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NAME-GIVING AMONG THE MONGOLS

AN ETHNOGRAPHICO-BIBLIOGRAPHICAL SURVEY

BY
JUDIT VINKOVICS

In many parts of the World, the reliability of the statement ‘“nomen
est omen” is trusted. According to the belief of the Mongols, name influences
or may influence its holder’s life, and fate. The mystical connection supposed
to exist between a person and his name, appears even in the question Tany
nér chén gédég vé? ‘“What is your name?” [lit. Who is your name called ?],
an everyday inquiry after a stranger’s name.! This same connection will be
referred to later in relation with changing the name and taboo of names.

Name-giving. According to the belief in the fate-affecting role of
names, special precautions are taken by the parents in selecting an adequate
name for their child and in arranging the name-giving ceremony. Two types
of name-giving are considered to have existed among the Mongolian nations :
the Lamaistic ceremony and the more ancient custom surviving from pre-
Lamaistic times. On the basis of the data in previous special publications it
may be supposed that the Buddhist ceremony existed parallel to the ancient
name-giving custom even from the Yiian Era on, among the different Mon-
golian nations, and continue to exist even today.

According to the more ancient ceremony, the name is given by the
parents (formerly probably by the mother, later by the paternal side of the
family cf. Bese 1983. p. 87) or by a respected (in most cases: elder) person
(Jagehid-Hyer 1979. pp. 76—178). Its traces are preserved in numerous data
of the special literature.

According to the records of Georgi, the Kalmouck commoners were
giving names to their children in an arbitrary way at the end of the 18th
century (Georgi 1780, p. 412). According to the informations given by Kozlov,
the Tsaidam Mongol parents named their children themselves (Kozlov 1950,

! Luvsandéndév, A. (1957), Mongol oros tol’. Moskva. p. 286. cf. also Khalkha
Tany nér chén bé Cévél, Ja. (1966), Mongol chélnij tové tajlbar tol’. Ulaanbaatar. p. 398.
High-style: Aldar nér chén gédég vé Zagvaral, R. (1976), Mongol chélnij chundétgélijn
ug. Ulaanbaatar. p. 107.
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2 J. VINKOVICS

p- 138) at the end of the 19th century. Potanin' repo.rted'thajt th'e Shlror;g;)(;
Mongol father went out to the main road holding h1§ child in hls4si,;ms4l3)
asked a name for him from the first passer-by (Potanm‘ 1950, pp.h : --t .
About the turn of the century and even at the beginning of t }118 ceri.uirg,
traces of this more ancient ceremony are found. Among the Dark atf:e ;vthi
at Khowsogol-nuur, the name is give;n Xy the iz;the;{ i:ll;ies d:ges zew_bom
i damchatan 1965, p. 177). Among the s, DOT
(cili;geg g(i]x?:n his name by the midwife after thre.e days alike (bSic.)nc;xix;c:rzn
1975, pp. 60—61). Among the Ka,lmoucks'accordmg to th? pu 1:1;.1 theI‘Sy
Darbakova, female children are given their names by their g;arlli 01970,
male children are given their names by their grandfathers (Dar ahfi;: ! ar(;
p- 236). Among the Buriats according to the d&ta.b.y B.a,san-eva,,hc i re«:n -
given their names by one of the elderly guests participating in the Ace mon g'é
or more rarely, by the parents themselves (Basaeva 1980, p. 89)1. moiﬂ%in e
Khorchin Mongols, the child was named by the head of the 1& an Wrs "
month after birth (Kuo-yi Pao 1966, p. 419)i ax?d among the on.gu;)he,ca‘se
grandfather on the paternal line names the c%uld in most ca,ses,f but 21}11 tho case
of the early death of the previously born children, the head o aino o ;,ciauy
fruitful family does the ceremony (Schram 1954,' PP- IOO—Ig ).f I()l el
in poor families, the custom described by Potanin can a‘lso g }:)un ,1954
first new-comer is asked to name the new-born off-spring (Schram ,
" 101’1)‘.}1us, we may conclude that the deliberate way of name-giving ml;st
have been fairly wide-spread among the Mo?gols. Thoughf unf(iz_'tunrzla»:;en Z,
we have only faint hints about the ceremonial part of this earlier Jame.
giving custom, on the basis of the etymology of tht? namesdg:)vei::n o and
recorded by European travellers we msli,y suppose that it showed belonging
- istic faith of the Mongols. .
the plgnL:}r:aa;)S;:i}s :f records by European travel}ers_ (e.g. Radlov), tk}lle a;cfslt
dental way of name-giving i.e. the new-born child is .na,me.d. &fterf t,t(';rebirlth
object seen, the first word uttered or the name of the first v1sxt§r a o 1962,
is described by Krueger (concerning the Khalkha Mongols — 11;17e0g 240),
p- 82) and by Darbakova (concerning the Kalmoucks D.arbakova,' th';I:.;,S ec;
but the Kalmouck researcher Monraev has expressed his doubts in thi p
. 65).
(MOMZZZO:';ZI; fo thg publications available to me, i.e. from the 18}tlh cezzug(;
the two name-giving ceremonies have existed parallel to one a,no(; e:. Lo
end of the 18th century, Georgi also recorded th.at the descen: ants ;) o
Kalmouck aristocracy were given nazréles d'etf;ggned 272%&1?31.:: ;(; :fide;
i rules of astrology (Georgi , P . las |
zzcc;:t: gwgzht:,e sketched description of the Kalmouck ‘“baptism” (Pallas
1776—1801, p. 242).
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At the end of the 19th century,
information on the sacred “washing” ¢
on the ceremonial part of name-giving a
as well (Pozdneev 1887, pPp. 412—426).

