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Introduction 
 

 

 

 

 

 

IRCASSIAN customs and social norms are enshrined in an orally-

transmitted code called óAdige XabzeôðóCircassian Etiquetteô 

[çʘʜʳʛʵ ʭʘʙʟʵè]. This rigid and complex system of morals had 

evolved to ensure that strict militaristic discipline was maintained at 

all times to defend the country against the many invaders who coveted 

Circassian lands. In addition, social niceties and graces greased the 

wheels of social interaction, and a personôs good conduct ensured his 

survival and prosperity. 

      

The Xabze served as the law for ad hoc courts and councils set up to 

resolve contentious cases and other moot issues, and pronounce 

binding judgements. Administration of justice in this way was 

indispensable in the absence of independent full-time judiciary. 

Blood-revenge, the Caucasian version of óeye for an eye, tooth for a 

tooth,ô had a bearing on keeping the peace and made sure that human 

life was respected, some say revered. However, at times things went 

out of control and feuds led to internecine wars. 

      

Traditionally, the roots of the Etiquette are referred to the golden age 

of the Narts, when its core rules were prescribed. The mores and 

mannerisms of the Narts, as depicted in the rich oral tradition, were 

paragons that Circassians through the ages worked diligently to 

emulate. The collective and individual attributes of these legendary 

heroes have shaped the code of behaviour of Circassian society since 

time immemorial and moulded the knightly characters of its nobility. 

These qualities included love of the fatherland and its defense to the 

last, idolization of honour, bravery and concomitant abhorrence of 

cowardice, observance of the code of chivalry, loathing for 

C 
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oppression, loyalty to clan and kin, fealty to bonds of camaraderie, 

care of and fidelity to oneôs horse. 

      

This code did not remain static throughout the ages. It was reformed 

and developed at some points in Circassian history, when two factors 

obtained: preponderance of outdated practices and the appearance of a 

charismatic personage to effect the transformation. The first instance 

of this kind in recorded history was in the 16th century, when Prince 

Beslan (Beislhen) Zhanxôwetoqwe, nicknamed óPtsôaptsôeô 

(«ʇʮIʘʧʮI »ɻ; óThe Obeseô), modified the structure of the peerage 

system and updated the Xabze.1 

      

Two centuries later, the legendary Zhebaghi Qezenoqwe (1684-1750) 

played a pivotal role in modernizing the code and removing outdated 

customs and practices, though he is sometimes erroneously accredited 

with originating it.2 He was an accomplished statesman by the 

standards of the time, being responsible for formulating Kabardian 

policies with respect to the Crimean Khans and their overlords, the 

Ottomans. One of his notable achievements was his counsel to Prince 

Aslenbek Qeitiqwe and manoeuvres to avert a war with the Crimean 

Khan Saadat-Girey IV (Saadat Giray; ruled the Crimea in the period 

                                                           
1 Beislhen son of Zhanxôwet (son of Tabile son of Yinal; ɾʘʥʭʲʫʵʪ ʠ ʢʲʫʵ 

ɹʝʩʣʲʵʥ), nicknamed óPtsôaptsôeô (óThe Obeseô; çɹʝʩʣʲʵʥʝʡ ʇʮIʘʧʮIʵè) 

ruled over Kabarda in the period 1498-1525. He was the younger brother of 

Prince Talhosten (son of Zhanxôwet), who became the potentate of all 

Kabarda towards the end of the 15th century upon the demise of his uncle 

Prince Yinarmes (son of Tabile son of Yinal). Yinarmes succeeded his 

brother Zhanxôwet as ruler of Kabarda. Talhosten was the progenitor of the 

Talhosteney Dynasty. Prince Qaniqwe son of Beislhen (son of Zhanxôwet) 

left Kabarda to establish the Beslanay tribe to the north in the land of the 

Five Mountains (ɹʛʠʪʭʫ; Bgiytxw; Pyatigorsk) during a period of civil 

conflict. 

 
2 See A. T. Shorten (Shortanov) (1956, 1984) for a biography (in 

Circassian) of Zhebaghi Qezenoqwe.  
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1717-1724), who attacked Kabarda in 1720 to avenge the destruction 

of the Tatar army in 1708 at Qenzhalischhe.3 

      

