BN FADLAN
The Viking Rus, 922

n 821 the Mushim caliph of Baghdad sent (bn Fadlan® on a mission
o the king of the Bulgars.” The Muslim king of the Bulgars may have
een looking for an alliance with the caliph of Baghdad against the
‘Khazars, sandwiched between them just west of the Caspian Sea.
orth and west of the Bulgars was the area thar became Ukraine and
ussia. The Volga River, which had its source in the Ural Mountains,
flowed south through this land into the Caspian Sea. In the eighth
and ninth centuries this area was inhabited by various tribes, many of
which spoke early Slavic languages. Ar some point these tribes were
nited under the command of a people called the Rus. The origins of
the Rus are disputed, but most experts believe that they were either
Vikings or the descendants of Vikings and Slavs.

Ibr: Fadlan provides our earliest description of these Rus {or
Northmen, as he calls them here), whom he encounrered on the
-'\}"olga near the modern city of Kazan during his trip to the Bulgar
king. (5ee Map 11.1 on page 399 for his roure.) They or their ances-
tors had sailed downriver from the Baltic Sea on raiding and trading
expeditions. What does ibn Fadlan tell us about these Scandinavian
raiders who gave their name to Russia?

THINKING HISTORICALLY

Notice Ibn Fadlan’s moral judgments about the Viking Rus. Notice
_your own moral judgments. How are Ibn Fadlan’s judgments differ-
ent from your own? What do you think accounts for those
differences?

aw how the Northmen had arrived with their wares, and pirched their
mp beside the Volga. Never did I see people so gigantic; they are rall
palm trees, and florid and ruddy of complexion. They wear neither
misoles nor chaftans,” but the men among them wear a garment of

FIH buhn fahd LAHN

* These Bulpars, with a Muslim king, had recently heen forced north of the Caspian Sea
hile other Bulgars moved west to whar is woday Bulgaria where they were converred 1o
istianiry by Byzantium). [Ed.]

Probably means no fine or fitted tops or robes; but see larer description of funeral. {Ed.)

urces Alberr Stanberough Cook, “Ibn Fadlan's Account of Scandinavian Merchants on the
Ba-in 922," Jorernal of English and Gernanic Phifology 22, no. 1 {1923} 56-63,
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rough cloth, which is thrown over one side, so that one hand ra
free. Every one carries an axe, a dagger, and a sword, and without
weapons they are never seen. Their swords are broad, with w.
and of Frankish make. From the tip of the finger-nails to the n
man of them is tartooed wich pictures of trees, living beings; ang
things. The women carry, fastened to their breast, a little case of
copper, silver, or gold, according to the wealth and resources. g
husbands. Fastened to the case they wear a ring, and upon thar
all artached to their breast, About their necks they wear gold a
chains. If the husband possesses ren thousand dirhems, he has on
made for his wife; if wwenty thousand, two; and for every ten th
one is added. Hence it often happens thar a Scandinavian woman
large number of chains abous her neck. Their most highly prized
ments consist of small green shells, of one of the varieties whicl
found in {the botroms of| ships. They make great efforts 1o obtain
paying as much as a dirhem for such 1 shell, and stringing ‘them’
necklace for their wives. ;
They are the filthiest race that God ever created. They don
themselves after going to stool, nor wash themselves after 3 nocty
pollution, any more than if they were wild asses. :
They come from their own country, anchor their ships in the _
which is a great river, and build large wooden houses on its banks
every such house there live ren or twenty, more or fewer. Each man
a couch, where he sits with the beautiful girls he has for sale, Here he
as likely as not to enjoy one of them while a friend looks on, A
several of them will be thus engaged at the same moment, each
view of the others. Now and again a merchant will resort to a hous
purchase a girl, and find her master thus embracing her, and nos givin
over until he has fully had his will. g
Every morning a girl comes and brings a tub of water, and places.
before her master. In this he proceeds to wash his face and hands, an,
then his hair, combing it out over the vessel. Thereupon he blows &
nose, and spits into the tub, and, feaving no dirt behind, conveys it
into this water. When he has finished, the girl carries the tuh to the ma
next [to] him, who does the same. Thus she continues carrying the
from one to another till each of those who are in the house has b
his nose and spit into the tu b, and washed his face and hair, :
As soon as their ships have reached the anchorage, every one goes
ashore, having at hand bread, mear, onions, milk, and strong drink;
betakes himself to a high, upright piece of v '00d, bearing the likeness:
hurnan face; this is surrounded by smaller statues, and behind these there
are still other tall pieces of wood driven into the ground. He advances
the large wooden fgure, prostrates himself before it, and thus addresses
“O my Lord, I am come from a far country, bringing with me so and so
many girls, and so and so marny pelts of sable” [or, marten]; and whe
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his enumerated all his merchandise, he continues, “1 have broughr
this present,” laying before the wooden statue whar he has broughr,
aving: “I desire thee to bestow upon me a purchaser who has gold
ilver coins, who will bay from me to my heart’s content, and who
efuse none of my demands.” Having so said, he deparrs. If his trade
gdes ill, he returns and brings a second, or even a third present. If he
ontinues to have difficulty in obtaining what he desires, he brings a
nt to one of the small statues, and implores its intercession, saying:
ese are the wives and daughrers of our lord.” Continuing thus, he goes
each statue in turn, invokes ir, beseeches its intercession, and bows
ihly before it. If it then chances that his trade goes swimmingly, and he
woses of all his merchandise, he reports: “My lord has fulfilled my de-
& now it is my dury to repay him.” Upon this, he takes a number of
le and sheep, slaughters them, gives a portion of the meas to the poor,
| carries the rest before the large statue and the smaller ones that sur-
nd it, hanging the heads of the sheep and cattle on the large piece of
d which is planted in the earth. When nighr falls, dogs come and de-
rit all. Then he who has so placed it exclaims: “F am well pleasing to
lord; he has consumed my present.”