The naming ceremony was connected to the ritual washing of the child.
The general rule was that it would not be carried out earlier than the third
day after birth but according to the common Mongolian practice it was held
in the first month. First, the father went to an astrologer, a monk whom he
informed about the exact time, date and circumstances of the birth and asked
him to determine if the child was born under a lucky star and to set up the
day, and the necessary ceremonies, the persons participating in them and the
holy books to be read. For this, the astrological book Vaidirya dkar-po and
the medical work Glan-thabs were used.

The child would have a fortunate fate in the following cases :

— if he is born in a proper way

— if he falls on his back after getting out from the womb

— if the navel string is rolled up around his chest

— if he begins to cry out loud directly after birth

— if the crown of his head is high

— if the bones of his skull are hard

— if the top of his head is not large

— if his hairs stand upwards

— if his body is clean

— if his ears jut out

— if he sucks strongly and trembles during sucking.

The lack of these omens or their manifestation in an insufficient measure
and especially the birth with inborn teeth (which is a sign of Shamanic abil-
ities) were considered as bad omens and so special, additional works had to
be read beside the common prayers in order to avoid misfortune. The number
of the participating Lamas was also determined by the astrologer. According
to the basic rule, the participation of four gelongs was needed with the con-
dition that one of them must be the astrologer visited. On such occasions it

sometimes happened that about 100 monks gathered at the residences of
well-to-do Khans but the commoners tr

ied to reduce the costs by inviting
1 Lama from the monastery and 3 wandering monks or by inviting only the
astrologer.

Pozdneev offered the most detailed
eremony and, in connection with it,
nd the methods of name determination

Reading prayers determined according to the kilil of birth was followed
by the washing ceremony. Water and milk were mixe
holy grasses were sprinkled on them. After reading some prayers, the mixture
was blessed by reading some dharanis and placing a holy book on it. First,
the Lama sprinkled some drops of this mixture into the mouth of the child
three times with the middle finger of his left hand and then poured some

d in a bowl and some
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28 J. VINKOVICS

