, as well as the government’s continued efforts to subdue or pacify them. Indeed even
during the early Tang, the appearance of the name Buluoji was almost always related to such
upheavals. The fact that the tribes were constant “trouble-makers” was expressed explicitly by
Zhou shu. The perennial strife between the Zahu/Buluoji and the Tuoba (including its
successors the Zhou and the Qi) appeared to be a carry-over of the old Xiongnu-Xianbei
rivalry.[33] In this connection, “trouble-maker” in the eyes of the rulers of the Northern
dynasties seems a plausible etymology for the name Buluoji too.
However, the Buluoji belonged to a group or groups of “barbarians” loosely called Zahu
during the Northern dynasties. There are precedents for zahu to mean “miscellaneous
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likelihood should be understood in the context of “mixed races”. The best example is the case
of An Lushan, a self-acknowledged son of a Turk father and an Iranic/Sogdian mother.[36]
An was thus called a zazhong hu, translated by Pulleyblank to none other than a “hu barbarian
of mixed race”. This plus the observation that the Buluoji represented the final amalgamation
of such “mixed barbarians”[38] leads the author to submit that Chinese data strongly supports
the traditional “mixed race” etymology for the ethnonym Bulgar/Buluoji.[39] One may note
that this etymology is still preferred by a great many authorities, including the acclaimed
Russian dictionary of Old Turkic Древнетюркский словарь and The Cambridge History of
Early Inner Asia.[40]
The rooster puzzle
A perplexing story recorded in Bei Qi shu shows a peculiar explanation of the name
Buluoji. Gao Zhan, the ninth son of Gao Huan and the fourth sovereign of the Northern Qi,
had a xiaoming “childhood name” Buluoji. Around the year 561 while Gao Zhan was in a
precarious position of Right Chancellor under his elder brother Emperor Xiaozhao (Gao Yan),
the following children’s ballad reportedly circulated in the Northern Qi:
There lives in the Zhongxing Temple an old white fu bird. Whose harmonious singing was
earnestly listened to everywhere.
Monk rings the bell at night after hearing it.[41] As the spin doctors of the day explained
in Bei Qi shu, the Chancellor’s residence was exactly where the Zhongxing Temple used to
be, and the fu bird, “meaning rooster”, referred to Gao Zhan’s childhood name Buluoji. The
ballad was therefore an omen of Gao Zhan’ s ascendance to the throne.
Divination based on children rhymes was a time-honoured tradition (or much-exercised
political manoeuvre) in China. Of particular import in this case is the political connotation of
the rooster. Starting in the Northern dynasties, a golden rooster became a token of the imperial
voice, especially in proclaiming an imperial amnesty a standard act to celebrate the
enthronement of a new emperor.[42] Actually there was a similar story during Gao Zhan’s
reign as the Northern Qi emperor in which one of his prince nephews was similarly linked
with a rooster in a children rhyme, presaging the latter’s imperial fortune. Not to take any
chances, Gao Zhan had the nephew immediately put to death.[43]
On this key link the rhyme allegedly prophesying Gao Zhan’s enthronement has two
difficulties. First, character fu “duck”, or more generally “water bird”[44] has never been
attested as referring to a rooster — there does not appear any way to explain this peculiar
allusion within classical Chinese literature and linguistics.[45] Secondly, if Zhan’s childhood
name Buluoji was to serve the allusion, as Bei Qi shu explicitly stated, an extensive search of
ancient and modem Turco-Mongol sources yields no clue to the word implying or pertaining
to “rooster”.
Despite his examination of the case of Gao Zhan regarding this xiaoming, as well as his
other detailed study of the Gao regime, Boodberg completely avoided this “rooster story”,
which had a conspicuous appearance in Bei Qi shu regarding Gao Zhan’ s accession to the
throne. This author admits to have been too baffled for years for a solution to the
aforementioned double puzzle until he realizes the Central Asian elements in both the
Northern courts and the Buluoji.
