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THE MODERN KAZAKH AMULETS ’TUMAR’

Àíîòàö³ÿ / Abstract

Ó áàãàòüîõ íàðîä³â ³ â áàãàòüîõ êóëüòóðàõ îáåðåãè â³ä³ãðàâàëè âàæëèâó çàõèñíó ðîëü. Òåíäåíö³¿ 
ìîäåðí³çàö³¿ òà ïîñèëåííÿ âïëèâó ³ñëàìñüêî¿ ðåë³ã³¿ ïîçíà÷àþòüñÿ íà ñó÷àñí³é ðîë³ òà çíà÷åíí³ 
êàçàõñüêèõ îáåðåã³â. Ó íèí³øí³é ÷àñ êàçàõñüê³ îáåðåãè ’òóìàð’ º íå ò³ëüêè àïîòðîïåÿìè, àëå é 
åëåìåíòîì íàðîäíîãî ìèñòåöòâà. Ìåòîþ äîñë³äæåííÿ ñòàëî ðîçêðèòòÿ ñó÷àñíî¿ ðîë³ êàçàõñüêèõ 
îáåðåã³â ’òóìàð’. 

Âèêîðèñòîâóþ÷è ìåòîä âêëþ÷åíîãî ñïîñòåðåæåííÿ, àâòîð äîñë³äæåííÿ ðîçêðèâ îñîáëèâîñò³ 
âèêîðèñòàííÿ îáåðåã³â ó ñó÷àñíîìó ïîáóò³. Çàñòîñîâóþ÷è ìåòîä ³íòåðâ’þâàííÿ, àâòîð äîñë³äæåííÿ 
ïðîâ³â áåñ³äè ç ³íôîðìàíòàìè ïðî çíà÷åííÿ êàçàõñüêèõ îáåðåã³â ó ñüîãîäåíí³. Ó ðåçóëüòàò³ 
äîñë³äæåííÿ áóëî âñòàíîâëåíî, ùî êàçàõñüê³ îáåðåãè íàáóâàþòü åñòåòè÷íî¿ ôóíêö³¿, ñïðèéìàþòüñÿ 
ÿê äàíèíà òðàäèö³¿. Àâòîð ñòàòò³ íàâ³â ñó÷àñíó òèïîëîã³þ êàçàõñüêèõ îáåðåã³â íà îñíîâ³ ìàòåð³àë³â 
¿õ âèãîòîâëåííÿ.

Êëþ÷îâ³ ñëîâà: ìàòåð³àëüíà êóëüòóðà, äóõîâíà êóëüòóðà, ñâ³òîãëÿäí³ òðàäèö³¿, ³ñëàì, 
îáåðåãè, ’òóìàð’, êàçàõñüêèé íàðîä, Êàçàõñòàí.

Talismans have played an important protective role in many nations and cultures. Modernization 
trends and the growing influence of Islam are affecting the contemporary purpose and significance 
of the Kazakh amulets. Currently the Kazakh ’tumar’ amulets are both apotropaic things and the 
element of folk art. The study is aimed at revealing the modern function of Kazakh ’tumar’ amulets. 

The author of the study has revealed the peculiarities of the modern use of amulets using the 
method of participant observation. The scholar has conducted interviews with informants on the 
modern significance of Kazakh amulets with the help of the interview method. It has been found 
out as the result of the study that Kazakh amulets acquire an aesthetic function and are perceived 
as a tribute to tradition. The author of the article has also submitted a modern typology of Kazakh 
talismans according to the materials used in their making.

Keywords: material culture, spiritual culture, worldview traditions, Islam, amulets, ’tumar’, 
the Kazakh people, Kazakhstan.
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Introduction. Objects (items) of 
the material culture, such as musical 
instruments and parts of sacred animals, are 
often subject of sacralization in the system 
of folk beliefs and still are of a great value. 
As it is well known, this is largely due to 
the attribution of apotropaic functions to a 
particular object. Thus, wearing talismans 
and amulets (the Kazakh name is ’tūmar’, 
’tumar’) on the chest and behind the 
collar, i. e. in vulnerable parts of the body, 
is intended to protect them. According to 
custom, ’tumar’ are worn by men on their 
backs, behind their shoulders, and on their 
foreheads. The women wear ’tumar’, inlaid 
beads and silver jewellery on their chests. 
The girls also weave ’tumar’-s into their 
braids [1, 7]. The Kazakhs have attached 
’tumar’-s with nails to the inside of the 
door jamb of a yurt (like a horseshoe) in 
ancient times [2]. ’Tumar’-s were worn 
not only by people, but also by domestic 
creatures. A stallion (ram) has been chosen 
for consecration during the tethering of 
livestock (’qosaqtau’) long ago. This 
animal always wears a ’tumar’, put on it 
when it is released into a new herd [2].

