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Examples of Folklore in Codex Cumanicus

Aynur Saydova1

Abstract
Folklore examples are an important part of oral language. There, 

information can be found about the unique qualities of each people,                             
including their ethnography, literature, religious beliefs, etc. The study 
of riddles, prayers, and proverbs in Codex Cumanicus has a great role in                       
research on the history of Turkic folklore. These can be considered as early 
written examples of oral folk literature. 

Examples of folklore in Codex Cumanicus, especially riddles, were 
involved in extensive research in different periods by researchers like V. 
Bang, A. Tietze, D. Nemet, A. Garkavets, M. Argunshah, G. Gunar, K. Sama-
dova, I. Guliyev, etc. from different countries. These studies focused more 
on transcription, transliteration and translation issues. In this article, 
the linguistic and stylistic features of the folklore examples in the work 
are brought to the fore. Descriptive, comparative and statistical methods                 
were used in the research.

Key words: Codex Cumanicus, folklore, riddles, prayer, proverbs,                  
kuman. 

Introductıon
Folklore examples are an important part of oral language. 

There, information can be found about the unique qualities of each 
people, including their ethnography, literature, religious beliefs, etc. 
One of the actual problems of Turkology in modern times is to in-
volve the language of monuments and manuscripts in the study of 
specific sections. With this, it will be possible to trace the develop-
ment of Turkic languages ​​from the original Turkic to the modern 
era. Codex Cumanicus is one of the valuable works for Turkic lan-
guages ​​written in the Middle Ages. The study of riddles, prayers, 
and proverbs in Codex Cumanicus has a great role in research on the 

1Aynur Saydova – Azerbaijan National Academy of Sciences Institute of Linguistics 
named after Nasimi, science researcher, PhD student, Azerbaijan, Baku.
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For citation: Saydova, A. 2023. “Examples of Folklore in Codex Cumanicus”.                           
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history of Turkic folklore. These can be considered as early written                                                 
examples of oral folk literature. Thus, Codex Cumanicus was written 
by Italians and Germans in the 13th-14th centuries with the Gothic 
letters of the Latin alphabet. The work, which is considered a Kip-
chak monument, is currently preserved in the San Marco Venice                   
National Library. The work is considered anonymous because it was 
written by several authors. 

The notebook-shaped monument is covered with card-
board which is covered with brown leather. According to some                                          
researchers, the work was created as a result of combining 3 note-
books, according to some researchers, it is a combination of 2                                                                                                                                 
notebooks and consists of 82 sheets in total. Depending on the                                        
identity of the writers, it is conventionally divided into 2 parts: the 
first is Italian and the second is German. Sheets 1-55 are the Ital-
ian section, sheets 56-82 are the German section. The Italian section                                                                                                                                         
consists of an Italian - Persian - Kipchak dictionary, and the Ger-
man part consists mainly of translations from the Bible, songs with 
Christian religious content translated into the Kipchak language, a                                               
religious song with notation in the Kipchak language, riddles and 
proverbs related to the Kipchak folklore, it also consists of Latin –
Kipchak and Kypchak - German dictionaries. B. Chobanzade eval-
uates this work as follows: “The work was written in the middle 
of the year 1303, thus it occupies the seventh position among the                                                                                                                                
great relics of the Turkic language” [Chobanzade 2007, 76].

The work was reported for the first time by M. J. Klaprot 
in 1828, and it was fully published for the first time in 1880 by                                           
G. Kuun. Examples of folklore in Codex Cumanicus, especially riddles, 
were   involved in extensive research in different periods by research-
ers like V. Bang, A. Tietze, D. Nemet, A. Garkavets, M. Argunshah,                              
G. Gunar, etc. from different countries. In Azerbaijan, A. Oguz,                                                                                                                                            
 K. Samadova,  I.Guliyev conducted research on the riddles in the 
work. These studies focused more on transcription, transliteration 
and translation   issues. In this article, the examples of folklore in                                    
the work are philologically involved in research. The pictures                                                                                                                          
given in the article are taken from the original photofacsimile of                  
the work, and in the selection of examples, along with the original 
text, the  book Codex  Cumanicus by M. Argunshah and G. Guner and 
the articles written about it were used. In the examples of the article, 
the first the original forms from Codex Cumanicus, the second the 
translations of examples into Azerbaijani, and the third the transla-
tions of examples into English are given.