drops of this liquid into the right hand and washed the child’s face and head
thus cleaning him from the crimes committed in previous incarnations.
According to the 8 kilils a special dhdrani was assigned to the child.
According to Pozdneev (p. 416) the astrologer determined the name by
two methods described in the 12th chapter of Vaidirya dkar-po in accordance
with the date of the birth. Both methods (that of the 5 yarays and that of
the 28 constellations) are detailed in the footnotes of pp. 416—419. This data
was adapted by other scholars (e.g. Zambalsurén and others) although only
a brief reference to these methods could be found in the 12th chapter of
a printed Vaidiarya dkar-po deriving from Mongolia, which is kept uhder
Reg. No. B 9164 in the Tibetan Collection of the Leningrad Section of the
Institute of Oriental Studies, on the basis of a short examination carried out
under the auspices of the Soviet Tibetologist L. 8. Savickij. It can be sup-
posed that the detailed description was based on oral information put down
by the Russian scholar on the spot, although some written sources must have
existed on the matter. Because of their importance, revealing these written
materials deserves further research.

After the name-giving, the name of the child’s protective deity, and the
colour of the horse to be sacrificed on his behalf were made known by the
astrologer. After the washing ceremony, the child had to wear the five bus,
small slips of paper with the proper dharanis as protection against mischievous
spirits.

Among the Khalkhas (Njambuu 1976, p. 125), Kalmoucks (Darbakova

1970, p. 238; Monraev 1971, pp. 63—64; Brdniev 1970, p. 203), Khorchins

(Kuo-yi Pao 1966, p. 420), Alar-Buriats (Basaeva 1980, p. 90) and Chakhars

(Vreeland 1957, p. 175) name-giving was arranged with the assistance of
a holy Lama most usually together with the “washing” ceremony (Khalkha:

Vreeland 1957, p. 74; Njambuu 1976, p. 125; Kalmouck : Darbakova 1970,
p- 236—237 ; Mingat: Sonomcérén 1975, pp. 60—61 ; Chakhar: Vreeland 1957,
p- 175) or separate from it (Darkhat: Badamchatan 1965, p. 177). Among the
Buriats name-giving takes place simultaneously with the ceremony ulgéédé
oruulcha (Basaeva 1980, p. 89). Among the Dagur Mongols the child was
given his final name at an age of 7 at the same time as the hair-cutting cere-
mony took place (Vreeland 1957, p. 256). Concerning the Khorchin Mongols,
according to the memories by Kuo-yi Pao neither a special name-giving nor
special hair-cutting ceremony was existent about the 30-ies of this century
(Kuo-yi Pao 1966, pp. 419—420).

The name of the ceremony appears in different forms among the different
Mongolian nations : Khalkha chuuchéd ugaach/araalach ‘‘to wash the child/in

