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​The Shadow Khagans: The Rise, Reign, and Dissolution of the Avar Empire. 

For two and a half centuries, a nomadic empire ruled the heart of Europe, extracting tribute from Constantinople, reshaping the demographic map of the Balkans, and building in the Carpathian Basin a political community of extraordinary sophistication. This was the Avar Khaganate: not the transient destructive horde of the Byzantine chronicles, but one of the early medieval world's most remarkable experiments in multi-ethnic empire-building.

The Shadow Khagans traces the full arc of the Avar story, from the catastrophic collapse of the Rouran Khaganate on the Mongolian plateau in the 550s CE, and the westward flight of survivors carrying the political memory of a destroyed empire, to the Khaganate's absorption into the Carolingian world after 800 CE. Drawing on the groundbreaking archaeogenomic research of the HistoGenes project, alongside Byzantine chronicles, Carolingian annals, and the material evidence of more than 70,000 excavated graves, this book reconstructs the internal life of the Avar state: its marriage networks and kinship structures, its artistic traditions and religious world, its military innovations and its diplomatic genius.

At the centre of the Avar story is a paradox that speaks to the deepest questions of human political life: how an elite that maintained its genetic distinctiveness for two and a half centuries simultaneously built a political world so inclusive that people of entirely different origins proudly called themselves Avars, and meant it.
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​Chapter 1: The World Before the Avars, The Eurasian Steppe in the Sixth Century
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There is a particular kind of silence that settles over a grassland in late autumn, after the last of the grazing herds have moved south and before the first snow has come to muffle even the wind. It is not the silence of emptiness. It is the silence of a world holding its breath, of an ecosystem so vast and so finely calibrated that the removal of its most visible inhabitants only makes the underlying structure more apparent. The Eurasian steppe, that immense corridor of grass and sky stretching from the Carpathian Basin in the west to the Mongolian plateau in the east, a distance of more than eight thousand kilometres, has always had this quality: the appearance of vacancy masking a reality of dense, competitive, and often violent occupation. In the middle of the sixth century of the common era, it was anything but empty. It was the most politically dynamic space on the surface of the earth, a zone of accelerating change in which empires rose and fell within the span of a single human lifetime, in which military innovations spread at the speed of a horse, and in which the displacement of a single powerful people at one end of the corridor could send ripples of consequence all the way to the other end within a generation.

To understand the Avars, the people who will occupy the centre of this book, it is necessary first to understand the world they erupted from and the world they erupted into. Both were worlds of extraordinary complexity, and both have been systematically underestimated by the historiographical traditions that grew up around them. The steppe has too often been portrayed as a kind of geopolitical weather system: a source of periodic destructive storms that battered the civilised periphery and then dissipated, leaving no lasting legacy beyond their trail of damage. The sedentary powers of the sixth century, Byzantium, the Frankish kingdoms, the Northern Wei and its successors, have too often been portrayed as the primary agents of historical change, with the nomadic peoples of the steppe cast as external forces that impinged on the real story from outside. Neither of these characterisations is defensible, and neither will be sustained here. The Eurasian steppe in the mid-sixth century was a world of states, of administrative traditions, of sophisticated political ideologies, and of people who understood themselves as the inheritors of long and prestigious histories. The Avars were not barbarians descending from nowhere. They were the heirs of a specific and sophisticated political tradition, displaced by catastrophe, and setting out to reconstitute their world in a new theatre. To understand what they built, we must first understand what they came from, and what they found when they arrived.

​The Ecology of Empire: Grass, Horse, and Political Power

The steppe is not a single, uniform environment. It is a gradient, running from the relatively moist and productive western grasslands of the Pontic-Caspian region through the drier and more challenging terrain of Kazakhstan to the semi-arid and continental climate of the Mongolian plateau, with its fierce winters and its brief, explosive summers. This gradient has always shaped the possibilities of nomadic political organisation. The productivity of the pasture determines the density of the herds; the density of the herds determines the size of the human population that can be sustained in a given area; the size of that population determines the military manpower available to any aspiring ruler. The Mongolian plateau, despite its harsh climate, produces exceptionally hardy horses, smaller than the heavy warhorses of medieval Western Europe, but faster, tougher, and capable of surviving on minimal fodder. It was on the Mongolian plateau that the great nomadic empires of antiquity were born, and it was from there that the chain of events that would eventually produce the Avar Khaganate began.

The relationship between the steppe ecology and nomadic political power is more complex than the simple observation that grass feeds horses and horses enable warfare. The critical variable is the annual cycle of seasonal migration, which imposed a specific rhythm on the lives of every pastoralist community and which simultaneously constrained and enabled political organisation. In the summer, herds moved north to exploit the rich pastures of the northern steppe; in the winter, they moved south to the semi-sheltered valleys and river margins where some grazing remained available through the cold months. This cycle of transhumance created a predictable pattern of dispersal and concentration: in summer, communities spread out across the steppe to maximise access to pasture and minimise competition; in winter and early spring, they concentrated in the river valleys, where proximity created both the conditions for political organisation and the potential for violent conflict over access to limited resources.

The nomadic states of the Eurasian steppe were not, as nineteenth-century scholarship sometimes suggested, simply large tribal confederations held together by personal loyalty to a charismatic war leader. They were sophisticated political entities with their own administrative traditions, their own ideologies of legitimacy, their own systems of taxation and resource extraction, and their own mechanisms for managing the inherent tension between the centrifugal forces of the seasonal cycle and the centripetal requirements of military organisation. The great nomadic empires, the Xiongnu, the Xianbei, the Rouran, and eventually the Göktürks and the Avars themselves, all operated variants of a specific political model that had been refined over centuries of steppe competition. At the apex of this model stood the khagan, not merely a war leader, but a sacred figure whose authority derived from a divine mandate that was simultaneously military, cosmological, and genealogical. The khagan was chosen by heaven; he demonstrated heaven's favour through military success; his lineage perpetuated the heavenly blessing across generations. The khaganal clan, the Ashina among the Göktürks, the Rouran aristocratic lineage among the confederacy that preceded them, was not simply the family of a successful warrior. It was the vehicle through which the sky god's will was enacted on earth.