Aynur SAYDOVA



21

Texts are also given in the German section of the Kuman-         
Kipchak monument Codex Cumanicus, which begins with a dictio-
nary and ends with a dictionary. Most of the texts written in Kuman 
are religious texts, and some are riddles and proverbs. Among the 
examples of folklore, riddle have been studied more. I. Guliyev con-
siders the examples of Kipchak folklore to be the most original part 
of the Codex Cumanicus in terms of the fact that they contain the lan-
guage, culture, and outlook of the Kipchaks. On the other hand, the 
author emphasizes that the material for oral literature is riddles and 
proverbs [Guliyev 2022, 152]. N. Erturk, who investigated the ele-
ments of folk literature in Divani Luğat it Turk and Codex Cumanicus, 
in addition to riddles and proverbs, also researched examples of re-
ligious folklore under the name of hymns [Ozturk 2016, 80-134]. In 
general, when speaking of examples of folklore in Codex Cumanicus, 
sometimes only proverbs and riddles are meant, and the examples 
of religious folklore in the work are left out. On the one hand, this is 
related to the evaluation of proverbs and riddles as a part related to 
Kumans, and on the other hand, it is related to the fact that examples 
of religious folklore in general are sometimes not considered folk-
lore. This issue is one of the controversial issues in folklore studies. 
About this, G. Sayilov notes: “Religion is closely related to folklore 
as an ideology of creation, a worldview and a system of socio-cul-
tural behavior. Revelation religions are theo-canonical phenomenon. 
Propagation of the revelation texts by oral exhortation is the level at 
which it becomes folklore [Sayilov 2018, 433]. In our opinion, the 
examples of religious folklore in the work can be listed as examples 
of folklore, as they are expressed in the Kipchak language in the                                                                                                                                            
style of the Kipchak people. Thus, we can divide the examples of                   
folklore in the work, the main part of which is a dictionary, into 3 
groups: 

We can divide the examples of folklore in the work which is 
based on a dictionary into 3 groups.

1.	 Proverbs.
2.	 Riddles.
3.	 Examples of religious folklore.

Proverbs
“Proverbs is a universally accepted and approved result of the 

lesson that the people gave to history, and history to the people, and 
there is no doubt about its correctness and accuracy. The paremic unit, 
first of all, dominates the consciousness with its righteous spirit. Its 
axiomatic character is related to the great generalizing power of the 

Examples of Folklore in Codex Cumanicus
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logical idea expressed at the judgment level. This “generalization” is 
a crystallized generalization that has been carried out by different                   
generations and has reached its ultimate level due to the level of clear 
and precise expression of the content” [Atalar sozu 2004, 9].

Proverbs are listed on page 66b of the work. In these                                
examples, people are given advice on what kind of a person they 
should not be. The proverbs in the work are: kvezlu bolmagıl (don’t 
be proud), künüçi bolmagıl (don’t be jealous), opkelmekçi bolmagıl 
(don’t be angry), eninçeç bolmagıl (don’t be lazy), kızgançı bolmagıl 
(don’t be greedy), boguzgur bolmagıl (don’t be a glutton), hersegçi 
bolmagıl (don’t be lewd), çakuçı bolmagıl (don’t be a mediator), 
uşakçı (don’t be a gossip), erseklik (unchastity). As it seems, the an-
cestral words given are simple command sentences arranged with 
the -gıl (-qıl/-gil) form.

             

Picture 1.
As can be seen from the fragment of the manuscript, graphic 

form was used to avoid repetition of the same word.

Riddles
“Riddles are created about any object, event or concept, mainly 

consisting of thought-provoking questions built in the form of meta-
phors. In riddles, a certain sign and quality of a concept, object and 
event are indirectly told, while other aspects are kept secret  [Azerbay-
can edebiyyati tarikhi 2018, 486].

G. Guner, a prominent researcher of Kuman riddles, evaluates 

Aynur SAYDOVA
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the riddles given in the work as the first collected written Turkic              
riddles: “The first compilation-based Turkic riddles estimating have 
been written from the end of the 13th century and the beginning of the 
14th century recorded on pages 60a-60b of Codex Cumanicus. It con-
sists of 47 riddle texts, four of which are unanswered. These riddles are 
included in the second volume that we call German notebook and com-
piled them directly by Cumans are extremely important. More clearly, 
considering that the products were not written down much in the past, 
because they are anonymous, these riddles are very valuable because 
there are no earlier Turkic riddle texts within the Turkic riddle tradi-
tion” [Guner 2020, 17].