» (Njambuu 1976, p. 125), Kalmouck meljagudyn churim ‘‘the fest

holy water
Chakhar sarlin 6i ‘“‘the jubilee

milangyud” (Darbakova 1970, pp. 236—237),
of the first month” (Vreeland 1957, p. 175).
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1087, ;n g:rfelﬁkla na,nllie. was given three days after birth (Khalkha : Vreeland
s 3_(; - mo;lc : .Pallas 1776 —1801, p. 242 ; Erkiit Mostaert 1934
B a,fter birth);sK; tlirh bl.l‘th .(Kalmouck: Darbakova 1970, p. 236), 7 —16,
Batmon e K ]: a: N]afnbuu .1976, Pp- 125—127), in the first month
1057 1.21—12284. og in Kul'tura i byt kalmykov 1977, p. 80; Rubel
1054, 2 .100) iy ,th ha'khar: Vreeland 1957, p. 175; Monguor : ’Schram
and, o proe in the 'flrst year (Caidam Mongols: Kozlov 1950, p. 138)
N y mentioned, at the Dagurs at an age of 7 (Vreeland 1957
bl keinf(rlanflework of a more or less rich festive banquet. ’
occasion ta MO(; r:la,;n; Zas bestowed on the Mongolian child at that special
1980, p. o1, agnd tha onl.y one personal name traditionally (Zukovskaja
oporbing name,s : tJhe majority of the personal names consisted of s, c
tandable ame » 1.6. they were of common noun origin, thus being under:
Aecording oo & (;)drﬁ:)nentlable among the Mongolian speaking population
oxistameng th(; S 1;1 ( 964. p. ?9.) two main types of name existed and stili
ot e Mo gols : the desiderata and the category of protective names.
after the del ¥ Za ?a mes. f'lfter lf)nger childlessness (barrenness) or
s given mos o rlier born e.hlldren in infancy, the new-born in general
ey wagenmes izuc':;;!;igdzf;;: dt;he demons harmful to the child. These
- : ng precautions (1) the chi
: hlc;rr;g artlobililz p(agtlsk}(lKhallfha: Rintchen 1956, p- 22() ;) (2) tfll;ﬂc(ili?c(i) eiz 23:
Charian b Pitanij 19& : Rintchen 1956, p. 22 ; Vjatkina 1960, pp. 233 —234 -
Monrner 1o o 50, p. 133; Buriats: Aldarova 1976b ; Ka,lmoucks:
(3) the b i; ﬁpt —65; Khorchins : Kuo-yi Pao 1966, PP 418—-419):
Aliarors Toni oKa,1 male one (Khalkha : Rintchen 1956, p. 22; Buriats-,
1050 tor K,hor ail fnm.:ks: Mo.nraev 1971, pp. 64—65; Monguc;rs Schra,m.
s Should,b chins : Kuo-yi Pao 1966, Pp- 418—419). As a remarkabl
oLt € mentioned that even geographical names lassifi mong
pro ecctyl;;e names by Darbakova (Darbakova 1970 P 23:’;31‘9 -
angs ievi o f .
names. e gse ;izogu St :ﬁe name. BelleY1ng in the fate-influencing effect of
the "ot real” po r:;sses In succession, and bad luck were assigned to
name 1y framewoi Oefa I;I:;iol:, eso. sleverely ill children were given a new
securing rec-O\;zr}lr for him (Khalkha, :pzc;io;se;ZEOESZ, ;)Vltlléll ‘tlgu:;:: I]l;ion o
Dagond 19? ;;ucll; ] Ssa}i(i:foafgooxigl i(ul"tura. i byt kalmykov 1977,18.33;,?
Some cases from tl;e Yiian Era (; o auoted Ly v
compatn, re quoted by V. V. Barthol
mamp(BM t.s;l gﬁ;r;g; gf nan21§ for thfa namesakes after the death of an il(liu::ri;illz
t2boo of mre ot ;h;;. x :(; TTI;:: %lzsrglon.lenon can be connected with the
o ' . arian researcher Zij i
cen?:;;ge(f(;(f) na?e rfaallzfad on the basis of the ruler’s cor,m:aairgd:;]stllia I3th
m Jirgo’adai to Jebe Tafradzijska 1974, p- 291). In gener(;llitz

ed among
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30 J. VINKOVICS

can state that greater rise in rank or accession to the throne were accompanied
by a change of name (see e.g. the name Ciinggis). Having arrived to the home
of her father-in-law, the Kalmouck bride was given a new name at the turn
of the 19th and 20th centuries (Darbakova 1970, p. 240 ; Erdniev 1970, p. 199).

As in other religions, the Lamaist monks of Mongolian descent at the
beginning of their holy career changed their names when making the ubasi
oath (Vreeland 1957, p. 109). The brief description of this latter ceremony can
be found at Pozdneev (Pozdneev 1887, p. 128).

Taboo of names. This was a very common custom among the
Mongols. In the various Mongolian languages and dialects it was called by
different names (in the 13th century: gorug, Khalkha céér, the person the
name of whom is tabooed : héciwu nért; Kalmouck berlra, bermsixa, xadomlzn,
hadmalgan : Ordos nere cdldzu). The pronunciation of a name was prohibited
in case of death (Barthold 1970, p. 206) so the names of the ancestors are
tabooed, too (Erdniev 1970, pp. 268—269).