Below the khagan, the great nomadic states organised their military and administrative structures on a decimal system that was simultaneously an army and a government. Units of ten, a hundred, a thousand, and ten thousand horsemen constituted both the military establishment and the territorial administrative unit, with commanders at each level responsible for the governance of the population within their territory as well as the military performance of their contingent. This system, which the Mongols would later perfect, was already well established across the steppe by the sixth century, and its traces are visible in the administrative vocabularies of every major Eurasian nomadic state of the period. It gave the great khaganates a logistical capacity that their sedentary neighbours consistently underestimated: the ability to mobilise, feed, and direct very large military forces at short notice across very large distances, without the cumbersome supply train that slowed the armies of sedentary states.

The political economy of the steppe empire was built on a specific relationship between military capacity and the extraction of tribute from the sedentary world. The nomadic economy, however sophisticated its internal organisation, could not produce certain goods that nomadic peoples needed and wanted: grain, textiles, iron in large quantities, luxury goods of the kind that served as the currency of prestige in the elite gift economy. These goods came from the sedentary agricultural civilisations that bordered the steppe, and they came in one of two ways: as the proceeds of raiding, or as the proceeds of tribute. The great steppe empires, when they were functioning well, preferred the latter. A systematic tributary relationship with a sedentary neighbour was more reliable, more profitable, and less dangerous than annual raiding, and the nomadic rulers who succeeded in establishing such relationships, extracting regular payments of silk, grain, and silver in exchange for restraining their military capacity, were the ones who built lasting states rather than transient raiding confederations. The relationship between the Xiongnu and the Han Empire of China, institutionalised in the heqin or peace-through-kinship treaty system from the second century BCE onward, was the archetype of this model; every subsequent steppe power that dealt with China was working within the framework of expectations that the Xiongnu-Han relationship had established.

By the sixth century of the common era, the dominant power on the Mongolian plateau was the Rouran Khaganate, and understanding the Rouran is essential to understanding the Avars who would emerge from their ruins.

​The Rouran Khaganate: The Dominant Power of the Eastern Steppe

The Rouran Khaganate, known to the Chinese sources as the Ruru or Ruanruan, to the Byzantine sources much later as the Avars proper, and to themselves by a name that the sources do not preserve with certainty, dominated the Mongolian steppe and the territories to its north and west from approximately 330 CE to their catastrophic defeat in the 550s. The origins of the Rouran are disputed, as the origins of virtually every nomadic confederation are disputed: the Chinese sources, whose testimony is the most extensive, describe them as descended from a slave of the Xianbei, the nomadic confederation that had succeeded the Xiongnu as the dominant power on the Mongolian plateau in the third century CE. Whatever the truth of this origin story, and it is almost certainly a later construction designed to delegitimise Rouran claims to independent authority, the Rouran built one of the most powerful and administratively sophisticated steppe empires of the ancient world.

At their height, the Rouran Khaganate controlled a territory stretching from Manchuria in the east to the Altai Mountains in the west, with tributary relationships extending further in both directions. Their military capacity was formidable: the Chinese Northern Wei dynasty, which controlled the agricultural heartland of northern China from its capital at Datong and later Luoyang, invested enormous resources in defending against Rouran raiding, constructing the first sections of what would eventually become the Great Wall of China's northern extension and maintaining a standing army of hundreds of thousands specifically for steppe frontier defence. Yet the Rouran were not simply raiders; the relationship with the Northern Wei was, like all the great steppe-sedentary relationships, a complex mixture of military threat, diplomatic engagement, and mutual economic dependency.

The tribute that the Rouran extracted from the Northern Wei, silk, grain, iron tools, and luxury goods, flowed into the khaganal redistribution system that sustained the political loyalty of the subordinate tribes and commanders. The khagans of the Rouran were not simply military overlords; they were the managers of an enormous redistributive economy, receiving tribute from subject peoples and sedentary neighbours and distributing it downward through the military hierarchy in a system that simultaneously rewarded loyalty, displayed generosity, and demonstrated the khagan's unique access to the resources of the wider world. A khagan who could not redistribute, who could not provide his subordinate commanders with the silk, the silver, the horses, and the weapons that marked status and rewarded service, was a khagan whose authority was already in decline, because the entire system of nomadic political loyalty was premised on the expectation of material reward for military service.

The Rouran administrative system was sophisticated enough to have developed its own script, one of the earliest writing systems associated with a steppe nomadic people, and its own system of administrative titles that would be transmitted to subsequent steppe empires. The title khagan itself, which became the universal designation for the supreme ruler of a steppe empire, appears to have been first used by the Rouran. The elaborate hierarchy of subordinate titles, the yabghu, the shad, the tudun, the tarkhan, that characterised the Göktürk and Avar states were almost certainly inherited or adapted from Rouran administrative practice. The Rouran were not simply a military machine; they were a political tradition, and it was this tradition, as much as any specific group of people, that survived their military defeat in the 550s and reasserted itself, reconstituted and renamed, on the middle Danube.

The Rouran relationship with the Northern Wei and its successor states was also the template for the Avar relationship with Byzantium that would develop after 558 CE. The dynamics were almost identical: a nomadic power of the first rank deploying the threat of devastating cavalry raids to extract annual payments from a sedentary empire that was wealthier in absolute terms but more constrained in its ability to translate that wealth into effective military response. The Northern Wei, like Byzantium later, found that systematic tribute payment was cheaper than sustained frontier warfare, and that a degree of diplomatic engagement with the nomadic court, the sending of embassies, the exchange of gifts, the careful management of the khagan's prestige, could buy periods of relative peace. And like Byzantium later, the Northern Wei found that the nomadic state's appetite for tribute was not finite, that each successful payment generated pressure for the next increase, and that the relationship of structured extortion could only be ended by the nomadic state's internal collapse or by a decisive military defeat that the sedentary power almost never felt confident enough to seek.