We submit that an answer to both difficulties is found in the Iranic root mwr for
“bird”.[46] In old and middle Chinese, labials m- and b- were often interchangeable,
particularly in transcribing non-Chinese words and names. Examples include muxu <*buxsux
“alfalfa”, moheduo “hero”,[47] Pojie (b‘uo-tsia) mole (mualk) wan (miwan) became Turkic
ban and wu (mu) became bou.[50] In our particular case, at least four Chinese transcriptions

-5of the root bula start with m- . The bul- > mwr- equation leads to the identification of fu
“water bird” with buluoji, partially answering our double puzzle on linking fu with Gao
Zhan’s childhood name.
Here mwr- is a fairly general root for “bird”. What about the specific “rooster”
insinuation which in fact was the gist of the prophecy? The answer lies in the twelve- animal
cycle, widely in use in Inner Asia at the time. Corresponding to the Chinese year of rooster,
the Sogdians used none other than the word mryy.[51] This point makes the Iranic/Sogdian
equation a perfect answer to the original double puzzle. It is both intriguing and telltale that
the fu’s “rooster” allusion would be derived from an Iranic word.
Despite the popularity of the twelve-animal cycle among the steppe people within the
sphere of Chinese cultural influence (an issue to be further examined later), and the above
Iranic equation, Gao Zhan’s childhood name Buluoji was not chronographic, as he was
recorded to have been born in 538, a “horse” year.[52] In other words, though the
contemporary “campaign managers” went to an Iranic/Sogdian word in order to demonstrate
the divine political message, Gao Zhan’s “barbarian” name derived from elsewhere, perhaps
either in Gao clan’s questionable ethnic background, or that Gao Zhan himself had been a
“trouble-maker”.[53] While this case is an interesting example of the three-way interaction
between the Altaic, Iranic and Chinese cultures, it does not seem to suggest yet another
etymology for the ethnonym Bulgar. A related issue is the heavy Iranic elements in the ethnic
northern regimes of the era, which were largely ignored by the sinocentric classic
historiography.[54]

Were the Buluoji related to European Bulgars?
If the name Buluoji is a cognate to Bulgar as Boodberg has proposed, then a natural
question is: were the Bulgars of China in any way related to their European and Inner Asian
namesakes? Boodberg apparently did not think so. However, we think there are several
indications suggesting such a link:
(1)
The use of the animal cycle as shown by the famous Bulgarian Prince’
List.[55] Though the underlying dizhi cycle was attested as early as in Shang
oracle bones, there has been some doubt on the true origin of the animal
“mapping”. However, in addition to the observation that some of the dizhi
names appear to be pictographs of the corresponding animals,[56] recent
archaeological discoveries have shown that the animal cycle had been in use in
China no later than the Warring States era, much earlier than what was thought
before.[57] The Austroasiatic link uncovered by Jerry Norman[58] further
makes the China-to-steppe transmission route beyond dispute. The apparent
historical fact remains that other Inner Asian peoples namely the Turks, the
Tibetans, the Mongols, and various ancient Indo-Iranic groups in the region
who used the animal cycle had all been in direct contact with the Chinese
cultural world. Louis Bazin for example has documented this fact in the case
of the Turks.[59] It would be very hard to explain why the Bulgars, of whose
calendar the animal cycle was a centerpiece, should be an exception.
(2)
The Arab author al-Nadim’ s statement on the Bulgars having once used the
Chinese script,[60] suggesting again that they had had direct contact with the
Chinese. Indeed this testimony corresponds well with the Zhou shu description
that the Buluoji leaders knew quite a bit of [Chinese] writing, yet their
language was “like that of barbarians”.[61]
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Chinese data suggest Central Asian elements in the Buluoji, which is further
strengthened by this author’s Sogdian solution to the “Rooster puzzle”. Given
the prominent role the Sogdians and other Central Asians had played in the
spread of Manichaeism, particularly to the Turkic-speaking people,[62] alNadim’ s statement of the Bulgars having used “Manichaean scripts”[63] now
has added implications.
