
Bashkir Verse from the Turkic Perspective

Boris Orekhov*1

Abstract: The article discusses the statistically identified properties of Bashkir ver-
sification in comparison with the existing descriptions of other Turkic versification 
systems. The focus is on imparisyllabic forms, predominant meters, and peculiarities 
of rhyme. The study allows concluding that Bashkir Uzun-Kyuy (a regular alteration 
of 10- and 9-syllable lines) is unique and its equivalents are not found in other Turkic 
poetic traditions except the Tartar tradition, with which Bashkir verse has common 
roots. The frequency of Bashkir 9-syllable verse is also unusual as compared with 
poetry in other Turkic languages. Octosyllabic lines, which are often used together 
with 7-syllable verse, are common for various Turkic systems and can also be found 
in Bashkir poetry, most prominently in Kyska-Kyuy (a regular alteration of 8- and 
7-syllable lines). More data is needed to judge to what extent the rhythm of Bashkir 
verse is comparable with the verse rhythm in other Turkic poetic traditions.
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Introduction

The Bashkir language belongs to the Turkic language family. Its speakers reside 
in the Volga region and Southern Urals in the Russian Federation. The number 
of speakers was estimated to be one million people in the 2010s, and the ethnic 
group itself is the title nation of a region within the Russian Federation, the 
Republic of Bashkortostan. The Bashkir language is cognate with the Tartar 
language; however, standard literary Bashkir has a number of peculiarities as 
to its phonetics and vocabulary. For example, such phonemes as /ð/ and /θ/ 
are region-specific.

Active cultural and linguistic separation of the Bashkir people (cf. 
Anderson 1991) started after the Russian Revolution. Before the 1920s, the 
Bashkirs and Tartars had a common book culture based on the Volga Turki 
literary language. 

Similarly to the Central Asian Turks (Uzbek, Turkmen, Kyrghyz, and other 
peoples), Bashkirs and Tartars have been dependent on the Arabic-Persian 
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cultural influence since the Middle Ages. This influence manifested itself in 
the borrowings of generic and stanzaic forms of traditional oriental poet-
ics and in the formation of a very peculiar system of versification known as 
Turkic Aruz (Köprülü 1964). It penetrated into the Turkic world through Old 
Uzbek literature and represents a variant of Persian Aruz, i. e. a versification 
system based on a regular alternation of long and short syllables. This system 
was originally created for the Arabic language, but due to the Arab cultural 
expansion it gained wider circulation. Turkic Aruz is interesting because the 
Old Uzbek language from which this system was formed did not have a pho-
nological opposition of long and short vowels. This remarkable fact refutes the 
idea endorsed by common sense that a versification system based on features 
not available in the language is impossible. The Turkic Aruz is based on sev-
eral conventional assumptions: both a closed syllable and a syllable in a word 
of Persian origin that is long in the Persian language are considered “long” 
syllables.

However, in the 1920s the influence of Aruz on the developing Bashkir 
literature plummeted (Iskandarova 2013), and poetry switched to another 
form of versification, namely to syllabic verse. Aruz acquired a reputation of 
“reactionary” verse associated with the tsarist regime. Although different in 
pace, this process was parallel to the evolution of other Turkic literary forms 
that fell under Soviet influence. In the 1960s, Aruz was most commonly used 
in Azerbaijani poetry (Dzhafar 1968). The Bashkir versification system of the 
last century was syllable-based. The same principle (syllabics) was applied in 
folklore songs – the evidence thereof is found thanks to Polish Turkologist 
Тadeusz Kowalski (1921). He made notes from among the Kazan Tartars, but 
found no significant difference between Bashkir and Tartar verse. The same 
principle evidently applies in both folkloric and authorial poetry.

Furthermore, we compare the peculiarities of Bashkir versification with 
other Turkic traditions. There are two circumstances relevant to our study. 