The internal politics of the Rouran Khaganate in the fifth and early sixth centuries displayed the characteristic instabilities of the nomadic imperial form. Succession was a perennial problem: the khaganal lineage produced multiple candidates for the supreme position at each generation, and the mechanisms for choosing between them were sufficiently ambiguous to generate repeated violent conflicts. The relationship between the central khaganal authority and the commanders of the subordinate tribal confederations was always tense, because the same military capacity that made the tribal commanders useful to the khagan also made them dangerous. A commander who won military glory and distributed the proceeds to his own followers was building the basis for an independent power claim, and the history of the Rouran Khaganate, like the history of every comparable steppe empire, is punctuated by the suppression of subordinate commanders who had grown too powerful.

By the mid-sixth century, the Rouran Khaganate was confronting a challenge from precisely such a commander, and the nature of this challenge, its origins, its execution, and its consequences, would determine the course of Central Eurasian history for the next three centuries.

​The Western Steppe: A World of Competing Confederations

While the Rouran dominated the Mongolian plateau, the western steppe, the vast grassland zone stretching from the Caspian Sea to the Carpathian Basin, was a more fragmented and more fluid political landscape. Here there was no single dominant power comparable to the Rouran in the east, but rather a shifting array of tribal confederations, each of significant military capacity but none capable of imposing lasting hegemony over the others. This western steppe world was, in the mid-sixth century, in a state of particular instability, shaped by the echoes of the Hunnic collapse more than a century earlier.

The Huns under Attila had briefly united much of the western steppe and the adjacent barbarian kingdoms into a single tributary empire in the middle decades of the fifth century, extracting enormous payments from both the Western and Eastern Roman Empires and deploying military forces that reached from the Rhine to the Caucasus. Attila's death in 453 CE and the rapid dissolution of his empire had left a political vacuum of extraordinary dimensions. The subject peoples of the Hunnic Empire, Gepids, Ostrogoths, Rugians, Heruls, and dozens of smaller groups, had reasserted their independence in the immediate aftermath, and the surviving Hunnic aristocracy had fragmented into competing regional powers, of which the most significant in the mid-sixth century were the Kutrigurs, established west of the Don River in the Pontic steppe, and the Utigurs, established east of the Don toward the Caspian.

These two confederations, almost certainly descended from a common Hunnic ancestor group and retaining strong cultural and linguistic affinities, were engaged in endemic conflict with each other throughout the sixth century, a conflict that the Byzantine Emperor Justinian I deliberately encouraged and subsidised as a cheap and effective mechanism for keeping both powers too busy to raid imperial territory. Byzantine gold, distributed selectively to first one side and then the other, funded a cycle of inter-steppe warfare that kept the Pontic grasslands in a state of perpetual turbulence. It was a cynical but effective strategy, and its costs, the devastation of communities caught between the competing confederations, the entrenchment of a culture of violence and instability across the western steppe, were borne entirely by the peoples of the steppe themselves.

North of the Kutrigurs and Utigurs, the forest-steppe zone, the transitional belt between the open grassland and the great northern forests, was inhabited by Slavic-speaking communities whose political organisation was far less developed than that of the steppe nomads but whose numbers and agricultural productivity made them a significant demographic reality. The sixth-century Byzantine sources describe the Slavs as a people without kings, organised in loose tribal groups under local military leaders, practising a mixed economy of agriculture, herding, fishing, and forest exploitation. They were not a significant military power in the conventional sense, but they were present in enormous numbers across a vast territory, and their relationship with the steppe nomads to their south would prove to be one of the defining dynamics of the next three centuries.

East of the Caspian, in the grasslands stretching toward the Aral Sea, other confederations maintained their own complex politics. The Sabirs, mentioned in the Byzantine sources as a power of some significance in the Caucasus region, had themselves been displaced from further east by earlier nomadic movements. The Caucasus itself, that extraordinary mountain barrier between the Pontic steppe to the north and the Iranian plateau to the south, was inhabited by a dense array of peoples: Armenians, Georgians (divided into Iberians and Lazicans), Albanians in what is now Azerbaijan, and numerous mountain communities whose names appear briefly in the sources before disappearing back into obscurity. The Caucasus was both a barrier and a corridor: its mountain passes were among the most strategically important geographical features in Eurasia, and the power that controlled them controlled the movement of armies, traders, and peoples between the steppe world and the sedentary world of the Near East.

Between the Carpathian Mountains in the west and the Pontic steppe in the east lay the Carpathian Basin itself, the great lowland plain watered by the Danube and its tributaries, ringed by mountains on three sides, and opening toward the Balkans in the south. In the mid-sixth century, this region was divided between the Gepids, a Germanic people of Gothic origin who occupied the eastern portion of the basin and the lower Danube plain, and the Lombards, another Germanic people who controlled the western portion, known as Pannonia, corresponding roughly to modern Hungary west of the Danube. Between these two powers, whose mutual hostility was chronic and often violent, a precarious balance of power maintained itself under the watchful eyes of the Byzantine Empire to the south. Neither the Gepids nor the Lombards were in any position to unify the Carpathian Basin under a single authority, and neither had any conception of the geopolitical storm that was about to break upon them from the east.

​Byzantium: The Southern Anchor

Of the great sedentary powers that bordered the steppe world, the Byzantine Empire, the eastern remnant of the Roman imperial tradition, ruling from Constantinople the territory that in the sixth century still included the Balkans, Anatolia, Egypt, Syria, and much of North Africa, was by far the most significant for the Avar story. Byzantium was, in the reign of Justinian I (527–565 CE), an empire of extraordinary ambition and considerable achievement, engaged in the project of reconquering the western provinces lost to the Germanic kingdoms in the fifth century. Justinian's generals, above all the incomparable Belisarius, had already recovered North Africa from the Vandals and much of Italy from the Ostrogoths by the mid-sixth century, and the imperial court in Constantinople was animated by a genuine and not entirely unrealistic vision of universal Roman restoration.