Stories of Zhebaghiôs wisdom and sagacity are still very much alive in 

national memory. In one anecdote, he was asked about the difference 

between truth and falsehood. He enigmatically replied that only four 

                                                           
3 In August 1708, Khan Qaplan-Girey I (Kaplan Giray; ruled the Crimea in 

the period 1707-1708, 1713-1715, and 1730-1736), at the head of 100,000 

Crimean Tatars, marched against the Circassians of the Five Mountains (the 

Beslanay). The potentate of Kabarda Prince Kwrghwoqwe 

Hetôoxôwschiqwe (ʍʴʵʪIʦʭʲʫʱrʢʲʫʵ ʠ ʢʲʫʵ ʂʫʨʛʲʫʦʢʲʫʵ; ruled Kabarda 

in the period 1695-1708), sensing the inferiority of his forces, decided to 

invoke ruse (upon the counsel of his principal statesman and strategist 

Zhebaghi Qezenoqwe [ʂʲʵʟʵʥʦʢʲʫʵ ɾʵʙʘʛʲʳ]). They retreated into 

Qenzhalischhe (ʂʲʵʥʞʘʣʳʱʭʴʵ), or Qenzhal Mountain (on the right bank 

of the Malka [Balhq] River), and built stone fortifications across the 

forbidding passes. Remains of these ramparts, called the óWalls of the 

Crimeaô, can still be come across. In the absence of any resistance, the 

Tatars went into a rampage. The Circassians sent deputies to offer their 

submission to the Khan, who imposed stiff conditions. He demanded, 

among other things, 4,000 maids and boys as hostages. The Adiga 

pretended to accept the terms and sent provisions, including intoxicating 

liquors. The Tatars revelled in their óvictoryô. One night, while they were in 

deep slumber induced by the strong drink, the Circassians rolled heavy 

stones on the tents below, and fell on the Khanôs camp, massacring a great 

number of his men and putting the rest to flight. The Khan lost a brother and 

son. Thenceforth, the Kabardians were rid of the Tatars forever. The leader 

of the Kabardians was Prince Kwrghwoqwe the Great (son of 

Hetôoxôwschiqwe; ʍʴʵʪIʦʭʲʫʱrʢʲʫʵ ʠ ʢʲʫʵ ʂʫʨʛʲʫʦʢʲʫʵ). A monument 

commemorating the decisive battle was erected on top of the Qenzhal 

Mountain in 1998 (later vandalized). In 2008, the Kabardians marked the 

300th anniversary of the battle. The Balkars, denying that such a battle had 

ever taken place and claiming that Qenzhal Mountain is within Balkar 

territory, blocked the route of a group of Kabardian horsemen who were 

heading to the battle scene from Nalchik, as part of the celebrations. 

However, good sense prevailed in the end, and the horsemen were able to 

reach their destination.   
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fingers separated them. He lifted up his hand and placed four fingers 

between his eye and ear, and said, óEverything your eye sees is true, 

and all that you hear is false, for no one tells the truth the way he sees 

it.ô The most recent reform was made in 1807, when a group of 

Circassian judges and scholars, with the blessing of the nobility, 

amended and updated some articles of the law. 

      

Celebrations and festivals, which occupied central stage in Circassian 

social life, had uncanny similarities regardless of the occasion. 

Nuptial festivals, burials, memorials, religious rites, homecomings of 

foster-children, Circassian New Year, harvest fests, all had points of 

commonality: dancing, singing, feasting, and games. These activities 

blended with particular rites associated with each affair. In the section 

on marriage, a complete celebration is portrayed, which may be 

considered as generic.  

      

During the Soviet period, central authorities understood early on that 

the tenacity with which the Circassians clung to their customs and 

traditions had to be loosened, if their ideal of the óSoviet Manô was to 

be realized. Propaganda campaigns concentrated more on discrediting 

these practices, which incorporated some old religious rites, than on 

extirpating loosely adhered to monotheistic beliefs. Thus, religious 

persecution in the NW Caucasus was not as severe as it was in the 

Northeast Caucasus, or in other Muslim regions of the Soviet Union. 

Circassian writers and intellectuals were deployed to poke literary fun 

at the national code of behaviour.  

      

Collectivization and the propaganda onslaught on the age-old heritage 

undermined some traditional social structures and aspects of the 

Etiquette. Despite the disintegration at the edges, the core system of 

morals managed to survive the period. In the post-Soviet period, 

interest by people in their roots revived, and they began to give their 

children traditional Circassian names, and collectively and 

consciously decided to return to the practice of traditions, including 

the upholding of the ancient etiquette. Since the beginning of the 

1990s, there has been an increased interest in recording the oral 
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traditions and customs. Several seminal works have been published, 

unadulterated by communist creed. 

 

 Nowadays, most people respect the outer manifestations and the 

symbolisms of Adige Xabze, especially at major events, such as 

weddings, funerals, bride elopement, at least in the towns and cities, 

for urbanization does not allow the strict observance of traditions. In 

the rural areas, on the other hand, the majority of people still adhere 

to, and observe, the customs and traditions in both form and 

substance. 

 

Another important concept that is closely associated, and often 

overlapping with Xabze, is Adigaghe (ʘʜʳʛʘʛʲʵ), which is roughly 

rendered as Adiga ethics, or Circassiannessðthe quality of being 

Circassian. The main tenets of this code of ethics were nobleness, 

good breeding and hospitality. To this day, if someone is deemed to 

have committed a shameful or pitiless act, he is scolded thus: óArenôt 

you Adiga?!ô [çʋʘʜʳʛʵʢʲʵ ʫʵ?!»]. 

      

Adet (ʘʜʵʪ), from Arabic, meaning custom or habit, has come to 

signify customary law as it prevailed in the Caucasus. Its main tenets 

were hospitality, respect for elders and blood-revengeðthe North 

Caucasian code of chivalry. It is sometimes used for, and confused 

with Xabze. In general, Adet referred to the law that regulated 

relations between the different peoples of the North Caucasus, 

whereas Xabze was a specifically Circassian affair. 
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1     Birth 
 

 

 

 

Pregnant women took minor precautions as time of delivery 

approached. To prevent pre-mature births, they were spared arduous 

chores like lifting up heavy objects. In addition, all efforts were made 

not to cause them to be startled at thunderstorms and lightning. It was 

strictly forbidden to unsheathe daggers or sabres in their presence, as 

it was considered an evil omen. Women gave birth lying on a bedding 

of stalks and straw, the first bed of the first creature. 