According to our fieldwork, the 
wearing of talismans, amulets and charms 
is still widespread among the Kazakhs. 
Nevertheless, the role and significance of 
’tumar’-s have undergone different changes.

Presentation of main article material. 
Research methods. The qualitative 
methods are used in this study. The author 
has revealed the peculiarities of the modern 
use of amulets with the help of the method 
of participant observation. The researcher 
has conducted interviews with informants 
(5 informants from different parts of the 
republic) on the modern significance of 
Kazakh amulets with the interview method.

One of our informants in Astana 
(B. Zhaksylykova, born in 1969), an ethnic 
designer by profession, reported that tumars 
containing texts from the suras of the Quran 
(suras ’al-Fatiha’, ’al-Ikhlas’, etc.) protect 
against the evil eye, bad words, enemies, 
etc. [5]. At the same time, its usual triangular 
shape has no particular symbolic meaning, 
since tumars can also be quadrangular. 
According to other informants, the star and 
crescent moon are considered as a separate 
type of ’tumar’. Although the use of ’tumar’-s 
is only permitted as an accessory from the 
point of view of the clergy, the custom is 

considered religious among respondents [5]. 
The practice can be considered an example 
of a divergent form of correlation, where, 
according to different (competing) points 
of view, religious beliefs are practically 
mutually exclusive. Thus, religious leaders 
condemn the use of amulets, while the 
general population continues to wear and 
keep them, hoping for protection from 
various misfortunes.

On a global scale, despite regional 
differences, amulets are united by the fact 
that they are characterized by the use of 
a special and distinctive vocabulary of 
inscriptions and symbols. They can be found 
in a variety of combinations. The ’magical’ 
vocabulary and the active use of the Koran 
are important elements of these amulets. 
Regional variations of these samples are 
unique, but they are united by inscriptions 
from the Quran and even images of the 
Prophet Muhammad, as well as astrological 
signs and religious narratives. Such text 
amulets have been placed originally in lead 
cases [8].

In the 19th and early 20th centuries, 
’tumar’-s have become widespread among 
Muslim Turkic peoples. According to 
F. T. Valeev, the word ’tumar’ in Turkic 
languages comes from Greek [4]. According 
to the point of view of the author of the 
submitted article, the Kazakh word ’tumar’ 
comes from the Arabic word ’tamima’, 
which means “amulet” [3]. Such an amulet 
is a small triangle (or square) made of dark 
fabric or leather. Suras from the Koran 
have been sewn inside the envelope. 

In the past, when paper was scarce, 
’tumar’-s were often made from the skin 
of domestic animals. They were given a 
triangular shape and then filled with a 
handful of native soil [7, p. 75]. Amulets 
were made from silver coins and attached 
to headdresses. According to traditional 
beliefs, silver has the power to protect 
against evil forces.

The Kazakhs had a tradition called as 
’bäsire tartu’ in ancient times. The essence 
of the custom is that when a child is given 
a lamb or a foal, the future owner has to 
take care of it [7]. The animal has been 
’protected’ by a special amulet. The fact is 
widespread even today, although it is now 
much less common.

A fallen umbilical cord (’balanyñ 
zholdasy’) could also serve as a talisman. 
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The hair was used as a personal talisman. In 
modern times, the custom of ’aydar koyu’ 
is being revived, although to some extent it 
has lost its former significance of ’warding 
off’ evil forces. 

The use of talismans is based on 
an ancient principle of thinking – the 
interchangeability of the part and the 
whole. An important part of a sacred 
object acts as a symbol of the whole, and 
at the same time, the whole object can 
be contained in a separate part (’pars pro 
toto’). Taking into account the different 
variations of talismans and amulets, and 
based on the materials used to make them, 
we propose the following typology of 
Kazakh amulets: 

1) amulets made from ’natural’ (animate 
and inanimate) materials (water, salt, soot; 
cowrie shells, feathers and claws of an eagle 
owl, tail feathers of a hoopoe, fangs, claws 
and skins of a wolf, fox, etc., fangs of a wild 
boar; ’kärı žilik’ bone, sheep shoulder blade, 
horse skull); 

2) amulets representing household items 
and weapons (’qamshy’, pins, knives, 
sabres, axes, etc.); 

3) amulets representing elements of 
clothing and jewellery (baby’s shirt ’it 
köilek’, girls’ headdress ’qarqa’, wedding 
headdress ’säukele’, bracelets with 
carnelian, etc.);

4) amulets associated with specific 
hairstyles (children’s hairstyles are ’aydar’ 
(for boys), ’tūlymşaq’); 

5) amulets with Muslim attributes made 
of paper, leather, glass and other materials 
(tumars with stitched inscriptions from 

the Koran, ’nazar’-s against the evil eye 
(’közmonşaq’), crescent moons, ’taspiq’s); 

6) sacred books that serve as amulets 
(the Quran, tafsirs of the Quran, religious 
texts). Outside of this typology, it should 
be noted once again that the Kazakhs have 
special names serving as amulets.