But Justinian's great project of western reconquest was sustained at enormous cost, and one of the most significant of those costs was the progressive neglect of the Danube frontier. The Balkans, the hinterland of Constantinople itself, were systematically stripped of troops to feed the armies fighting in Italy and North Africa, and the elaborate system of fortified frontier cities and river-patrol flotillas that had defended the Danube line since the third century was allowed to decay. The fiscal pressure of the western campaigns also impaired Justinian's ability to maintain the subsidies and diplomatic relationships with the steppe peoples that had traditionally kept the northern frontier relatively quiet. By the 540s and 550s, the consequences of this neglect were already visible: Hunnic groups from the Pontic steppe were crossing the Danube in increasing numbers, raiding deep into the Balkans, and withdrawing before the depleted frontier garrisons could respond effectively.

The city of Constantinople itself, the New Rome, the God-protected city, the largest urban agglomeration in the western Eurasian world, was the physical and symbolic heart of the empire that the Avars would eventually besiege. In the mid-sixth century, it was a city of perhaps half a million inhabitants, its skyline dominated by the great dome of the Hagia Sophia, completed in 537 CE, and its streets alive with the commerce of a genuinely global trading network that connected the Mediterranean world with the Black Sea, the Caucasus, and beyond. The city's defences were the most formidable in the world: the Theodosian Walls, constructed in the fifth century and repeatedly reinforced, presented an obstacle that no army would successfully overcome until the Ottoman siege of 1453 CE. Behind these walls, the Byzantine court maintained the elaborate ceremonial apparatus of Roman imperial legitimacy, conducting the business of empire in an environment of astonishing luxury that was simultaneously a statement of power and an instrument of diplomacy, designed to awe and impress the barbarian envoys who arrived in an endless stream from every direction.

Justinian's diplomatic system was, in its way, as impressive as his military machine. The Byzantine court maintained detailed records of the peoples and powers on every frontier, managed an extensive network of subsidised allies and client rulers, and deployed the tools of diplomacy, gifts, titles, honorary ranks, marriage alliances, and the prestigious act of imperial reception, with great sophistication. The management of the northern frontier through diplomacy and subsidy rather than military force was not, from the Byzantine perspective, a policy of weakness; it was a rational allocation of finite resources in a context where military operations against mobile cavalry forces in the open steppe offered very poor returns on investment. What Byzantine diplomacy could not manage was a genuinely new and powerful arrival on the steppe frontier, a people whose military capacity exceeded anything the subsidy system had previously encountered and whose political ambitions went beyond the extraction of annual payments to the acquisition of territory.

That arrival was coming.

​The Merovingian West: The Other Anchor

West of the Carpathian Basin, beyond the former Roman frontier on the Rhine and Danube, lay the world of the Merovingian Frankish kingdoms, which in the mid-sixth century constituted the dominant political power in Western and Central Europe north of the Alps and west of the Elbe. The Franks under their Merovingian dynasty had emerged from the Roman period as the most successful of the Germanic successor kingdoms, managing, uniquely among the major Germanic peoples, to remain Catholic Christians while their Gothic and Vandal competitors adopted the Arian heresy, a choice that gave the Frankish rulers the invaluable support of the Latin Church and the Gallo-Roman aristocracy and that fundamentally distinguished their political culture from that of their neighbours.

By the mid-sixth century, the Frankish kingdom had expanded to control most of what is now France, Belgium, the Netherlands, and western Germany, with tributary relationships extending into Thuringia, Bavaria, and the Rhineland. The Merovingian rulers were extraordinary military leaders and astonishing political operators, and their kingdom, despite the chronic and often violent conflicts between the various branches of the ruling dynasty, was the most stable and well-administered polity in the post-Roman West. The Frankish army, built around a core of heavily armed mounted warriors supplemented by large infantry contingents, was a formidable military instrument, as the Avars would eventually discover to their cost.

The Frankish kingdoms were the western anchor of the world into which the Avars would arrive: geographically remote from the initial Avar establishment in the Carpathian Basin, but close enough to constitute a potential threat and a potential partner, and sufficiently powerful that the relationship between the Khaganate and the Frankish rulers would become one of the defining dynamics of the next two and a half centuries. The Avars would fight the Merovingians, negotiate with them, raid their territory, and ultimately be destroyed by their Carolingian successors. But in the mid-sixth century, all of that lay in the future. For now, the Frankish world was absorbed in its own internal conflicts, and the geopolitical space of the Carpathian Basin was defined by the smaller, less organised powers of the Gepids and Lombards, powers that would prove entirely unable to resist what was coming.

​The Geopolitical Vacuum

The Carpathian Basin in the mid-sixth century was, geopolitically speaking, an accident waiting for a cause. The two powers that occupied it, the Gepids in the east and the Lombards in the west, were approximately evenly matched in military capacity, which meant that neither could eliminate the other but both could prevent either from establishing hegemony. They were also chronically hostile to each other in a way that made cooperation against a common external threat essentially impossible. They sat between two larger powers, Byzantium to the south and the Frankish kingdoms to the west, each of which had an interest in managing the balance between the Gepids and Lombards without expending the military resources necessary to conquer and administer the region directly. And they were separated from the Pontic steppe to the east by no significant geographical barrier: the lower Danube could be crossed by a large mobile force at multiple points, and the grasslands of what is now Romania and Bulgaria offered a natural corridor along which cavalry forces could move with considerable speed.

The region was, in short, a power vacuum waiting to be filled, a territory of considerable agricultural and geographical value, defended by states too small to resist a major nomadic force, bordered by powers too distant or too cautious to pre-empt the threat. The only question was which nomadic power from the eastern steppe would be the one to fill it, and when.

​The Eve of Catastrophe: The Göktürk Rebellion

On the Mongolian plateau in the late 540s, within the territory of the Rouran Khaganate, that question was in the process of being answered. Among the dependent peoples of the Rouran were the Türk, known to the Chinese sources as the Tujue, a people of uncertain ultimate origin who had served the Rouran as smiths and metallurgists, working the iron deposits of the Altai Mountains to produce weapons and tools for the khaganal military machine. This servile or semi-servile status was the point of departure for the propaganda of the subsequent Göktürk Khaganate, which constructed its origin story around a narrative of liberation from Rouran domination, a narrative that was politically useful and almost certainly historically distorted, since the actual relationship between the proto-Türk communities and the Rouran was considerably more complex and considerably less one-sided than the later sources suggest.