      

If delivery was preceded by a dangerous illness, a ceremony was held 

consisting of libation over a sabre that was once used to spill blood. 

The blade was then placed under the head of the bed, and the 

sanctified potation given to the woman. Other rites were also 

performed to ease the suffering of child-birth and hasten delivery. 

Under no circumstances were men allowed to enter the delivery room 

(S. Khan-Girey, 1978, pp 274-5). 

      

Muslimized Circassians followed Mohammedan traditions. During a 

difficult  birth, a mullah was summoned who pronounced prayers over 

the woman, blew on her face, and gave her a drink of water in which 

an invocation manuscript was immersed. After safe delivery, he 

offered thanksgiving to Allah, the creator of the universe and life-

giver.  

      

Upon delivery, the baby was immediately taken to the river, whence it 

was bathed, even in freezing weather.4 It was believed that cold water 

tempered the body. There were also some instances of cleaning 

infants in snow. A martial society could not afford an inordinate 

number of weaklings in its midst, and, as such, if the apparently cruel 

                                                           
4 Ancient Germanic tribes also tempered their new-born babies in snow or 

cold water.  
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treatment led to death, this was considered as a sacrifice for the 

common good.  

      

In accordance with a curious custom, the Circassians tugged at the 

ears of young relatives of a new-born baby, but this was not 

obligatory and was done more in jest. The Circassians were in the 

habit of wrapping their babies in restrictive swaddling clothes, 

xôidanzherume (ʭʲʳʜʘʥʞʵʨʫʤʵ; literally: órag-sausageô), which word 

was also used to refer to the infant thus muffled.  

 

The Circassians solemnly celebrated the birth of children, particularly 

male offspring, as they were considered a continuation of the lineage. 

These festivals were usually arranged by the (paternal) grandparents 

or (paternal) uncles and aunts. All relatives were informed of the date 

of the ceremony, once it had been set, and the household started in 

good time to prepare for the occasion, stocking on and preparing the 

foodstuffs and beverages associated with it, in this case makhsima 

(ʤʘʭʲʩʳʤʵ; national beverage), lakum (ʣʵʢʲʫʤ=puffs, buns), chicken 

and meat, and heliwe (ʭʴʵʣʳʫʵ=national sweetmeat).  

 

There was no definite date for performing the ceremonies, for it could 

be set in the few days after the birth, or the ceremonies could be 

conjoined with those celebrating the strapping of the infant to the 

cradle (gwscheqw [ʛʫʱʵʢʲʫ], or xôiriyne xwschôeschôen (ʭʲʳʨʠʥʵ 

ʭʫIɦʵ Iɦʵʥ) = strapping of a son to his cradle; literally: to harness to 

the cradle). Soft straps (gwscheps; ʛʫʱʵʧʩ) were used to prevent the 

infant from falling off the cradle (gwsche xôiriyne, gwschexôiriyne 

[ʛʫʱʵ ʭʲʳʨʠʥʵ, ʛʫʱʵʭʲʳʨʠʥʵ] =suspended cradle; literally: cradle-

swing). 
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Traditional Circassian cradle with soft straps. 

North Caucasian cradles had a unique toilet ódrainageô mechanism 

consisting of a shaft of cored thigh-bone (usually of sheep)  

ending in a clay container. 

 

 

In one rite, called ómezhaje chôerischôeô (çʤʵʞʘʜʞʵ ʢIʵʨʳʱIʵè), or 

óhelôame chôerischôeô (çʭʴʵʣIʘʤʵ ʢIʵʨʳʱIʵè), special corn cakes 

were prepared (by the grandmother) and hanged up (by the 

grandfather) in honour of the new-born child (óNane helôamaschôesch, 

dade chôerischôenschô; çʅʘʥʵ ʭʴʵʣIʘʤʘʱIʵ ,ɦ ʜʘʜʵ ʢIʵʨʳʱIʵʥ)ɦ. 

The relatives brought baskets of lakum, live rams, and live and 

slaughtered chickens. In the ritual of sacrifice, the person entrusted 

with slaughtering the ram or bull also pronounced a supplication 

entreating the gods to bestow strength and longevity upon the child. 

Young teens played the game of climbing the pole, in which 

contestants tried to climb long thin spars dug in the yard and daubed 

with animal fat. A prize awaited the winner. 
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Corn cakes (mezhaje), used in the celebration  

of a new-born child, amongst other festivals. 

 

 

A (Cherkess) song from the repertoire chanted in honour of first-born 

(male) child is presented (V. H. Bereghwn and Z. Pô. Qardenghwschô, 

1980, p163): 
 

 

ʋʵ, ʥʘʞʜʞʵʥ, ʥʘʞʜʞʵʥ! 

 

ʋʵ, ʥʘʞʜʞʵʥ, ʥʘʞʜʞʵʥ! 