The main function of amulets is to ward 
off misfortune, the ’evil eye’ and jinn. They 
are supposed to promote health, longevity 
and fertility. For example, among Turkic-
speaking peoples, there is a common amulet 
against the evil eye called as ’nazar’ (in 
Kazakh is ’közmonşaq’), which often 
symbolizes the pupil of the eye [4, p. 75]. 
The custom of wearing ’tumar’ among the 
Kazakhs is ancient in origin. In order to 
protect a child from the evil eye and bad 
words, cowrie shells (’zhylanbas’), owl 
feathers, nine beads, and silver coins are 
attached to the cradle and clothing as 
’tumar’. Water and salt are also considered 
as talismans. Healers still use them today 
to eliminate the effects of damage [5]. 

Analogues to Kazakh ’tumar’s are also 
found in the other cultures. Miniature 
amulets made in the medieval Mediterranean 
Islamic world include prayers written in 
block letters or stamped. By folding, these 
miniature paper amulets are often further 
reduced in size to fit into a miniature 
wearable box or tubular pendants. In other 
cases, however, these protective items 
remain completely faithful to the book 
format, like miniature Qurans protected 
by illuminated metal cases [3, p. 313]. 
This type of amulet is also popular in the 
traditional Kazakh society [3].

Fig. 1. Wolf fangs  
(Astana, Kazakhstan). 
Photo by the author (August 2022) [5]

Fig. 2. Amulet made of wolf  
teeth, wool and ’eyes’ (Astana, Kazakhstan). 

Photo by the author (August 2022) [5]
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An amulet, also known as a lucky charm 
or phylactery, is an object believed to offer 
protection to its owner. Any object can serve 
as an amulet; statues, coins, drawings, parts 
of plants, animals, and written words are 
commonly used for this purpose. Amulets are 
any objects that can ward off evil influences 
or bad luck. An amulet is an object that 
is usually worn for protection and is made 
of durable material (metal or hard stone). 
Amulets can also be paper objects, but the 
word ’talisman’ is usually used to refer to 
them. Amulets are sometimes confused with 
pendants, which are small, aesthetic objects 
those are hung on necklaces. Any pendant 
can indeed be an amulet, as can any other 
object that supposedly protects its owner 
from danger [6].

In the Islamic world, the composition 
of the material and the graphic content are 
important for determining the apotropaic 
power of amulets. Precious and semi-
precious materials are preferred for amulets, 
as their protective properties depend largely 
on their natural rarity, monetary value and 
symbolic significance. Among semi-precious 
materials, carnelian is often chosen, as 
it is considered the stone of the Prophet 
Muhammad, who, according to legend, has 
worn a carnelian seal set in silver on the 
little finger of his right hand. Carnelian 
(’akhyq’) is one of the most common 
materials used in Kazakh jewellery [6]. 
In addition, Carnelian (’akhyq’) is one of 
the most common materials used in Kazakh 
jewellery [6]. Moreover, materials such 
as jade and jasper are believed to have 
protective and healing properties, including 
ensuring victory in battle, protecting 
against lightning and curing diseases of 
the internal organs. Sometimes different 
materials are combined to achieve multiple 
protective effects. For example, the 
combination of jade and carnelian signifies 
fertility and embryogenesis. The reddish, 
transcendent quality of carnelian resembles 
blood, which echoes the clot of congealed 
blood from which Allah created a man. The 
amulets often feature repetitive apotropaic 
verses from the Quran praising Allah as the 
supreme giver of security and power, as well 
as the prophet Muhammad [6, p. 313]. It is 
known that amulets and talismans are used 
by early Muslims primarily to appeal to 
God. In this respect, early Islamic amulets 
differ significantly from Byzantine, Roman, 

early Iranian and other pre-Islamic magical 
objects, which appealed to demonic forces 
or spirits of the dead.

Talismans continue to be of great 
importance despite condemnation by clergy 
(according to one of our informants, who 
was a mullah, talismans can only be worn 
for style – ’sän retinde’) [5].

Fig. 3. Amulet holder ’boitūmar’. 
(Central Kazakhstan, 19th century, silver, 
twisting). National Museum of Republic 

of Kazakhstan Funds, Fund I–67 [5]

Fig. 4. The modern talisman ’tūmar’.
(Astana, Kazakhstan). Photo by the 

author (March 2023) [5]
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Conclusion. The wearing of amulets 
and talismans is still associated with 
beliefs about their protective functions. 
However, talismans are also considered as 
a part of folk art, style and decoration. 
The custom of using amulets and talismans 
is a vernacular tradition, which can be 

attributed to a model of divergence from 
the dogmas of the dominant religion. The 
wearing of ’tumar’-s is ’authorised’ in 
the popular consciousness by the use of 
elements and symbols of Muslim doctrine, 
such as the prayer texts of the Koran, the 
crescent moon and the star.
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