What is not in dispute is that by the 540s, a leader named Bumin had emerged within the Türk communities as a military commander of exceptional ability and political ambition. Bumin's initial move was to seek alliance with the Western Wei, one of the Chinese successor states that had emerged from the fragmentation of the Northern Wei, offering military service against the Wei's steppe enemies in exchange for political recognition. This alliance served as the platform for a broader programme of military expansion and political consolidation that, within a decade, would produce the most powerful nomadic state yet seen on the Mongolian plateau.

The critical moment came in 551 or 552 CE, when Bumin directly challenged the Rouran Khaganate. The sources, filtered through Chinese and later Byzantine intermediaries, are not detailed enough to reconstruct the specific campaigns with confidence, but the outcome was unambiguous: the Rouran Khaganate was catastrophically defeated, the reigning Rouran khagan was killed or driven to suicide, and the surviving members of the Rouran ruling aristocracy found themselves in the position of fugitives in the territory their dynasty had dominated for two centuries. Some sought refuge with the Chinese states to the south; the Chinese sources record that several Rouran princes and their followers were accepted as refugees by the Western Wei and the Qi, only to be handed back to the Göktürks for execution at the insistent demand of the new masters of the steppe. Others fled westward, deeper into the steppe, carrying with them whatever remained of the Rouran political tradition, the Rouran administrative system, and the Rouran claim to khaganal authority.

It is these westward-fleeing survivors, the people who would become, in the fullness of their westward journey and the reconstitution of their political community, the Avars, who stand at the threshold of this story. They are, in the mid-sixth century, not yet the power that will besiege Constantinople, extract enormous tribute from Byzantium, transform the military culture of Western Europe, and build a multi-ethnic empire in the Carpathian Basin that will last for two and a half centuries. They are a defeated people, traumatised by catastrophic military defeat, stripped of their homeland and their political structures, moving westward across the steppe in the ancient nomadic response to catastrophe: the search for new territory in which to reconstitute what has been lost.

But they carry with them something that is invisible in the material record and that the subsequent Göktürk propaganda, with its insistence on Rouran servility and Rouran defeat, was designed precisely to deny: the full weight of a political tradition that had produced one of the great steppe empires of the ancient world. They carry the memory of khaganal authority, the administrative vocabulary of steppe empire, the kinship networks of an aristocracy, the technical skills of a military elite, and, perhaps most importantly, the understanding that what has been lost can be rebuilt, that political communities can be reconstituted around a prestigious name and a compelling claim, and that the steppe is large enough to contain new empires even in the ruins of old ones.

The world into which they are moving is full, complex, and already in motion. The Pontic steppe is alive with competing confederations. The Caucasus corridor offers both obstacle and opportunity. The Carpathian Basin sits open and vulnerable beyond. Two great empires, Byzantium and the Frankish world, await at the western terminus of the steppe corridor, one willing to pay for military services, the other eventually willing to fight for its survival. The political vacuum in the middle Danube valley is real and waiting.

What moves into that vacuum in the years and decades ahead will not be a random collection of steppe refugees. It will be, in the fullest sense, a state in exile: a political community carrying its institutions with it across thousands of kilometres of hostile terrain, reconstituting itself along the way, absorbing new members and new military capacity at each stage of the journey, and arriving at last at the edge of the European world not as supplicants but as conquerors. The story of how that happened, and what it produced, begins in the ruins of the Rouran Khaganate on the Mongolian plateau, in the aftermath of a military defeat that contemporary observers almost certainly regarded as final.

History, as the Avars would demonstrate, has a weakness for underestimating the defeated.
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​Chapter 2: The Rouran Collapse and the Flight Westward
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Defeat, in the political vocabulary of the Eurasian steppe, was not merely a military event. It was a cosmological verdict. The khagan ruled because heaven had chosen him, because the sky god, Tengri, had looked down upon the vast grasslands and decided that this man, this lineage, this people, deserved to exercise dominion over the world. Military success was the proof of heavenly favour; military failure was its withdrawal. When a khaganate collapsed in battle, when its ruling dynasty was driven from the sacred ancestral pastures and its armies scattered to the winds, the theological implication was as devastating as the military one: heaven had changed its mind. The defeated khagan had lost the mandate that legitimated his authority, and everything that rested on that authority, the tributary relationships, the subject confederations, the administrative hierarchy, the redistributive economy, dissolved with it, sometimes within months, sometimes within days.

This cosmological dimension of steppe political defeat is essential to understanding what happened to the Rouran Khaganate in the years after 552 CE, and what it meant for the survivors who fled westward. They were not simply a military force that had lost a battle and was regrouping for a counterattack. They were a political community that had lost its claim to divine favour, that had been publicly and definitively stripped of the heavenly mandate by a superior force whose own claim to that mandate had just been spectacularly demonstrated on the battlefield. The challenge facing the survivors of the Rouran catastrophe was therefore not merely military but ideological: how to reconstitute a legitimate claim to khaganal authority in the absence of the territorial, genealogical, and cosmological foundations on which that authority had previously rested. The answer they eventually developed, the reconstitution of khaganal identity around a new name in a new territory, while maintaining the essential continuity of the political tradition, was one of the most creative acts of political reinvention in the history of the Eurasian steppe. But that answer lay years and thousands of kilometres in the future. In the immediate aftermath of the Göktürk victory, there was only the imperative of survival and the westward road.

​The Rise of Bumin: Ambition Within the System

To understand the nature of the Rouran collapse, it is necessary to understand the nature of the Göktürk challenge, its origins, its character, and the specific vulnerabilities of the Rouran political system that it exploited. The story begins not with a rebellion from outside the Rouran system but with an ambition that grew within it, nurtured in the particular conditions of a dependent but militarily capable subordinate people.