For the children it was prohibited to call their parents or elder relatives
by name (Khalkha: Zambalsurén 1970, p. 18; Inner-Mongolian: Montell
1945, p. 44, p. 53; Dagur: Vreeland 1957, p. 253; Onon 1972, p. 46;
Chakhar: Vreeland 1957, p. 173), moreover the married couples, were also not
allowed to call one another by name (Mongol : Salchakov in Kul’'tura i byt
kalmykov 1977, p. 73; Kalmouck: Salchakov in Kul’tura i byt kalmykov
1977, p. 74; Dagur: Vreeland 1957, p. 253). The names of the husband’s
elder relatives were tabooed for the new wife (Khalkha: Zambalsarén 1970,
p- 18; Buriat: Basaeva 1980, p. 55; Kalmouck: Darbakova 1970, pp.
240—241; RErdniev 1970, p. 200; Monraev 1971, pp. 65—66; Ordos:
Mostaert 1957, p. 258) together with the common nouns corresponding to them.
As a result of this custom the so called ééruulél came into being, which means
a change or distortion in the phonetic form of a given word and the usage
of synonyms instead of the common nouns proper (cf. Aalto 1959, 1971).

The general appearance of inequality in social life was accompanied
by the appearance of titles and ranks, too. Soviet researcher Zukovskaja
mentions examples on the personal-name-replacing usage of them from the
13th century (Zukovskaja 1980, pp. 9—10). On the basis of a disputable con-
cept, the personal-name-replacing usage of titles and ranks in the 16th and

17th centuries is traced back to the Shamanistic prohibition of the pronun-
ciation of names (Zukovskaja 1970, pp. 231—234; 1980, p. 10). The above
quoted phenomenon is illustrated through precedents from the lives of religious
and secular personalities as well (Zukovskaja 1970, pp. 231—234; 1980,
p- 10), although by citing the further lot of Cinggis Khan’s name, an example
of the contrary case is presented, too (Zukovskaja 1970, pp. 234—236).
Bearing several mames. Although it was true in general,
for any representative of the different Mongolian peoples that he has one name
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only, at the meetin
could be encountered, too, Among the Kalmo

The folklore and popular wisdo

. m relat i
Importance and multiple role. *. 10 personsl name whow it

Proverbs ang wise sayings
Duudach nérijg écég éh w
Duursach nérijg 66roc? (Khalkha)

The name by which one js called, is given by

his parents
The name by which one is remembered, is ea,

rned by himself,
Nér négtijn &ih w nég.® (Khalkha)
Those, who wear the Same name, have one ear.
Nér négtijn ich nég
Nugél négtijn tam nég.* (Khalkha)
Those, who wear the 84,

me name, have one ear
Those, who have the '

same crime, have the same hell.
Zuwun chinij zis uzéchésr
Nég chinij nér togtoo.® (Khalkha)

* Gaadamba, §.—(Caréns d
Ulaaba 1978 . 1 odnom, D. Mongol ardyn  aman zochiolyn déss bicig.

3 Mongol ard r
. yn zujr 4g. Ulaanbaat )
tové tajlbar tol’. Ulaanbaatar 1966, p. 398éla o 1956, p- 49
: Mongol ardyn on’sogo cécén, 4
G&&damba—-Cérénsodnom,

Cévél., Ja. Mongol chélnij

g. Ulaanbaatar 1982, p. 163.
op. cit., p. 15.
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32 J. VINKOVICS
Instead of knowing hundred persons superficially
Have only one friend !

Caasan déér nértéj

Casan déér mortéj.8 (Khalkha)
He has a name on paper
And footprints in snow.

Chéluul javach nér

Chévtét chocroch jas’ (Khalkha)
After death one’s name spreads from mouth to mouth,
One’s bones remain lying motionless after him.

eme k’ep¥i sde gewwits'i
wnisenésen t§asind@ mor-wg“i
wpwril gapiart'u nere-ug¥i :
ere k’ep%i mii geww’ts’i
t§énpéé nere’t’
837 p’wn alba’t’@ Bdp-ima® (Ordos)
Had a woman been very good
she would not have had traces besides her mortal remains, and
would not have had a name even at a place of one day’s walk.