In total, 47 riddles are given on pages 60a-60b of the work. 
It is about the various notions including henna, butterfly, egg, bird’s 
milk, crane, spirit, stirrup, reed, hedgehog, knife, snake, mind, fire, 
door, nut, etc.

The work contains riddles expressed both in prose and                             
poetry

Bu bardı izi yoh (Ol kemedir) – bu getdi izi yox. O, gəmidir. It’s 
gone without a trace. It is a ship.

Uzun ağaç başında                     Uzun ağac başında       
Ulu bitiv bitidim                          Uzun məktub bitirdim
Kemsen ovlu kelgey dep             Bədbəxt oğlu gələcək deyib
Kemsen turup sahladım                Bədbəxt durub (olub) saxladım. 
(Ol karmak bile balık).               (O, qırmaq ilə balıqdır)
I finished a long letter at the top of a long tree. I thought that 

the son of unhappy would come, that’s why I became unhappy and 
kept it. (Its hook and fish)  

As can be seen from the examples, the answers at the end 
of the riddles are expressed with nominal sentences or with noun 
phrases.

In the riddles in the work, we can see that poeticism is created 
mostly through alliteration. For example, “tap, tap, tamyzik..” or “biti, 
biti, bitidim...” and so. The form of the riddles that begins with “tap 
tap tamizik...” in Codex Cumanicus is in the form of “tap tapmaca...” 
or “tap tapi” in Azerbaijan. In each variant, the word “tap” means to 
find. On the other hand, as in Azerbaijani riddles, in most of the rid-
dles in this work, hints are given in the last verse. The first verse was 
an introduction to create poetic characteristics. In Codex Cumanicus:

Tap, tap, tamızık             Tap tap damlacıq           Tap tap droplet
Tama durgan tamızık     Damlayan damlacıq.    Dripping droplet.
Kölegesi bar                     Kölgəsi var                       It has a shadow

Examples of Folklore in Codex Cumanicus
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Köye durgan tamızık     Yanan damlacıq.           Burning droplet.                     
 (Ol köbelek)                     (O, kəpənəkdir)               (That is a butterfly)
In Azerbaijani:
Tap tapmaca,                                        Find the puzzle,
Qulaqları yappaca,                              He will close his ears,
Yatanları oyadır,                                   Wakes the sleepers
Süleyman papaqlıca. (Xoruz)            With a hat like Suleiman (Cock)
It should be noted that, along with the “butterfly” answer 

to the riddle given above, there is also the idea that it is a “mirror”.         
D.Kulieva conducted extensive research on this and came to the                    
following conclusion: “In conclusion, it is clear the translations of 
the riddle made by turkic linguists are suitable, but the answer is                         
not accepted by all of the translators. Tietse offered a new solution 
as MIRROR, so following him some research has been done. The                     
result is that His solution must be accepted, as some other versions 
of this riddle type have been found in modern Turkic riddles. The                                                                                                            
comane riddle has the words e.g. tamiziq – drip, tamaduryan –                                                                            
dripping,  kolenke – shadow, kulup – laughing, kuyadirgan – burn-
ing. Many   Turkic riddles have these words too. The answer Mirror                 
must be chosen as a solution to this riddle type” [Kulieva 2023,  87]. 

The riddles in the work are mainly expressed in the form of 
affirmative sentence, and sometimes in the form of interrogative 
sentence.

Аxçа kayda kışlamış?    Ağca harda qışlamış?     Where did Agca
                                                                                          spend the winter? 
Kanlı yerdə kışlamış.    Qanlı yerdə qışlamış      It wintered in the
                                                                                           bloody place
Kanı neçik yuxmamış? Qanı niyə yaxılmamış?  Why was not its
                                                                                          blood smeared?
Хар ortada kışlamış.     Həmişə ortada qışlamış. It always wintered 
                                                                                           in the middle.
(Ol, karın yav(ı)dır.)            (O, qarın yağıdır.)           (It’s belly fat.)
I. Guliyev gives the explanation of this puzzle as follows:                

“Akhcha (Aghca) – similar to white. Abdominal fat always remains 
in the red blood, but never mixes with the blood. The word wintering 
here also indicates that the Kipchaks are not nomadic, but engaged 
in stable animal husbandry, like going to the steppe in the summer                           
and wintering in the winter. Also, the word “staying in a warm place” 
for wintering here is associated with the warmth of the inside of the 
snow” [Guliyev 2022, 156].