ɽʞʴʫ. (ʋʦʨʘ, ʫʘʨʠʨʵʨʘ,) ʜʵʥʵ ʫʥʵʨʘ! 

 

(ʅʘʞʜʞʵʥ,) ʣʲʵʛʫʧʩ! 

ɽʞʴʫ. (ʋʦʨʘ, ʫʦ ʫʵʨʠʨʵʨʘ,) ʜʵʥʵ ʫʥʵʨʘ! 

 

ʑIʘʢIʫʵ Iʫʧʩ ʜʳʞʴʳʥ! 

ɽʞʴʫ. (ʋʦʨʘ, ʫʦ ʫʵʨʠʨʘ,) ʜʵʥʵ ʫʥʵʨʘ! 

Song in honour of first-born child:  

óOh, nazhjen, nazhjen!ô6 

 

Oh, nazhjen, nazhjen! 

Chorus: (Wora, wariyrera,) which home and hearth! 

 

(Nazhjen,) braids! 

Chorus: (Wora, wo weriyrera,) which home and hearth! 

 

Silverine felt-cloak laces! 

Chorus: (Wora, wo weriyra,) which home and hearth! 

                                                           
6 óNazhjenô is a word of uncertain meaning. It has the variant ówezjenô 

(çʫʵʟʜʞʵʥè) in other songs. 
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ɼʳʞʴʳʥʳʰʭʫʵʨ ʢʲʝʛʲʘʜʞʵ! 

ɽʞʴʫ. (ʋʦʨʘ, ʫʦ ʫʵʨʠʨʘ,) ʜʵʥʵ ʫʥʵʨʘ! 

 

ʋʵʨʢʲ ʱʘʫʵʨ ʟʦʜʞʵʞ! 

ɽʞʴʫ. (ʋʦʨʘ, ʫʦ ʫʵʨʠʨʘ,) ʜʵʥʵ ʫʥʵʨʘ! 

 

ʑʭʴʵʥʪʵ ʙʛʲʫʨʳʙʛʲʫʠʱ! 

ɽʞʴʫ. (ʋʦʨʘ, ʫʦ ʫʵʨʠʨʘ,) ʜʵʥʵ ʫʥʵʨʘ! 

 

ʋʥɻʰʦʢʫ ʱʵʨʳʢIʫʵʛʲʫʵ!5 

ɽʞʴʫ. (ʋʦʨʘ, ʫʦ ʫʵʨʠʨʘ,) ʜʵʥʵ ʫʥʵʨʘ!  

 

Summon the silver bridle! 

Chorus: (Wora, wo weriyra,) which home and hearth! 

 

The young noblemen are calling one another! 

Chorus: (Wora, wo weriyra,) which home and hearth! 

 

May thou have pillows thrice in nines! 

Chorus: (Wora, wo weriyra,) which home and hearth! 

 

May thou have three changes of mattress! 

Chorus: (Wora, wo weriyra,) which home and hearth! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
5 In literary Kabardian-Cherkess, ómattressô is rendered óʫʵʥʰʵʢʫô. 
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2     Christening 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Baptism was performed either shortly after birth, or, more commonly, 

at early youth. The ceremony had an old woman measuring off 40 

cups of pure water, and then giving it to the adolescent who poured it 

over himself. She was then treated to a sparing meal. The youngster 

thus baptized thereafter referred to this woman as ómother.ô This rite 

was performed only now and then, and not by all people. It was a relic 

of the Christian era. 

      

According to custom, a new-born child was named in an arbitrary 

manner, more often by strangers, seldom by the parents. In some 

instances, the infant was given the name of the first stranger who 

entered the house after the birth. Among the upper classes, the person 

who gave the infant his name was presented with an arrow, preferably 

with white feathers. Sometimes the infant was given the name of a 

kindred personage of high standing. Among the lower classes, the 

namer was given a shirt cloth, or baptismal shirt, tsôefôeschjane 

[ʮIʵʬIʵʱʜʞʘʥʵ]. 

      

Foreboding circumstances surrounding the birth influenced the 

naming process. For example, if a tempest had been raging during 

delivery, the infant was given the name óTempestô or óBlizzardô. If the 

father or a close relative of the new-born had been killed without his 

blood being avenged, then the infant was often christened óAvenger,ô 

a gainsay, in the hope of his redressing the tort (S. Khan-Girey, 1978, 

p276).7  

                                                           
7  The most comprehensive list of (almost exclusively) original Circassian 

names is found in A. Sherjes, 2007.  For lists of masculine and feminine 

first names used by the Kabardians and Cherkess in the Caucasus, refer to J. 
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The oldest instances of Circassian names go back to the óAge of 

Narts.ô Other sources include the ancient traditional tales. Names from 

the Middle Ages have been preserved in some sources.8 These 

included Ezgbold, Anzarouk, Kaitouk, Sountchelei, Klytch. Though 

the Circassians were nominally Christian at the time, they rarely used 

Christian names, instead preserving their ancient appellations. After 

the betrothal of Ivan the Terrible to Princess Maria of Kabarda, many 

of her kin were lured to the tsarist court, in which they served with 

distinction, but not before converting to Christianity and assuming 

Russian names, like Mikhail (ʄʠʭʘʠʣ) and Aleksandr (ɸʣʝʢʩʘʥʜʨ).9 

 

 

 
 

                                                                                                                                                   

N. Kokov, 1983, pp 239-54. See also 

<http://jaimoukha.synthasite.com/circassian-names.php>. 