The Türk, the people who would establish the Göktürk Khaganate and destroy Rouran power, appear in the Chinese sources under the name Tujue and in the Byzantine sources, several decades later, as the Tourkoi. Their ultimate ethnic and linguistic affiliation has been debated, but the consensus of modern scholarship identifies them as a Turkic-speaking people, probably originating in the Altai-Sayan mountain region, who had entered the Rouran political system as subordinate metallurgists and weapon-smiths at some point in the fifth century. The Chinese sources preserve the origin story that the Türk dynasties later promoted: a miraculous survival from a near-total massacre, a wolf ancestor, a mountain valley where the survivors sheltered and practised their craft across ten generations until the moment of liberation arrived. Like all such origin stories, this one tells us more about the political needs of the people who constructed it than about the historical realities it purports to describe. What it tells us is that the Göktürk rulers wanted their audience to understand them as a people who had survived catastrophe through endurance and who had been transformed by the experience of subordination into something harder and more dangerous than their former masters.

The figure who emerges from this mythologised background into something approaching historical visibility is Bumin, the leader who would destroy the Rouran Khaganate. Bumin appears in the sources in the late 540s as a military commander of growing reputation within the Rouran system, and his first clearly attested political act is a diplomatic initiative toward the Western Wei, one of the Chinese successor states that had emerged from the fragmentation of the Northern Wei dynasty in 534 CE. Bumin sought from the Western Wei political recognition of his status as an independent ruler and, specifically, the honour of a marriage alliance, a Western Wei princess as his wife, which would have placed him on a footing of equality with the established powers of the region. The Western Wei, calculating their own interests carefully, agreed; the marriage alliance was concluded, and Bumin gained both the symbolic legitimacy of Chinese imperial recognition and, presumably, the material resources that accompanied such alliances.

What Bumin was building toward in the late 540s becomes clear in retrospect. He was systematically constructing a coalition of military capacity, political legitimacy, and diplomatic support that would allow him to challenge the Rouran Khaganate directly. The specific trigger for that challenge is recorded in the Chinese sources with unusual precision: in 546 CE, Bumin suppressed a rebellion of the Tiele, a collection of steppe tribes that were subjects of the Rouran, apparently at the request of or in coordination with the Rouran authorities. Having performed this service, Bumin requested from the Rouran khagan what he clearly regarded as the appropriate reward: a Rouran princess in marriage, which would have made him a formal member of the khaganal kinship network and given his growing power an explicit genealogical link to the dominant dynasty. The Rouran khagan refused, contemptuously, the sources record that he described Bumin as his blacksmith slave, and this refusal was the event that made the subsequent conflict inevitable.

The Rouran khagan's decision was not necessarily irrational. The granting of a dynastic marriage to a subordinate commander who had just demonstrated military capacity and diplomatic connections was precisely the kind of act that could transform a dependent ally into a rival claimant. The khagan could see what Bumin was building, and the refusal was an attempt to prevent it. But the refusal also demonstrated that the Rouran system had no mechanism for accommodating the ambitions of a subordinate commander who had genuinely outgrown his subordinate status: the only options available to the khagan were to co-opt Bumin through the kinship system or to destroy him, and having chosen not to co-opt him, the khagan lacked the military capacity to destroy him. In the spring of 552 CE, Bumin moved against the Rouran directly.

The decisive battle of 552 CE is not described in enough detail in the sources for a military reconstruction to be attempted with any confidence. What the sources record is the outcome: the Rouran army was catastrophically defeated, the reigning Rouran khagan Anagui killed himself in the aftermath of the defeat, and Bumin declared himself Illig Khagan, the first ruler of the Göktürk Khaganate, taking for himself and his dynasty the title that the Rouran had made synonymous with supreme steppe authority. The symbolic appropriation of the khaganal title was itself an act of extraordinary significance: Bumin was not merely claiming military victory over the Rouran; he was claiming their political inheritance, their legitimating ideology, and their place in the cosmological order.

​The Systematic Destruction

What followed the initial Göktürk victory was not a simple military conquest but a systematic campaign to eliminate the Rouran political community as a viable alternative centre of power. This campaign, which continued through the 550s, targeted specifically the Rouran ruling class: the khagan's family, the high aristocracy, and the senior military commanders whose survival would allow the Rouran political tradition to reconstitute itself around a legitimate claimant.

The Rouran survivors, as the Chinese sources record in detail, scattered in multiple directions. Several Rouran princes and their immediate followings fled south, crossing into the territory of the Chinese successor states and seeking refuge from the pursuing Göktürk forces. The Western Wei, and its successor the Northern Zhou, and the rival Northern Qi all received Rouran refugees at various points in the 550s, and the Göktürk response to this was immediate and uncompromising: diplomatic pressure on the Chinese courts to surrender or execute the refugees. The pressure was effective. The Northern Qi executed some four thousand Rouran who had sought refuge within its borders, at the demand of the Göktürk khagan; the Western Wei and Northern Zhou similarly surrendered or killed the Rouran princes who had appeared at their courts. The Göktürks were not, in other words, simply interested in driving the Rouran out of their ancestral territories; they wanted the Rouran political class eliminated as a physical and ideological threat.

This context is essential for understanding the westward flight. The Rouran who fled into the steppe rather than into China were not making a choice between safety and danger; they were choosing between two different kinds of danger. The Chinese courts, as the events of the 550s demonstrated, could not be trusted to shelter refugees against determined Göktürk pressure. The steppe to the west, by contrast, offered distance from the centre of Göktürk military power, the possibility of finding terrain and peoples among whom a reconstituted political community could establish itself, and, crucially, the accumulated diplomatic and military relationships that the Rouran had built with the peoples of the western steppe over the preceding century.