If.one of their number falls sick, they ser up a tent ar a distance, in
ich they place him, leaving bread and water at hand. Thereafter they
er-approach nor speak to him, nor visit him the whole time, espe-
lly if he is a poor person or a slave. If he recovers and rises from his
‘bed, he returns to his own. If he dies, they cremare him; but if he is
lave they leave him as he is till at length he becomes the food of dogs
d birds of prey.

If they catch a thief or a robber, they lead him to a thick and lofry
, fasten a strong rope round him, string him up, and fer him hang
] he drops to pieces by the action of wind and rain.

T was told that the least of what they do for their chiefs when they
,15 to consume them with fire. When I was finally informed of the
ith of one of their magnates, I sought to witness what befell. First they
d him in his grave-—over which a roof was erected — for the space of
en days, unti] they had completed the curting and sewing of his clothes.
the case of a poor man, however, they merely build for him a boat, in
ich they place him, and consume it with fire. Ar the death of a rich
an, they bring together his goods, and divide them into three parts.
he first of these is for his family; the second is expended for the gar-
ents they make; and with the third they purchase strong drink, against
e-day when the girl resigns herself to death, and is burned with her
aster. To the use of wine they abandon themselves in mad fashion,
rinking it day and night; and not seldom does one die with the cup in
is hand.

~ When one of their chiefs dies, his family asks his girls and pages:
Which one of you will die with him?” Then one of them answers, “1.”
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From the time that he Jor she] utters this word, he is no Loy
should he wish to draw back, he is not permitted. For them
however, it is the girls that offer themselves. So, when th
whom I'spoke had died, they asked his girls, “Who will di¢ with
One of them answered, “I.” She was then committed L0 two girls
were to keep watch over her, accompany her wherever she
even, on oceasion, wash her feet. The people now began 1
themselves with the dead man—rto cut out the clothes for hin
prepare whatever else was needful. During the whole of th;
the girl gave herself over to drinking and singing, and was he
and gay. .
When the day was now come that the dead man and the gir
be committed to the flames, I went to the river in which his ship I3
found that ir had already been drawn ashore. Four corner-blog
birch and other woods had been placed in position for it, whil
were stationed large wooden figures in the semblance of human
Thereupon the ship was brought up, and placed on the timbe
mentioned. In the mean time the people began to walk to and’
ing words which I did not understand. The dead man, meanwhile.
a distance in his grave, from which they had not yet removed him, X
they brought a couch, placed it in the ship, and covered ir-wit
cloth of gold, wadded and quilted, wich pillows of the same mat
There came an old crone, whom they call the angel of death, and sp
the articles mentioned on the couch. It was she who attended to't
ing of the garments, and to afl the equipment; it was she, also, wh
to slay the girl. I saw her; she was dark, . . . thickser, with a Jow
countenance,
When they came to the grave, they removed the earth fr
wooden roof, set the larter aside, and drew out the dead man in the lo
wrapper in which he had died. Then I saw thar he had:t
quite black, by reason of the coldness of that country. Near him
grave they had placed strong drink, fruits, and a lute; and these they
took out. Except for his color, the dead man had not changed, They
clothed him in drawers, leggings, boots, and a kurtak and chaft
cloth of gold, with golden butrons, placing on his head a cap-mads
cloth of gold, trinuned with sable! Then they carried him into
placed in the ship, seated him on the wadded and quilted cove
supported him with the pillows, and, bringing strong drink, fruits
basil, placed them all beside him. Then they brought a dog, which
cut in two, and threw into the ship; laid ali his weapons beside him
led up two horses which they chased unil they were dripping with sv
whereupon they cur them in pieces with their swords, and thre
flesh into the ship. Two oxen were then brought forward, curt in pieces,