 
8 Mediaeval Kabardian names are found in B. Nolde, 1952-3, scattered 

throughout Part 4 óLôExpansion vers le Caucaseô, Chapter 13 óLes 

approches.ô 

 
9 Gwascheney (or Gwaschene; ɻʫʘʱʵʥʝʡ, ʝ ɻʫʘʱʵʥʵ) was daughter of 

Temryuk Idar (Teimriqwe Yidar; ʀʜʘʨ ʠ ʢʲʫʵ ʊʝʤʨʳʢʲʫʵ). She was 

betrothed to Ivan IV (1530-1584) on 21 August 1561 AD, to cement the 

treaty between Temryuk, Prince of Princes of Kabarda, and Ivan the 

Terrible, óTsar of All Russiaô. Tsarina Maria Temryukovna (ʄʘʨʠʷ 

ʊʝʤʨʶʢʦʚʥʘ; 1544-1569), as was Gwascheney baptised upon marriage, 

was married to Ivan for eight years until her early death at the age of 25 on 

1 September 1569. Mariaôs kin who served Ivan and his successors were 

collectively referred to as óthe Cherkasskysô. 

http://jaimoukha.synthasite.com/circassian-names.php
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3     Upbringing 
 

 

 

 

Lullabies & Rituals 
 

The Circassians had a broad repertoire of lullabies. Although the 

majority were sung by the mother, a number of songs were composed 

by the foster-parents (ataliq) to be addressed to their wards (qan, pôur; 

ʢʲʘʥ, ʧIʫʨ). 

 

This old lullaby is from the Beslanay repertoire (listen to a recording 

by Zchiw on YouTube: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cGDhd9WNasA):  

 
ɻʫʱʵ ʫʵʨʵʜ: ʅʘʥʫ ʤʘʭʫʵ! 

 

ʃʘ, ʣʘʡ, ʘ ʥʘʥʫ! 

ʃʘʡ, ʥʘʭʫʵ, ʩʠ ʥʘʭʫʵ, 

ʉʠ ʥʠʪIʫʤ ʷʟʵʫ, ʩʠ ʤʘʭʫʵ! 

ʅʘʥʫ ʩʦʛʲʵʜʞʝʡ, ʥʳʥʵ, 

ʅʘʥʫ ʜʞʝʠʛʲʫʘʬIʵ, ʥʳʥʵ. 

 

ʃʘ, ʣʘʡ, ʩʠ ʥʘʥʫ! 

ʃʘʡ, ʥʘʭʫʵ, ʩʠ ʥʘʭʫʵ, 

ʉʠ ʤʘʭʫʘʤʵ, ʩʠ ʥʘʩʳʧ! 

ʅʘʥʫʨ ʩʦʛʲʵʜʞʝʡ, ʥʳʥʵ, 

ʅʘʥʫʨ ʜʞʝʠʛʲʫʘʬIʵ, ʥʳʥʵ. 

 

ʃʘ, ʣʘʡ, ʘ ʥʘʥʫ! 

ʅʘʥʫ ʮIʳʢIʫʨ ʠʥ ʢʲʵʭʲʫʥ, 

ʀʥ ʢʲʵʭʲʫʤʵ ʢʲʝʟʛʲʵʰʵʥ, 

ʂʲʳʱʠʯʘʭʵʢIʵ ʩʠ ʫʥʵʢʲʫʵʱ. 

ʃʘʡ, ʤʘʭʫʵ, ʩʠ ʢIʘʣʵ ʮIʳʢIʫ! 

ʂIʘʣʵ ʮIʳʢIʫʨ ʩʦʛʲʵʜʞʝʡ, 

ɼʞʝʠʛʲʫʘʬIʵ, ʩʠ ʤʘʭʫʘʡ! 

Circassian Lullaby: óAuspicious Child!ô 

 

Hush, little baby! 

Hush-a-bye, resplendent one, 

Precious as my eye, sweet godsend! 

I'm lulling the little one to sleep, 

Sweet dreams, my dear! 

 

Lullaby, hush-a-bye, tiny tot! 

Rock-a-bye, my splendid lot,  

My great fortune, my good luck! 

I'm singing my baby to sleep, 

Sleep well, cherished one! 

 

Hush-a-bye, shush, little babe!  

The tiny one will grow one day, 

Then I shall marry him off, 

Though it be to one of my kin. 

Rock-a-bye, my sweet young child! 

The little kid I soothe to sleep, 

Sweet slumber, auspicious one!  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cGDhd9WNasA
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The following is an elaborate (Kabardian) berceuse representative of 

this song genre (V. H. Bereghwn and Z. Pô. Qardenghwschô, 1980, pp 

168-9): 

 
ɻʫʱʵ ʫʵʨʵʜ: 

ʃʵʣʵʫ ʝʱIʨʠ ʩʠ ʍʴʵʤʳʪIʵ...10 

 

ʊIʵʣʝʡ, ʪIʵʣʝʡ, ʪIʵʣʝʡ, ʪIʵʫ, 

ʃʵʣʵʫ ʝʱIʨʠ ʩʠ ʍʴʵʤʳʪIʵ, 

ʃʵʣʵʫ ʝʱIʨʠ ʩʵ ʩʠ ʪIʘʣʵ. 