First, although not as intense as Russian verse studies, the study of Turkic 
verse continued to develop throughout the Soviet time. Viktor Zhirmunsky, a 
prominent scholar of Russian verse, who studied poetry in Turkic languages 
(Zhirmunsky 1964, 1968), utilized Russian verse theory utilized the frame of 
reference for his research, greatly influenced other researchers of Turkic versifi-
cation systems. Starting from the 1950s, poetry scholars’ systematic works made 
possible the description of versification trends in Kazakh, Uighur, Turkmen, 
Kyrghyz, Chuvash, Yakut, Tuvan, and other languages. A 1991 monograph 
retrospectively stated that “Turkic versification was mostly flourishing in the 
1960s” (Toburokov 1991: 4). Therefore, we have the opportunity to compare the 
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descriptions of Turkic verse systems made by twentieth-century Turkologists 
and what we observe in Bashkir verse.

Second, Bashkir verse has been thoroughly studied including within a ref-
erence manual on Bashkir verse (Khösäjenov 2003), a monograph chapter 
(Fazylova 2017: 98–120), and as subject of various research papers (Kaskinova 
2007; Fajzullina 2010; Iskandarova 2013). Most recently, in 2019 a monograph 
was published in which the corpus and statistical methods developed in the 
studies of Russian poetry were used to describe the entire tradition of Bashkir 
syllabic verse (Orekhov 2019a).

The practice of linguistic typology more commonly made a comparison 
of incognate languages than comparison of the cognates, unless the aim was 
a historical reconstruction. Research sampling implicitly includes the idea 
that in closely related languages there are too many common elements which 
prevent us from seeing the diversity actually present in the world of languages. 
However, intragenetic typology is also often used in linguistics (Majid et al. 
2007; Koptjevskaja-Tamm et al. 2010; Rakhilina, Reznikova 2013; Majid et 
al. 2015). Our aim is not to reconstruct proto-Turkic verse (an attempt was 
made in Korsh 1909). At the same time, as shown below, comparative Turkic 
metrics reveal a high level of distinctiveness of various Turkic verse systems.

Imparisyllabic Forms in Turkic Syllabic Verse

The key forms that specify the Bashkir versification system are Uzun-Kyuy 
(Bashkir: оҙон көй; Russian: узун-кюй) and Kyska-Kyuy (Bashkir: ҡыҫҡа көй; 
Russian: кыска-кюй). Both are imparisyllabic forms of folk origin (Orekhov 
2019b) and are also found in Tartar folk songs (Smirnova 2010). Uzun-Kyuy, a 
regular alternation of 10- and 9-syllable lines (its name is translated as “drawl-
ing strains”), and Kyska-Kyuy, a regular alteration of 8- and 7-syllable lines 
(“short strains”), together cover about half the corpus of Bashkir poetry. 

The scholarly wisdom is that isosyllabic text structures are typical of syl-
labic poetry. It seems so obvious that isosyllabism is sometimes equated with 
syllabic verse (Polivanov 1973: 105; Kholshevnikov 2004: 12). However, it has 
already been pointed out that compatibility and commensurability of certain 
lines does not mean their equality (see, for example, Iljushin 2004: 17). Let 
us observe these forms in Turkic verse systems. We shall move centrifugally 
from the poetic traditions that are culturally close to the Bashkir tradition to 
the more distant cultures. Therefore, we should first consider Central Asian 
Turks and then complement our observations with the material of Siberian 
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Turkic cultures that were beyond the Arabian and Persian cultural influence. 
The commonality with the first group can be determined by direct interaction. 
As for the other group, however, the commonality can be explained through 
both the reflexes of the proto-Turkic forms and the typological parallels caused 
by the similarity of these languages.