(4)
Omeijan Pritsak has suggested that the most prominent “Geschlecht” (род)
Dulo on the Bulgarian Princes’ List be identified with the Xiongnu clan name
Tuge (Old Chinese pronunciation *d’o-klak).[64] The leading clan of the
Buluoji in China was repeatedly identified as Liu. This clan name among the
Xiongnu and the Zahu has been proven to refer to none other than Tuge.[65]
The prestige carried by the clan name Tuge may indeed be partially based on
this connection, for Liu was the name of the Han imperial house and the
Xiongnu nobles’ adoption of the name was allegedly based on them being the
descendants of some Han imperial princess. Bei Qi shu which was compiled
during the Tang). Along this line we have identified an intriguing datum. In
the year 751, Tang troops led by Korean general Gao Xianzhi suffered a
decisive defeat at the hands of the Arabs and local Turk groups on the banks of
Talas River.[66] As a result, many Chinese became prisoners of war and were
sent to the heartland of the Abbasid Arab empire. According to Joseph
Needham, this event much accelerated the spread and transmission of Chinese
technologies and inventions, paper-making in particular to the rest of the
world.[67] One such prisoner Du Huan eventually made it back to China via
the ocean trade route and recorded his travels based on this extraordinary
experience, which included, inter alia, an eyewitness report on Chinese
craftsmen working in the Abbasid Arab capital Aqula (Kufa).[68] Among a
few precious remaining pieces of Du Huan’s since lost memoir Jingxing ji
preserved Tongdian compiled by Du Huan’s clansman Du You, we find the
following passage:
In the countries I traveled through overland [Central Asia to the Abbasid capital], there
was but one kind of Mountain Barbarians, yet several different religions.[69]
After years of living in Central and West Asia, Du no doubt was very familiar with the
cultures and linguistics of this region.[70] Therefore his choice of the name Shanhu instead of
the standard Tang-time designation Hu for Iranic Central Asians is intriguing. In our view
Du’s wording has both racial and linguistic underpinnings, and very possibly reflects the
flourishing of, if not the Buluoji/Bulgars per se, at least many Turkicized Iranic groups in the
area,[71] which was consistent with the subsequent Turkicization of much of the region. On
the other hand, we indeed have an earlier record on Buluoji persons travelling westward into
the Ruanruan (Jua Juan) territories,[72] demonstrating the Buluoji’s exchanges with people
beyond
China
The above items may not be conclusive, but they suggest that the issue merits further study.
As for long-distance migrations undertaken by the Inner Asian nomad tribes, the Tuyuhun and
the Volga Kalmyks are two well-known examples,[73] among many others.

The Xiongnu and the ethnonym Hu
Despite centuries of extensive interactions with the two Han dynasties and their
successors, both in violent warfare and through peaceful exchanges, the ethnic and linguistic
identity of the Xiongnu has remained to this day an enigma. The question is: Were the
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on this subject early this century, the issue for quite some time was the choice between a
Mongolian and a Turkic identity for the Xiongnu.[74] But Edwin Pulleyblank in 1963
advanced the theory based on linguistic data that the Xiongnu might not be Altaic at all.