ʊIʘʣʵ ʜʘʭʵʨʠ Iʵʧʭʲʫʘʤʙʵ ʧIʘʱʵ, 

ʐʵ ʧIʘʱʵʨʳʫʵʨʠ, ʟʵʫʵʤʵ ʱʨʝʤʳʫʵʭʲʫ! 

ɿʳʪʝʭʫʵʨʠ ʠʨʝʤʳʭʲʫʞ! 

 

ɼʫʥʝʡʤ ʭʫʵʠʞʴʫʨʵ, ʞʴʳ ʜʳʜʞ ʢʲʝʤʳʧʱʵʫ, 

ɾʴʳʭʵʨ ʢʲʳʱʝʧʱʵʢIʵ ʱIʦʧʱʭʵʨ ʭʫʵʞʘʥʫʨʵ, 

ʉʠ ʍʴʵʤʳʪIʵʤʵ ʠ ʣIʳ Iɦʳʛʲʫʵʭʵʨ ʢʲʨʝʭʲʫ! 

 

ʋʵʣʵʣʵʫ, ʫʵʣʵʣʵʫ, ʫʵʣʵʣʵʫ, ʣʵʫ, ʣʵʫ, 

ʋʵʣʵʣʵʫ, ʣʝʡʨʠ, ʫʵʣʵʣʵʫ ʣʵʡ. 

ʃʵʣʵʡ ʠʱIʫʨʵ ʩʠ ʍʴʵʤʳʪIʵ, 

ʉʠ ʍɹɻʤʳʪIʵʫʨʵ ʩʠ ʱIʘʣʵʨʠ ʩʦʛʲʵʞʝʡʨʠ. 

 

ɸ ʙʠʠʞʴʭʵʨʠ ʫʠ ʣʲʵʥʳʢʲʫʵ ʝʛʲʵʟ, 

ɸ ʙʠʠʞʴʭʵʨʠ ʫʠ ʣʲʵʨʳʱIʳʢIʪʠ! 

ʋʠ ʣʲʵʨ ʜʘʭʵʫʨʵ ʠʨʝʫʚ. 

ʂʲʦʫʚʘʣIʵʤʢIʵ ʞʵʫʘʧʳʥʰʵʫ ʫʨʝʤʳʭʲʫ! 

Iʫʵʭʫʫ ʭʲʫʘʭʵʨʠ ʫʵ ʪʭʴʵʤ ʢʲʳʫʠʪ! 

 

ʌIʳʛʲʫʵ ʫʵ ʢʲʳʫʠʪʳʥʫʨʵ 

ʉʠ ʪʭʴʵʤ ʩʵ ʩʦʣʲʵIʫʨʠ! 

ʋʵʣʵʣʵʫ, ʫʵʣʵʣʵʫ, ʫʵʣʵʣʵʫ, ʣʵʫ, ʣʵʫ, 

ʋʵʣʵʣʵʫ, ʣʵʫʨʠ ʠʟʦʛʲʵʱI, 

ʉʠ ʍʴʵʤʳʪIʵʨʠ ʩʦʛʲʵʞʝʡ! 

Cradle Song: 

óHush-a-bye, my Hemitôe is falling asleepéô 

 

Little one, little one, little one, little baby, 

Lullaby, my Hemitôe is going to sleep, 

Lullaby, my little one is falling asleep. 

My sweet baby with big fingers, 

Shoots large arrows; may they find their mark! 

Whomeôer are smitten, may they not survive! 

 

That his life may be successful, free of bitter winds, 

When evil winds blow, let his lash prove biting. 

May my Hemitôe have such good fortune through the ages! 

 

Hush-a-bye, hush-a-bye, hush-a-bye, hush, hush, 

Hush-a-bye, lullaby, hush-a-bye shush. 

Rock-a-bye, my Hemitôe is going to sleep, 

I am lulling my Hemitôe, my child, to sleep. 

 

Vanquish those sworn enemies, 

Overthrow thy foes! 

Be firm and resolute in the course of thy life. 

Do not be indifferent to those who appeal to thee! 

May God pronounce success upon all thy undertakings! 

 

That blessings be bestowed upon thee 

I pray my Lord! 

Hush-a-bye, hush-a-bye, hush-a-bye, hush, hush, 

Hush-a-bye, I am lullabying my baby, 

I am singing my Hemitôe to sleep! 

 

 

                                                           
10 óʍʴʵʤʳʪI ôɻ, óʭʴʵʤʘʪI ôɻ, óʭʴʵʤʘʪIʵʞôɹ, etc, are terms of endearment for 

óʪʭʴʵʤʘʜʵô addressed to the small ones. 