The group that fled westward was not, the archaeogenomic evidence now makes clear, a random collection of survivors. The genome-wide data from early Avar elite burials in the Carpathian Basin reveals a striking homogeneity at the top of the social hierarchy: individuals with very high proportions of Ancient Northeast Asian ancestry, closely matching the genetic profile of a sequenced Rouran-period individual from Mongolia, clustered in the highest-status burial contexts and connected by kinship relationships that imply a coherent, organised social group rather than an accidental aggregation of refugees. This genetic evidence is the most direct confirmation available that the proto-Avar core was drawn from the upper echelons of the Rouran political system: the people who had the most to lose from the Göktürk victory, who possessed the political and ideological resources to attempt reconstitution, and who had both the motivation and the capacity to undertake an unprecedented westward migration rather than accept subordination or death.

What the genetics cannot tell us directly, but what the historical and comparative evidence strongly suggests, is that this core group was politically organised from the beginning of the flight westward, not simply a gathering of individuals who happened to share a genetic heritage. They had a khagan, or the immediate successor to one; they had the administrative hierarchy that the Rouran system had built; they had the kinship networks that connected the aristocratic families of the khaganate to each other; and they had the cultural memory, the oral traditions, the genealogical knowledge, the ceremonial repertoire, that constituted the intangible infrastructure of khaganal authority. They were, in the fullest sense, a state in motion: a political community that had lost its territory but retained its institutional capacity.

​The Logistics of the Great Migration

The migration of the proto-Avar core from the Mongolian plateau to the North Pontic steppe is one of the most extraordinary demographic events of the early medieval period. The distance involved, more than five thousand kilometres as the crow flies, considerably more by the routes actually available across the Kazakh steppe, was traversed in less than a decade, a rate of movement that implies not a panicked flight but a sustained and organised westward advance. Understanding how such a migration was possible requires attention to the logistical realities of nomadic movement at scale.

The fundamental unit of nomadic migration was not the individual family but the orda, the camp unit, typically comprising several related families with their combined herds, wagons, and equipment, constituting a self-sufficient mobile economic and social entity. An orda of any significant size moved at the pace of its slowest members: the cattle and sheep that provided food, the horses that provided military capacity and transport, the ox-drawn wagons that carried the felt tents, the accumulated material culture of the community, the children, the elderly, and the sick. Under ideal conditions, flat terrain, adequate pasture, no hostile interference, such a unit could cover thirty to fifty kilometres per day; in practice, the daily movement was often considerably less, and the migration was punctuated by extended halts at particularly productive pasture areas where the herds could recover their condition before the next stage.

The Kazakh steppe, the primary terrain of the westward migration, offered both advantages and challenges for such a movement. Its flat topography and its relatively predictable distribution of grassland and water sources made large-scale movement feasible in a way that would have been impossible in mountainous or forested terrain. But the Kazakh steppe also presented the proto-Avar migration with its most formidable geographical challenge: the arid zone between the Aral Sea and the Caspian, where the grassland thinned and water sources became scarce. The timing of the crossing of this zone, avoiding the brutal summer heat and the equally brutal winter cold, finding the window of the spring or autumn when temperatures were moderate and the steppe grasses offered adequate grazing, was a matter of survival, and getting it wrong could mean the loss of significant numbers of animals and people.

The herds themselves were both the primary resource and the primary constraint of the migration. A nomadic community's wealth, military capacity, and social status were all encoded in its herds, and the management of those herds across thousands of kilometres of varying terrain was the central logistical challenge of the migration. The horses, the military capital of the community, were the most valuable and the most demanding, requiring high-quality pasture, adequate water, and protection from the predators, both animal and human, that the steppe harboured in abundance. The cattle and sheep provided food, leather, felt, and the dairy products that constituted a significant proportion of the nomadic diet, but they moved more slowly than horses and required more water. Managing the interaction between the military imperative, keeping the horses in condition for combat, and the subsistence imperative, keeping the food-producing animals alive, was the fundamental operational challenge of nomadic migration at scale.

The proto-Avar migration was also, from early in its progress, a military operation as much as a demographic movement. The communities through whose territory the migration passed were not passive observers; they were peoples with their own interests, their own resources, and their own reasons to either resist or accommodate the passage of a large and armed group. The evidence from the written sources, fragmentary and geographically imprecise as it is, suggests that the proto-Avar advance through the western steppe involved a mixture of intimidation, alliance, and direct military conflict. Some communities were absorbed into the growing confederation, their warriors incorporated into the military structure and their families integrated into the broader community. Others were subjected to tributary relationships, required to provide food, guides, and information in exchange for being spared the violence of direct confrontation. And some resisted, and were defeated, their resources seized and their people either absorbed or driven aside.

This process of absorption and coalition-building was not incidental to the migration; it was one of its primary purposes. The proto-Avar core that had fled the Mongolian plateau was too small, in absolute terms, to establish a major khaganate on the basis of its own military manpower alone. The great steppe empires of the period, the Rouran at their height, the Göktürks in their first decades, commanded military forces numbering in the hundreds of thousands, drawn from dozens of subordinate tribes and confederations. The proto-Avar core, whatever its cohesion and institutional capacity, was a fraction of this scale, and it needed to grow substantially before it could aspire to the kind of military and political power that would allow it to deal with the sedentary empires of the west from a position of strength. The westward migration was therefore simultaneously a flight from destruction and a recruitment drive: a deliberate process of building the coalition that would eventually emerge, on the Danube frontier, as the Avar Khaganate.

​Through the Caucasus Corridor

The most geopolitically significant stage of the migration, the one that would leave the most lasting traces in the genetic and cultural profile of the Avar state, was the passage through or around the Caucasus and the period of settlement north of the Black Sea. The Caucasus region in the mid-sixth century was a zone of extraordinary ethnic, linguistic, and political diversity, and it was also a zone of acute strategic importance for every major power in the region.