The riddles in the work are formed about the things people 
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use in their daily life, the events they encounter, animals, etc. There-
fore, the puzzles there can be divided according to the topic:

1.	 About people.
2.	 About animals.
3.	 About things.
4.	 About plants.
5.	 About celestial bodies and time.

As in Azerbaijani riddles, most of the riddles in Codex                    
Cumanicus are about animals such as hedgehog, snake, butterfly, 
dog, horse, camel, crane, etc.  

It is observed that the classification of riddles is given by                    
researchers in different forms. This is how Kazakh researchers give 
the classification of riddles: “As the result of scientific research, the 
classification of Kipchak riddles of the Codex Cumanicus monument 
was created. The following groups are selected: 1. Riddles about the 
person (about the appearance of the person, parts of his body, about 
family relations, family, about clothes and jewelry, about food and 
drink, about means of movement), 2. Riddles about human labor ac-
tivity (about planting and processing of bread, arable land, mowing, 
about occupations and crafts), 3. Riddles about the dwelling (about 
the village, the yard, domestic economy, about heating and lighting, 
about furniture of the house, about ware and utensils), 4. Riddles 
about phenomena of nature, heaven, earth, water, stars and others,                                             
5. Riddles about the plant world (wild and home crops), 6. Riddles 
about the animal world (insects, reptiles, mammals, etc.)” [Dikhanba-
yeva, Shaimerdinova 2022, 159].

In these riddles, people’s thought, life experience, and                          
conclusions are expressed figuratively rather than dryly. Puzzles, 
which are the product of artistic thinking, contain comparisons,         
metaphors, similes, and other artistic means of description were 
used here. For instance, in the examples above, an egg is compared 
to a tent, and a butterfly is compared to a drop.

Hymns and prayers
Along with proverbs and riddles, there are more hymns 

(songs) and prayers in the work written for the purpose of                                          
spreading the Christian religion. Events are told in these hymns. 
Hymns  often begin with the word “Ave” (Hello) and an address. For 
example:

Ave Maria anamız,         Salam Məryəm anamız              Hail Mary our 
                                                                                                      mother

Examples of Folklore in Codex Cumanicus
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Seni övüp çın hanımız     Səni sevib gerçək (əsl) xanımız Loving you,
                                                                                                       our real king 
Barçadan üstün kötürdi   Hamıdan üstün tutdu  Chose you above
                                                                                           all others 
Hanlık daçını keydirdi.  Xanlıq tacını geydirdi.  He wore you the 
                                                                                         royal crown.
After the events are recited, there are prayers in hymns. It ends 

with the word “Amen”. It is easy to separate the prayers with this word
Arıhların küsençi       Müqəddəslərin ümidi      The hope of the saints
Barçaga medet bolgul    Hamıya kömək ol        Be a help to all
Tuşman yekni sen sürgül   Düşmən şeytanı sən sür   You drive out
                                                                                                 devil, the enemy
Sen bizni yarlıgagıl        Sən bizi bağışla.            You forgive us.
Amen.                                      Amin.                                       Amen
“Prayer of repentance from sins”, “Lord’s prayer: Our Father in 

Heaven”, etc. are among the prayers given in this work.
Codex Cumanicus is also a valuable heritage for art history. So, on 

pages 75a/75b of the work, one hymn is given with notes.