 19 

óCharmingô cradle numbers were called upon when the baby 

displayed resistance to the usual repertoire. In the following (Mozdok 

Kabardian) cradle song the impatient ólullerô imputes the childôs 

contrarious character to the Cossacks, the mortal enemies of the 

Circassians (V. H. Bereghwn and Z. Pô. Qardenghwschô, 1980, p170): 
 

 

ɻʫʱʵ ʫʵʨʵʜ: 

ʋʞʝʡʨʢʲʵ, ʢʲʵʟʘʢʲʳʤ ʠ ʱIʘʣʵ! 

 

ɹʦʣʠʣʝʡʭʵ, ʙʦʣʠʣʝʡ, 

ʃʳʣʝʡʭʵʨ ʭʳʟʦʛʲʵʞʘʝ. 

ʋʞʝʡʨʢʲʵ, ʢʲʵʟʘʢʲʳʤ ʠ ʱIʘʣʵ! 

ʋʞʝʡʨʢʲʵ, ʢʲʵʟʘʢʲʳʤ ʠ ʱIʘʣʵ! 

 

ɹʦʣʠʣʝʡʭʵ, ʙʦʣʠʣʝʡ, 

ʃʳʣʝʡʭʵʨ ʭʳʟʦʛʲʵʞʘʝ. 

ʄʳ ʮIʳʢIʫʨ Iʵʧʭʲʫʘʤʙʵ ʧIʘʱʵʱ, 

ʄʳ ʮIʳʢIʫʨ ʰʵ ʧIʘʱʵʨʳʫʵʱ, 

ɿʵʫʵʤʵ ʱʨʝʤʳʫʵʭʲʫʭʵ, 

ɿʳʪʝʭʫʵʨ ʠʨʝʤʳʭʲʫʞʭʵ! 

 

ɹʦʣʠʣʝʡʭʵ, ʙʦʣʠʣʝʡ, 

ʉʠ ʱIʘʣʵʨ ʭʳʟʦʛʲʵʞʘʝ. 

Lullaby:  

óWonôt you go to sleep, progeny of a Cossack!ô 

 

Hush-a-bye, rock-a-bye, 

I am lulling my sweetie to sleep. 

Wonôt you go to sleep, progeny of a Cossack! 

Wonôt you fall asleep, Cossack child! 

 

Hush-a-bye, rock-a-bye, 

I am lulling my sweetie to sleep. 

This little one has big fingers, 

The little one shoots large arrows, 

May the shot arrows never miss their mark, 

Whomeôer are smitten, let them not survive! 

 

Hush-a-bye, rock-a-bye, 

I am lulling my child to sleep. 

 

When babies were being taught how to walk, they were encouraged to 

do so by singing songs to them. For baby-boys, the main theme was 

their exhortation to achieve feats of glory. Two Kabardian ditties are 

presented as examples of this song genre (V. H. Bereghwn and Z. Pô. 

Qardenghwschô, 1980, p179; p180-1): 
 

 

ʉʘʙʠʡ ʟʝʛʲʘʢIʫʵ: 

ɸ ʩʠ ʣʲʘʙʵ, ʣʲʘʙʵ! 

 

ɸ ʩʠ ʣʲʘʙʵ, ʣʲʘʙʵ! 

ɸ ʩʠ ʣʲʘʙʵ ʜʘʭʵ! 

Song exhorting child to walk: 

óOh, my ñlittle legsò, ñlittle legsò!ô 

 

Oh, my ólittle legsô, ólittle legsô! 

Oh, my handsome ólittle legsô! 
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ʍʫʘʨʵʤ ʰʵʩʠ ʝʞʴʵʞʠ, 

ɹʞʝʡ ʤʵʟʳʞʴʳʨ ʢʲʵʢIʫʭʴʠ, 

ʑʳʭʴ ʢʲʵʫʢIʠ ʢʲʵʢIʫʵʞ! 

ʑʳʭʴ ʢʲʵʫʢIʠ ʢʲʵʢIʫʵʞ! 

 

Mount the óXwareô steed and set off,11 

Travel all over the dense beech forest,12 

Kill a deer and come back! 

Kill a deer and come back! 

 

 

ʉʘʙʠʡ ʟʝʛʲʘʢIʫʵ: 

ʄʠʤʵ ʢʲʵʨʵʤʳʱʵ! 

 

ʄʠʤʵ, ʄʠʤʵ, ʄʠʤʵ ʢʲʵʨʵʤʳʱʵ! 

ʄʠʤʵ ʢʲʵʨʵʱʘʫʵ! 

ʑʘʫʵ ʮIʳʢIʫʭʵʨ ʤʵʱʳʧʵ, 

ʀ ʯʳ ʧIrʵʨʠ ʢʲʝʛʲʘʥʵ, 

ʗʥʵ ʤʘʢIʫʵʨʠ ʤʵʣʲʳʭʲʫʵ, 

ʗʜʵ ʤʘʢIʫʵʨʠ ʢʲʝʭʴʳʞʳʨ. 

 

ʄʠʤʵ, ʄʠʤʵ, ʄʠʤʵ ʢʲʵʨʵʤʳʱʵ! 

ʄʠʤʵ ʢʲʵʨʵʱʘʫʵ! 