As early as the 1960s, it was observed that “the principle of isosyllabism 
is not limited to the establishment of common commensurability of poetic 
lines” (Akhmetov 1964: 25). In Kazakh folklore, an alteration of 7- and 8-syl-
lable lines was observed, i. e. the Kazakh equivalent of Bashkir Kyska-Kyuy. 
At the same time, in the 1970s, under the obvious influence of a simplistic 
understanding of syllabics, a step back was made, and Kazakh poetry scholars 
started to conjecture about strictly parisyllabic lines (Utesheva 1979: 10). It 
is not impossible that isosyllabic texts are more typical of authorial poetry, 
whereas imparisyllabic structures are characteristic of folk tradition.

Kyrghyz poetry also demonstrates a non-obligatory character of isosyllabic 
structures in syllabic verse (Rysaliev 1965: 38), and the alteration of 7- and 
8-syllable lines is considered a meter (Rysaliev 1965: 45). Later, researchers 
following the example of the statistical study of Russian verse found regular 
meters in 90.48% of lines (Shapovalov 1986: 39). One of these meters is a 
combination of 7- and 8-syllable lines, which is quite common in Kyrghyz 
poetry and comprises 29.13% of lines (Shapovalov 1986: 41). Scholars have 
also identified 7- and 8-syllable lines in Uighur verse (Khamraev 1963: 107).

Scholars of Siberian Turkic versification often mention imparisyllabic lines 
as a common feature of syllabic verse. That said, Khakas authorial poetry has 
the same proportion of imparisyllabic and isosyllabic texts (Trojakov 1964: 
34), and “an alteration of 7- and 8-syllable in such lines is quite common” in 
Khakas poetry (Ungvitskaja 1952: 11). An alteration of 7- and 8-syllable lines 
is also found in Tuva folklore (Toguj-ool 1953; Dongak 1999: 6). However, 
the parisyllabic texts dominate and account for 90% of all the analyzed texts.

By the 1980s, Yakut poetry has had 67% to 87% of texts written in “nearly 
isosyllabic” lines (Tobukorov 1985: 25). Correspondingly, other texts do not 
fall under this description and are considered imparisyllabic.

Therefore, imparisyllabism is an established feature of Turkic syllabics. At 
the same time, this feature is mostly exemplified by the texts, in which 7- and 
8-syllable lines alternate. This poetic form is found in the native cultures of pop-
ulations distanced from each other both geographically and culturally. Forms 
analogous to Kyska-Kyuy are found in Kazakh, Kyrghyz, Uighur, Khakas, and 
Tuvan poetic traditions. However, scholars never mention any form similar 
to Bashkir Uzun-Kyuy (a regular alteration of 10- and 9-syllablic lines), and 
it is highly likely that this form is specific to the Bashkir versification system.
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Turkic Syllabic Verse Metrics

The most frequent lines in Bashkir poetry have 9, 10, 8 and 7 syllables. Taken 
together, they comprise more than 80% of all lines in the corpus (Orekhov 
2019a: 94–95). Among the leaders, the 9-syllable lines are most frequent 
(28.198%). This situation is ensured by the widespread Uzun-Kyuy form and 
a significant number of isosyllabic poems.

It is worth saying that there has been no systematic calculation of the preva-
lence of particular line lengths in other Turkic traditions. Nevertheless, some 
Turkologists have described their literary experience and identified what they 
thought to be the most frequent meters. 

In the 1950s, Chuvash poetry was predominantly written in 7-syllable lines 
(Ivanov 1958: 8). The semantics of this meter had social and national overtones 
because “the 7-syllable meter, which is also found in the folklore repertoire 
of all ethnic groups of the Chuvash people was a sui generis symbol of con-
solidation and the unity of the nation” (Rodionov 1992: 146). In general, the 
system of Chuvash verse is built on the opposition between short lines (7- or 
8-syllable) and long lines (11-syllable) (Rodionov 1980: 13). It is remarkable 
that the lengths of 9 and 10 syllables, which are actively exploited in Bashkir 
poetry, are neither found in Chuvash versification, nor favoured in most of 
the other Turkic poetic systems.