Picture 2.
The examples of folklore given in Codex Cumanicus have sur-

vived to this day in the literature of the Turkic peoples. The first com-
parative study of these examples, especially the variants of riddles in 
the folklore of the Turkic peoples, belongs to A. Inan. In 1966, Titse 
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and then Kurishchanov conducted research. In the 70s, H. Makhmu-
tov investigated the parallels of the riddles in the work in Turkish 
languages. In this regard, H. Makhmutov notes that Codex Cumani-
cus is rightfully considered the common property of Turkic-speak-
ing peoples, and the folklore material of the codex is directly related 
to the oral poetic creativity of Kazakhs, Bashkirs, Azerbaijanis, Ta-
tars, Turkmens and many other Turkic-speaking peoples [Makhmu-
tov 1971, 87-96]. It was Jurayeva who compared the puzzles in this 
work with the puzzles in the Uzbek language. In her work in Codex 
Cumanicus Yazda yavlı hayış yetir (ol ılandır) – Çöldə yağlı qayış 
yatar (O, ilandır) - A fat belt lies outside (It is a snake) in the Uz-
bek language of the riddle “yer altında yağlı kəmər, yer altında sarı                                                                                                                                        
kəmər, yer altında yağlı qamçı” “fat belt under the ground, yellow 
belt under the ground, fat whip under the ground” [Jurayeva 2011, 
25-28] etc. notes that there are examples. Parallels of these riddles 
can be observed in the Azerbaijani language. For example, we come 
across the form of this puzzle “Yer altında yağlı qamçı, Suyu içər 
damcı-damcı.” “A fat whip under the ground, Drinks water drop by 
drop” [Tapmacalar 2004, 74], or Ak küyməniŋ avzu yox. Ol, yumurt-
ka. (Ağ çadırın ağzı yox. O, yumurtadır.) A white tent has no mouth. 
It’s an egg. The riddle “Ağ günbəz, qapısı yox” (White dome without 
a door) or “Ağca motal, ağzı yox” (White motal, without a mouth) 
[Tapmacalar 2004, 93, 94] has survived until today. As can be seen 
from the examples, poetic structure in Kuman puzzles which begins 
with the phrases “Tap tapı”, “Tap tapmaca”, “Yol üstündə”, “Yer altın-
da”, etc. is currently preserved in Azerbaijani riddles. This fact helps 
to study the historical development of Azerbaijani folklore samples.                                                       
At the same time, the poetic structure, artistic description and                                                                                               
means of expression in Kuman riddles have been preserved in the 
ancient Turkish language.

It should be noted that the Azerbaijani language, which                      
belongs to the Oghuz group of the Turkic language family, has an 
ancient history and has gone through a long development path.                        
Although the historical traces from the deep layers of our language 
sometimes do not manifest themselves in the literary language,                   
they are observed in our dialects. We can see these traces better 
when we find words that are not in our literary language in other 
Turkic languages ​​or in our dialects while analyzing historical works. 
According to researchers, the Azerbaijani language was created 
and developed on the basis of the Oghuz and Kipchak languages. 
Therefore, our dialects are sometimes divided into two parts in the 
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form of Kipchak and Oghuz elements. Even M. Shiraliyev noted the 
distribution of Oghuz or Kipchak elements in Azerbaijan on a map                                                                                                     
[Shiraliyev 1983, 193].

Conclusıon
In general, every nation keeps its history, culture, and                            

traditions alive in the works they write. The lifestyle, language, 
ethnography, and cultural life of the Kipchaks living in the Golden                                                                                                        
Horde state were reflected in Codex Cumanicus, one of the many               
dictionaries written in the Middle Ages about the Turkish language. 
Folklore examples of Turks with ancient history are also preserved 
in this work. Codex Cumanicus from the 13th-14th centuries is a                                       
valuable source for studying folklore examples, which are an                                                                                                                                
important part of oral language.
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“Kodeks Kumanikus”da Folklor 
Nümunələri

Aynur Saydova1∗∗
Özet
Folklor nümunələri şifahi dilin önəmli hissəsini təşkil edir. Orada 

hər bir xalqın özünəməxsus keyfiyyətləri – etnoqrafiyası, ədəbiyyatı, dini 
inancları və s. haqqında məlumat tapmaq olar. Türkdilli xalqların folk-
lor tarixinin araşdırılmasında “Kodeks Kumanikus”da olan tapmacaların, 
duaların, atalar sözlərinin öyrənilməsinin çox böyük rolu vardır. Bunlar 
yazıya alınmış ilkin şifahi xalq ədəbiyyatı nümunələrindən sayıla bilər. 

“Kodeks Kumanikus”da olan folklor nümunələri, xüsusilə tapma-
calar fərqli dövlətlərdən olan tədqiqatçılar – V. Banq, A. Tietze, D. Nemet, 
A. Qarkavets, M. Arqunşah, Q. Günər, K. Səmədova, İ. Quliyev və s. tərəfin- 
dən müxtəlif dövrlərdə geniş araşdırmalara cəlb olunmuşdur. Bu araşdır- 
malarda daha çox transkripsiya, transliterasiya və tərcümə məsələlərinə 
diqqət yetirilmişdir. Bu məqalədə əsərdəki folklor nümunələrinin dil və 
üslub xüsusiyyətləri ön plana çəkilir. Tədqiqatda təsviri, müqayisəli və 
statistik metodlardan istifadə olunmuşdur.

Açar sözlər: Kodeks Kumanikus, folklor, tapmacalar, dua, atalar             
sözləri, kuman. 
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