Had a man been very bad
his name would have been enlisted in the military recruiting

registers.
s@n ere GuirutDéE nere’t’
s@n eme wmisenésen t8asinan wpwrii gapfart'u nere-wg™i.® (Ordos)

A good man has a fame all over the country
A good woman has no name at a place of one day’s walk from her

mortal remains.

Néréé bodo? jav.
Bjaraa médé orgo.r® (Khalkha)
Live always thinking on your name
Lift anything in knowledge of your bodily strength.

¢ Gaadamba — Cérénsodnom, op. cit., p. 18.
7 Gaadamba — Cérénsodnom, op. cit., p. 18.
8 Mostaert 1957. p. 488.

9 Mostaert 1957. p. 489.
10 Mongol ardyn zujr ug. Ulaanbaatar 1956. p. 50.
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Nér oloch nasny
Nér chugarach odrijnit (Khalkha)

Meriting a fame lasts a lifetime
Loosing it takes only a day.

Nérijn chor

Nidirnij chijr2 (Khalkha)

B The poison of the name,
The filth of the face.

P L,
: Sajn nérijg chusévé oldochguj

! Muu nérijg chusave arilachgij'® (Khalkha)
San mern chasv fign olddgo

mu nern chusv Cign hardgo (Kalmouck)

Alt‘hough a good name is wished,
1t would not turn up.

Alt_hough a bad name is scraped,
1t would not disappear.

Nér chugarsnaas
Jas chugarsan dééris (Khalkha)

To have your bones broken is better
Than having your fame infringed.

Nér chugarachaar
Jas chugar.1s (Khalkha)

Ckum] gazar nér chugarachaar
ooryn gazar jas chugar.l? (Khalkha)
Transl. cf. above.

Evrannj neran hutachin oréd,
coge machmud targ.'s (Kalmouck)
Transl. cf. above,

11: Gaadamba—Cérénsodnom, op. cit., p. 16
- élfongol ardyn zijr ug. 1956, P 49’ .
aadamba — Céra i,
Moskva 1957, p. 286. rensodnom, op. ok,
1 Kalmycko-russki; ’
j slovar’. Moskva 1977
11: Mongol ardyn 2ujr ug. 1956. p. 75 P
Gaadamba—Cérénsodnom, op. cit
Luvsandéndév, op. cit., p. 286. 7
1” Cével, op. cit, p. 399.
8 Kalmycko-russkij slovar’, p. 376.

p. 16. Luvsandéndav, A. Mongol oros tol’.

p- 16. Mongol ardyn zujr ug. 1956, p. 76
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Néréé chucharanchaar .
Jahaa chuchara.’® (Buriat)

Transl. cf. above.
Dééléé Simed n’
Néréé cévért n'2° (Khalkha)

One should keep his gown new
and his name clean.

Sajn chan burd

Sajn muw nér

Saldguj chosolt javdag?* (Khalkha) »
Every good man is inseparably accompanie
by his good or bad fame.

Chin néréé, togos $uvuu 6doo.* (Khalkha)

This man [is proud] of his name
As the peacock [is proud] of his feathers.

Good wishes
.~ = 1
Bajd nere’t’i ol
nojon t&olo’t’s Bol 1% (Ordos)
Have a rich name and a noble rank!

Riddles )
2 j iusén chonc
Chuichéd bajchaas zusén
Chun bolgond minij surgijg gargana. (Khalkha)
(Chunij néry ‘
The bell sticked to me from my childhood
Rings news on me to everybody.
(Personal name)

. ‘ B ot . . 340.
19 Ce €1misov K. M. (19 13) ur 7at8ko T uSSk’la] slovar MOSkV&, P 4
T > . ’

20 Gaadamba — Cérénsodnom, op. c'i:t., p- llz;
21 Gaadamba—Cérénsodnom, op. ci., p. 16.
22 Cévél, op. cit., p. 399.

3 Mostaert 1957. p. 463. )
24 Gaadamba — Cérénsodnom, op. ci., p. 36.
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