Scholars claim that the lines of 6, 8 and 11 syllables are the most widespread 
in Kazakh poetry (Utesheva 1979). The 11-syllable meter is considered the 
most typical for Kazakh verse (Akhmetov 1964). This situation is similar to 
that observed in Chuvash poetry with only one exception: in Kazakh, the 
shortest meter is hexasyllabic, and not heptasyllabic, as in Bashkir.

In the Kyrghyz system of versification, 7- and 11-syllable meters are pre-
dominant (Rysaliev 1965: 41, 50), whereas 8- and 9-syllable lines, never 
found in folklore, emerged in authorial poetry at a later stage (Rysaliev 1965: 
46). Later studies revealed that 11-syllable verse came into existence as late 
as the 1920s, while earlier Kyrghyz poetry was not familiar with this meter 
(Shapovalov1986: 32).

The following observations have been made about Azerbaijani verse: the 
11-syllable meter is widespread in folklore (Aliev 1966); most lyric songs use 
7-, 8- and 11-syllable lines (Aliev 1976: 12). Furthermore, in authorial poetry, 
7-syllable lines are the most frequent (Allakhjarov 2011: 102).

In Turkmen verse, 11-syllable lines dominate (Redzhepov 1969: 57; 
Bekmuradov 1980: 3), and the next most frequent meter is octosyllabic (Abdullaev 
1983: 21). In the work of Turkmenistan’s most important poet, Makhtumkuli, 
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7-syllable meter is the third most frequent (Bekmuradov 1990: 38). A significant 
frequency of the 14-syllable meter is also specific to the Turkmen verse system.

For Uighur verse, 7-, 8- and 11-syllable meters are the most common 
(Khamraev 1963: 107), but in the 1980s, Uighur poetry witnessed an increase 
in the popularity of the 10-syllable meter (Khamraev 1988: 60), which is an 
infrequent guest in other Turkic poetic cultures except the Bashkir tradition.

The situation is somewhat different in the Siberian region. The most com-
mon Yakut meter is heptasyllabic (Vasil’ev 1965). In Altai poetry, in addition 
to the 7- and 8-syllable meters, the presence of the 9-, 10-, 11- and 12-syllable 
meters is also noticeable (Katashev 1972: 7). Such innovations as 13- and 
14-syllable meters did not gain popularity (Ibid.). The most popular meter 
in the Tuvan poetry is octosyllabic. In different periods, it comprised from 
32% to 75% of lines, while dodecasyllables comprised between 22% and 38% 
(Dongak 1999: 157).

Therefore, in comparison with Siberian Turks, the Turkic peoples greater 
influenced by the Arabic-Persian culture more actively use the 11-syllable 
meter, which is not very popular in Siberia. At the same time, dividing poetic 
traditions into those that prefer 7-syllables (Kyrghyz, Yakut) and those that pre-
fer 8-syllables (Kazakh, Tuvan) has no regional basis. The majority (Chuvash, 
Turkmen, Altai poetries) actively use both 7- and 8-syllable lines together. 

As we can see, the predominant use of 9-syllable meters in Bashkir verse is 
unique among Turkic versifications. In other Turkic traditions, this meter is 
either absent among the common meters or is less frequent than others (Altai, 
Kyrghyz). The same applies to the presence of 10-syllable meter among the 
predominant meters of Bashkir poetry. Decasyllables, to a certain extent, are 
noticeable (but are not the most frequent) only in Altai and Uighur versifica-
tions. As was already mentioned in the previous section, the high frequency of 
9- and 10-syllable lines in Bashkir poetry is predetermined by the popularity 
of the Uzun-Kyuy form.

Rhythmic Peculiarities

The rhythm of Bashkir syllabic verse has some features that become visible to 
the researcher only through calculations. Whereas the meter of syllabic verse 
is its length calculated in syllables, its rhythm is determined by the structure 
of a line which consists of words of different lengths. The intuition that the 
words that make up a line are an important feature of Turkic syllabic verse is 
quite common. It is even expressed in the traditional terminology of Turkic 
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poetics: turak, ‘rhythmic group’; vazn (Arabic: wazn; Russian: вазн), ‘a variant 
of the line with a certain configuration of word-boundaries’ (Khamraev 1969).