ʄʠʤʵ ʷʥʵʨ ʤʵʣʲʘIʫʵ, 

ɸʨ ʱIʵʣʲʘIʫʵʨ ʜʞʵʜ ʘʥʵʱ. 

ɼʞʵʜ ʘʥʵʞʴʳʨ ʤʵʛʲʫʘʣʲʭʴʵ, 

ɺʘʛʲʫʵʤ ʭʫʵʜʵʫ ʢʲʨʝʰʳʨ, 

ʋʜʟʳʤ ʧʵʙʞʫ ʠʨʝʰʘʞʴʵ! 

 

ʄʠʤʵ, ʄʠʤʵ! 

Song exhorting child to walk:  

óMiyme qeremische!ô 

 

Miyme, Miyme, Miyme qeremische!13 

Miyme, swarthy champion! 

The little lads are gathering berries, 

He leaves his little switch-cap, 

Mum goes looking for it, 

Papa goes and brings it back. 

 

Miyme, Miyme, Miyme qeremische! 

Miyme, darksome hero! 

Miyme, mum is begging, 

She is begging Mama Hen. 

Old Mama Hen is brooding,  

She hatches as many chicks as the stars in the sky, 

She leads out as many as the blades of grass! 

 

Miyme, Miyme! 

 

 

                                                           
11 óXwareô is one of the ten established Kabardian breeds of horses. 

 
12 óɹʞʝʡô is rendered here as ó(oriental) beechô, in accordance with B. 

Heqwn (1992, p39), and not as óplatanô or óplaneô, as in the Russian 

translation of the text and in B. M. Kardanov (1957, p28). B. Heqwn (1992, 

p155) gives óʪʭʫʰʵô for óplatanô. 
13 óMiyme qeremischeô («ʄʠʤʵ ʢʲʵʨʵʤʳʱʵ») is an endearing address to an 

infant. óMiymeô is stressed on the second syllable (óiyô), óqeremischeô on the 

third. 
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The Circassians celebrated a toddlerôs first steps (ʣʲʵʪʝʫʚʵ; 

lheteiwive) by preparing corn cakes especially for the occasion called 

ólheteiwivemezhajeô (çʣʲʵʪʝʫʚʵʤʵʞʘʜʞʵè). National sweetmeats 

(ʭʴʵʣʳʫʵ; heliwe) were also prepared. Neighbours and relatives were 

invited to take part in the ceremony, and they brought along lakum 

and chickens. Women and children also attended the ceremonies. 

Songs were sung in celebration. According to custom, various articles 

were placed on the corn cakes: a whip, dagger, blacksmithôs and 

jewellerôs instruments, etc, and the (boy) toddler was allowed to pick 

out the article of his choice, to foretell his future occupation or 

vocation. For example, if the lash, it presaged a glorious career as an 

intrepid horseman; the dagger ï a fearless warrior; etc. For girls, 

articles symbolic of female occupations were used. 

 

 
Modern-day celebration of a girlôs first steps (lheteiwive). 

Many Circassians are consciously harking back to the ancient  

customs and traditions as a means to revive the national spirit. 

[Psine Magazine, Issue 4, 2008] 
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The Ataliqate Institution  
 

According to a peculiar custom, the ataliqate, children of princes and 

nobles were entrusted at an early age to vassals to be raised and 

trained in a military fashion. This institution played a major role in 

strengthening relationships between the princes and their nobles and 

among nobles themselves. The separation also served to lessen 

emotional attachment between parents and their children. This Spartan 

upbringing was necessary, as death in battle was only a heartbeat 

away. In ancient times, this institution was more strictly adhered to 

and it was not confined to any particular caste. Later it came to be 

associated only with the upper classes. 

      

When it was time to entrust the charge, which was between the ages 

6-10, a boy was mounted on a horse, a girl in a carriage, and taken to 

the foster-home, together with ample supplies of fabrics and produce.  

      

The foster-father, ataliq (ʘʪʵʣʳʢʲ), was expected to teach his ward, 

qan (ʢʲʘʥ) or pôur (ʧIʫʨ), many social and martial skills. 

Horsemanship, not very easy to master, was high on the agenda. The 

cadet had to go through rigorous training schedules and endless trials 

of his fortitude and character, including accompanying his foster-

father on military campaigns [although he was not expected to engage 

directly in the fray and was properly protected]. These culminated in a 

rite of passage in which the aspirant had to undertake an arduous 

journey. This baptism of fire earned the successful cadet the title 

knight-rider and, of course, catapulted him into manhood. The training 

regimen was also intended to keep the apprentices from bad habits by 

investing their unbound energy in useful pursuits. 
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A nobleman on an expedition, accompanying his ward. 

Martial skills were at a premium in Circassia.  

 

 

During the long stay, the parents of foster-children were not supposed 

to visit them, or even inquire about their health. Anecdotes abound of 

mothers having to be restrained when overwhelmed with motherly 

emotions. In contrast, fathers were more adept at suffering the 

separation. The following anecdote, recounted by M. O. Kosven 

(1961), has become a classic, some would say hackneyed, example of 

emotional petrifaction: 

 

An old Nartkhuaj never saw his child. Upon his orders, an 

expedition was mounted to fight another clan. His son, a 