and flung into the ship. Finally they brought a cock and a hen;
them, and threw them in also, '
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he girl who had devoted herself to death meanwhile walked o and
ntering one after another of the tents which they had there. The
pant of each tent lay with her, saying, “Tell your master, ‘I [the man]
is-only for love of you.””
hen it was now Friday afternoon, they led the girl to an object
<h they had constructed, and which looked like the framework of a
- She then placed her feer on the extended hands of the men, was
-up above the framework, and uttered something in her language,
npon they let her down. Then again they raised her, and she did as
Once more they let her down, and then lifted her a third time,
she did as at the previous times. They then handed her a hen,
ead she cut off and threw away; but the hen itself they cast into
hip. T inquired of the interpreter what it was that she had done. He
ed: “The first time she said, ‘Lo, | see here my father and mother’;
econd time, ‘Lo, now I see all my deceased relatives sitting’; the
time, ‘Lo, there is my master, who is sitting in Paradise. Paradise is
eautiful, so green. With him are his men and boys. He calls me, so
me to him.”” Then they led her away to the ship.
Here she took off her two bracelets, and gave them to the old woman
o was called the angel of death, and who was to murder her. She also
ff her two anklets, and passed them to the two servingmaids, who
the daughters of the so-called angel of death. Then they lifted her
the ship, bur did not yer admit her to the tent. Now men came up
hields and staves, and handed her a cup of strong drink. This she
; sang over it, and emptied it. “With this,” so the interpreter rold
‘she is taking leave of those who are dear to her.” Then another cup
handed her, which she also took, and began a lengthy song. The
ne admonished her to drain the cup without lingering, and to enter
ent where her master lay. By this time, as it seemed to me, the girl
‘become dazed [or, possibly, crazed]; she made as though she would
“the tent, and had brought her head forward between the tent and
hip, when the hag seized her by the head, and dragged her in. At this
ent the men began to beat upon their shields with the staves, in
er to drown the noise of her outcries, which might have terrified the
er girls, and deterred chem from seeking death with their masters in
future. Then six men followed into the tent, and each and every one
carnal companionship with her. Then they laid her down by her
ter’s side, while two of the men seized her by the feet and two by the
ds. The old woman known as the ange! of death now knotted a rope
ound her neck, and handed the ends to two of the men to pull. Then
13 broad-bladed dagger she smote her berween the ribs, and drew
blade forth while the two men strangled her with the rope till she

.

_ .he next of kin to the dead man now drew near, and, raking a piece
vood, lighted it, and walked backwards toward the ship holding the
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stick in one hand, with the other placed upon his buttocks*;(h
naked), until the wood which had been piled under the ship wa ipni
Then the others came up with staves and firewood, each one cay
stick already lighted ar the upper end, and threw it all on the pyre
pile was soon aflame, then the ship, finally the tent, the man,
girl, and everything else in the ship. A terrible storm bhegan to b
and thus intensified the flames, and gave wings to the blaze,
At my side stood one of the Northmen, and T heard him talle
the interpreter, who stood near hiny. 1 asked the Interpreter w
Northman had said, and received this answer: *“You Arabs) he
‘must be a stupid set! You take him who is to you the most rever
beloved of men, and cast him into the ground, to be devoured_:b’y’?
ing things and worms. We, on the other hand, burn him in a twink
so thar he instantly, withour a moment’s delay, enters into Parg
this he burst out into uncontrollabie laughter, and then continued
the love of the Master [God] that causes the wind to blow and spy
him away in an instant.’” And, in very truth, before an hour had
ship, wood, and girl had with the man, turned to ashes. =
Thereupon they heaped over the place where the ship had sto
something like a rounded hill, and erecting on the centre of it a
birchen post, wrote on it the name of the deceased, along with"
the king of the Northmen, Having done this, they left the spot
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