One of the features of Bashkir rhythm is the basis for the hypothesis of par-
ity counting (Orekhov 2019a: 136–139). A corpus-based statistical study has 
revealed that in Bashkir poetic texts even-syllable words are significantly more 
frequent than in prosaic texts. Furthermore, in the even-syllable lines, there are 
uneven distributions of forms that contain only even-syllable words and the 
forms that contain both even- and odd-syllable words: the even-syllable lines 
that contain odd-syllable words are significantly less frequent in the corpus. 
The most frequent forms of even-syllable lines consist only of even-syllable 
words. The probability of the occurrence of a two-syllable word in the initial 
position in a line is roughly equal to the probability of its occurrence in a 
poetic text in general, but the probability of the occurrence of a three-syllable 
word at the beginning of a line is lower than the probability of the occurrence 
of a three-syllable word in a text. Two odd-length words in a line usually fol-
low one another, thus forming even-length aggregate blocks. That said, the 
distribution of odd-syllable words is not random, and a distant placement of 
two odd-length words is very rare.

The hypothesis of parity counting claims that, when constructing a line of 
poetry, a Bashkir poet uses, first of all, words of even lengths (2 and 4 syl-
lables). And, that only in the odd-syllable lines (7-, 9-, and 11-syllable lines), 
are odd-syllable words added at the very end, when the basic structure of the 
line has already been formed.

The preference of even numbers over odd numbers by the human percep-
tion mechanisms is well known in psychology. In 1990, the so-called odd effect 
was discovered (Hines 1990): participants would find it harder to decide if they 
are dealing with an even or odd number if the number was odd. Furthermore, 
participants would find it harder to identify the class of the number if the 
number is odd. Hines suggested the reason for that effect was a linguistic com-
pound of the experiment because participants had to identify even and odd 
numbers using the words even and odd which, in English (the mother tongue 
of the participants), are charged with other meanings and additional associa-
tions. However, later there were other studies that gave a different explanation 
of this phenomenon (Nuerk et al. 2004).

In general, psychologists are inclined to state that the reason lies in the lin-
guistic markedness of response codes (MARC) rather than in the quantity itself, 
as was also demonstrated through trials (Huber et al. 2014). But, perhaps, there is 
also a class of counting problems with which it is more convenient to cope with 
even numbers our cognitive mechanisms. The fundamental difference between 
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even and odd numbers was much talked about during the study of brain asym-
metry, projecting open effects on the mechanisms of culture (Ivanov 1978).

It is not known if we can extrapolate the hypothesis of parity counting to 
other Turkic syllabic traditions. Certain observations made by Turkologists 
speak to a greater extent in favor of the fact that we are dealing with a unique 
feature of Bashkir verse.

A Turkmen poetic text consists mainly of monosyllabic and disyllabic 
words. Three-syllable and four-syllable words rarely appear in poetry and are 
mainly verb forms, which, according to the researcher, “are of little use in the 
language of poetry and song” (Redzhepov 1969: 56). In ancient times, the 
11-syllable verse was canonized in form 2 + 2 + 3 + 2 + 2 (each digit denotes 
a word of the corresponding length in syllables), but other representations of 
it became possible over time, i.e. 4 + 3 + 4, 4 + 4 + 3, 3 + 4 + 4 or 3 + 3 + 3 + 2 
(Redzhepov 1969: 58). Thus, in Turkmen verse, there is no significant differ-
ence between words of even and odd length, as well as between the meter of 
a line ending in words of even and odd length.