Likely enlightened by Otto Maenchen-Helfen’ s earlier observation,[75] Pulleyblank
proposed that the Xiongnu language belonged to the Yenissei group, with Kettish as its
modern relative.[76]
Related to this issue is an old yet eclusive puzzle in Xiongnuno-Chinese relationships,
namely the change of the primary meaning of character hu. From the two Han dynasties on
down until well into the Southern-Northern dynasties, Hu as an ethnonym had primarily
referred to the Xiongnu (and members of their confederation).[77]
But during the Tang, Hu became largely reserved for Central Asians. This issue has
attracted the attention of several prominent scholars. None has provided a satisfactory
explanation for this rather sudden change in the meaning of character hu. [78]
Though the Buluoji could not with certainty be traced back to the “hard-core” Xiongnu,
the disintegration and dispersion of the latter under the growing Xiabei pressure and
dominance apparently resulted in the appearance of various Hu groups leading to the
summary Zahu designation with the Buluoji as its last representative. This process is
relatively well documented in Chinese sources.[79] While we still cannot answer with
certainty the question of ethnic identity, the reconstruction of the process of its break-up
inevitably leads to the inference that the original Xiongnu federation had a major Europoid
component.[80] Maenchen-Helfen has also demonstrated the increasing Caucasian elements
in the Xiongnu during and after the Han Dynasties.[81] At least, we can conclude with much
certainty that the end-product of the break-up of the Xiongnu Empire included many
Altaicized Caucasian groups. The Hephthalites, the War-Huns and/or the White Huns, etc.,
represented perhaps such groups who migrated westward,[82] whereas the Buluoji (and other
Zahu groups) remained behind. It is worth noting that from early on, the Turks were also
known to have descended from the Zahu.[83]
We submit that the ethnonym Buluoji/Bulgar may serve as the missing link for the
change of the primary meaning of the hu designation, which happened to coincide with the
appearance of the Zahu in the Northern dynasties. The fact that Buluoji/Bulgar was the last
name for the Zahu was not a mere accident. As we have examined earlier, the evolution of the
Zahu included the increasing Caucasian elements in the former Xiongnu groups. With the
continued intermixing between the Xiongnu remnants and the Indo-Europeans both native in
northern China and from Central Asia, coupled with the westward movement of many such
groups, the name Hu acquired in a relatively short time its new primary designation. Besides,
this may also have been a harbinger of Central Asia’s turkicization.
The Xiongnu and the Huns
Another related topic is the enormously popular identification of the European Huns
with the Xiongnu in Chinese records. W. B. Henning’s study of the “ancient Sogdian
letters”,[84] particularly about the Sogdian name xwn, was once acclaimed as having finally
proved such a link.[85] But Maenchen-Helfen soon pointed out the problems in this “final
proof’.[86] Denis Sinor has also discounted this evidence and considers the theory yet
unproven.[87] The possible connection between the Buluoji in China and the European
Bulgars may provide some fresh arguments on this old question.
As we have demonstrated, the link between China’s Bulgars and the Xiongnu
confederation is well-substantiated. On the other hand, the European Bulgars’ connection to
the Huns has also been recorded ever since the nomad’s first appearance in European history.
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very least, the Hun-Bulgar connection was much more tangible than the Hun-Xiongnu
identification. Therefore, if the Buluoji in China can be successfully identified with the
European Bulgars, the prolonged controversy on the Hun-Xiongnu identification may for the
first time be examined using more than just a plausible phonetic correspondence.
Final remarks
In addition to their connections and implications beyond China discussed in this essay,
the Buluoji also had an enormous impact on Chinese history, political as well as cultural,
which went largely unrecognized in the traditional sinocentic historiography. We have already
touched upon the Buluoji’s political role. The best example must’be the Six-Garrison Revolt
which eventually brought down the Tuoba Wei regime. It was first started and led by a person
named none other than Poulihan Baling.[89] What may have been neglected even more was
the Buluoji’s significant contributions to China’s cultural and religious heritage. For example
arguably the most prominent real-life figure in the vast Dunhuang grotto arts the Buddhist
monk Liu Sahe who was of well-documented Buluoji ethnicity.[90] But perhaps the least
noted case was the author Lu Fayan of the single most important historical treatise on Chinese
phonology, namely Qieun.[91] Here the clan name Lu was but the sinified form of Buliugu,
yet another variant of the root Buluoji. Even today, one cannot but marvel at the great
accomplishments of such a presumably “marginal” “barbarian” group in medieval China.
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