The mountain barrier of the Greater Caucasus runs from the Black Sea to the Caspian in an almost unbroken wall, and the passes through it were among the most strategically important geographical features in Eurasia. The Derbent Pass, the Caspian Gates, on the eastern edge of the range, and the Darial Gorge in the central Caucasus, were the primary corridors through which armies, traders, and migrating peoples had passed for millennia, and the control of these passes was a perennial concern of both the Byzantine Empire and the Sasanian Persian Empire, whose territories lay to the south. Both empires had invested substantially in fortifying the Caucasus passes: the Sasanians had constructed the great defensive walls at Derbent, remains of which survive to the present day, specifically to prevent steppe nomads from raiding into their territories through the Caspian corridor.

The peoples of the Caucasus itself were a kaleidoscope of communities whose political organisation ranged from the relatively sophisticated kingdoms of Caucasian Iberia (roughly corresponding to modern Georgia) and Armenia to the tribal confederations of the mountain communities that occupied the high valleys of the Greater Caucasus. These mountain peoples, Alans, Sabirs, and numerous smaller groups whose names appear briefly in the sources, occupied a strategic position between the steppe world to the north and the sedentary empires to the south, and they had long experience of negotiating that position through a combination of military capacity, diplomatic flexibility, and the geographical advantages of their terrain.

The archaeogenomic evidence for the Avar presence in the Caucasus region is one of the most striking findings of recent ancient DNA research. The late Avar elite, the aristocratic burials from the seventh and eighth centuries in the Carpathian Basin, show, alongside the dominant Northeast Asian ancestry of the founding core, a significant component of North Caucasian ancestry that is not present in the earliest Avar burials and that does not match any of the pre-existing Carpathian populations. This genetic signature is the molecular trace of the absorption of Caucasian communities into the proto-Avar confederation during the period of settlement north of the Black Sea, before the final advance into the Carpathian Basin. The Avars who arrived at the Byzantine frontier in 558 CE were already, genetically, a more composite people than the purely Northeast Asian core that had fled the Mongolian plateau, and the Caucasian component of their ancestry reflects a specific historical process: the formation of military and political alliances with Caucasian steppe communities during the years spent in the North Pontic region.

Who were these Caucasian partners? The sources are not specific enough to allow identification with confidence, and the genetic data can tell us about ancestry but not about ethnicity or language. The most likely candidates are communities associated with the Alanic and proto-Bulgarian populations of the North Caucasian steppe, peoples with long traditions of cavalry warfare and diplomatic engagement with both the Byzantine and Sasanian empires. Whatever their specific identity, their incorporation into the proto-Avar confederation was not simply a demographic event; it brought with it military manpower, geographical knowledge, established diplomatic relationships with the powers to the south, and, presumably, political leaders whose authority within their own communities could be leveraged by the proto-Avar khagan to extend his own reach.

The period of proto-Avar presence in the North Pontic steppe, roughly the late 550s, was also the period during which the confederation's military reputation was established among the peoples of the western steppe. The displacement of the Sabirs, the Kutrigurs, and the Utigurs before the Avar advance, which Byzantine sources record from the perspective of confused steppe refugees arriving at the imperial frontier with alarming stories of a terrible new power from the east, is the first external evidence of the proto-Avar military capacity. The fear that preceded the Avars into Byzantine diplomatic consciousness was not manufactured; it was the product of a series of military encounters on the western steppe in which the proto-Avar confederation had demonstrated both the ruthlessness and the effectiveness that would become its primary diplomatic asset.

​The Name and the Claim: The Pseudo-Avar Debate

It is at approximately this point in the narrative that one of the most persistent controversies in Avar historiography becomes impossible to avoid. The "Pseudo-Avar" thesis, most fully articulated in the early seventh-century chronicle of Theophylact Simocatta, argues that the people who presented themselves to Justinian I as Avars in 558 CE were not genuine Avars, not survivors of the Rouran Khaganate, but rather a distinct people, composed of the Uar and the Chunni, who had adopted the prestigious Avar name to exploit the military reputation of the genuine Avars for their own political purposes. The thesis draws its authority from the propaganda of the Göktürk Khaganate, whose envoys told the Byzantine Emperor Maurice in the 570s that the people calling themselves Avars were in fact their own runaway slaves, unworthy of the diplomatic respect that Byzantium had been extending to them.

The Göktürk argument is transparent in its political motivation. By the 570s, the Göktürks were the dominant power of the Eurasian steppe and were actively competing with the Avars for influence over the western steppe zone; they had every reason to delegitimise the Avar claim to independent khaganal status by characterising the Avars as servile impostors rather than genuine heirs of the Rouran political tradition. The Göktürk message to Byzantium was essentially a request: stop treating these people as a sovereign power, recognise us as the legitimate authority over the steppe, and hand them over to us for punishment. That the Byzantines chose not to comply, that they maintained their relationship with the Avars despite the Göktürk pressure, is itself significant evidence that the Avar claims to legitimate authority were sufficiently compelling to withstand Göktürk propaganda.

The modern scholarly reception of the Pseudo-Avar thesis has been complex. A minority position in earlier twentieth-century scholarship took the Göktürk characterisation at face value, treating the Pannonian Avars as a distinct people who had simply borrowed a name. The dominant position in contemporary scholarship, supported by the archaeogenomic evidence that has accumulated over the past decade, takes a more nuanced view that effectively dissolves the dichotomy between "genuine" and "pseudo" Avars by questioning its premises.

The premise of the Pseudo-Avar thesis is that there was a single, clearly defined "Avar" people in the ethnic or biological sense, a bounded community whose members could be distinguished from non-members on the basis of descent, and that the question of whether the Pannonian Avars were "genuine" was therefore a question of whether they could demonstrate the right genealogical credentials. But this premise fundamentally misunderstands the nature of steppe political identity. In the nomadic imperial tradition, political and ethnic identities were not fixed, bounded, or determined by descent in the way that later European nationalist historiography would come to assume. They were, rather, political categories: names that belonged to specific political frameworks, that could be adopted by those who entered those frameworks, and that ceased to apply to those who left them.

The Rouran Khaganate, like every steppe empire before and after it, was a multi-ethnic political community. The "Rouran" who dominated the khaganate were not a single descent group but a ruling political class that had incorporated, over its two centuries of dominance, communities of multiple origins. The survivors who fled westward after
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