A review of the verse material of the Turkic peoples of Siberia (Toburokov 
1991) also does not show those pronounced signs that Bashkir verse demon-
strates. But Tuvan data still illustrate the predominance of four-syllable over 
three-syllable words (Dongak 1999: 69), which is not characteristic of the Altai 
and Khakas texts (Toburokov 1985: 93). At the same time, in Yakut poetry, “the 
three-syllable lexical unit is, as it were, the main rhythmic unit of the Oyunsky 
syllabic verse” (Vasil’ev 1965: 85).

The rhythm of the 9-syllable meter in Bashkir verse has a special property 
that we have christened Bolotov’s rule. The Moscow linguist Sergey Bolotov was 
first to discover this pattern in the Bashkir material and during the discussion 
of my paper shared his finding: in the absolute majority of 9-syllable lines we 
find a mandatory word-boundary after the 6th syllable, that is, a 9-syllable 
verse has a line ending “+ 3” or “+ 1 + 2” or “+ 2 + 1”, where the number is 
the syllabic length of the word(s) at the end of the line. This statement is true 
for 95.65% of all 9-syllable lines. The most frequent rhythmic schemes of a 
9-syllable line in the Bashkir versification are the following:

2 + 2 + 2 + 3 (Һанап беҙҙең аҡҡан ваҡытты... [‘Counting our time elapsed...’], 
Шамил Анаҡ, “Таштар менән һөйләшеү”), 27.26% of all 9-syllable lines;

4 + 2 + 3 (Юлдаштары бала сағымдың... [‘Satellites of my childhood...’], Рәми 
Ғарипов, “Таныш күгәрсендәр”), 17.78%;
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1 + 3 + 2 + 3 (Һин Ленинға биргән антыңды... [‘A promise that you gave to 
Lenin...’], Рәми Ғарипов “Мәңге бергә”), 10.48%.

Similar observations have been exemplified by the Kazakh material. Abay 
(1845–1904), canonized as a classical author of Kazakh poetry, used a rhyth-
mic version of the 11-syllable meter with a 4-syllable ending. In the Soviet era, 
another version of this meter came into use with an ending in three syllables 
(Akhmetov 1964: 312). This observation allows us to conclude that the syllabic 
length of the line ending is an important feature of verse for the bearers of 
the tradition. At the same time, it is necessary to emphasize that this is not a 
complete structural analog of the clausula in European versification systems. 
The Turkic line ending cannot be described as a chain of syllables after the last 
stressed syllable: in Turkic languages, the dynamic accent is very weak and 
almost always falls on the last syllable. 

Conclusion

Scholars of Turkic verse provided ample descriptions of their data. Although 
the Turkologists tend to avoid statistical methods, their studies make it pos-
sible to trace both common and distinctive features of Turkic meters and, 
partially, rhythms. 

The most productive approach is to compare a complete statistical descrip-
tion of Bashkir verse with other Turkic versification systems to single out the 
unique features of the Bashkir system – in particular, the use of Uzun-Kyuy, 
a regular alteration of 10- and 9-syllable lines. Unlike another traditional 
Bashkir form, Kyska-Kyuy (a regular alteration of 8- and 7-syllabic lines), 
which is active in other Turkic traditions, Uzun-Kyuy is not typical to Turkic 
verse. In the broader context of typology, it is also uncommon for syllabics to 
use such an alteration, since syllabic verse usually shows preference toward 
isosyllabic structures.

The domination of Uzun-Kyuy results in the highest proportion of 9-syl-
lable lines among lines of varied syllabic lengths. In Turkic verse systems, 
lines of this length are rarely found among the frequently used meters, and it 
is not predominant in any of the traditions described above. On the contrary, 
11-syllable lines more commonly found in other Turkic systems are rather 
rare in Bashkir poetry. 

Academic description of Turkic verse rhythm is still at an embryonic stage; 
progress in this field awaits both empirical and theoretical advances. However, 
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we can already confirm that such features of Bashkir verse as parity counting 
and Bolotov’s rule are either not prominent or perhaps even completely absent 
in other Turkic traditions.1
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