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Note to teachers: read through this account before reading it in class. 
You may want to suppress some of the sex and violence. 

A  MUSLIM ACCOUNT OF A VIKING BURIAL IN RUSSIA

By Ibn Fadlan. Quoted in: Foote, PG and Wilson, DM (1970) The Viking achievement, Sidgwick & Jackson. 
Ibn Fadlan writes this:

I was told that when their chieftains died one of the least things which was done was cremation. I was therefore greatly interested to find out about this, until I heard one day that one of their chief men was dead. They laid him in his grave and roofed it over for ten days while they cut out and made ready his clothes. What they do is this: for a poor man they make a small boat, place him in it and then burn it; but if he is rich, they gather together his wealth and divide it into three – one part for his family, one part to provide clothes for him, and a third part for nabidh [a fermented drink], which they drink on the day that the slave woman is killed and burned together with her master.

When a chief has died his family asks his slave women and slaves, ‘Who will die with him?’ Then one of them says, ‘I will’. When she has said this there is no backing out. Most of those who agree are women slaves.

[When, in this case, a girl had volunteered] two female slaves were appointed to guard her wherever she went so that they even washed her feet with their own hands. Then they began to get things ready for the dead man; to cut out his clothes and do all that should be done, but the slave drank and sang every day happily and joyfully. 

When the day came that the dead man should be burned together with his slave, I went to the river where the ship lay. It had been hauled up on land and supported by four posts of birch and other wood. Around it was arranged what looked like a large pile of wood. The ship was then drawn up and placed on the wood. People began to go to and fro and spoke words which I did not understand, but the corpse still lay in the grave from which they had not yet taken it. They then brought a bier which was placed in the ship; they covered it with Byzantine brocaded tapestries and with cushions of Byzantine brocade.

Then an old woman, whom they call the Angel of Death, came and spread these hangings on the bier. She is in charge of embalming the dead man and preparing him and it is she who kills the girl. The one I saw was a strongly-built and grim figure. When they came to the grave they removed the earth from the wood and removed the wood as well. 

They then removed the loin cloth which he was wearing when he died. I noticed that the body had turned black, owing to the coldness of the ground. They had put with him in the grave nabidh, fruit and a lute, all of which they now took out. The corpse did not smell at all and nothing but the colour of his flesh had changed. They then clothed him in drawers and trousers, boots and tunic, and a brocade mantle with gold buttons on it. They placed a cap made of brocade and sable on his head. They carried him into a tent which stood on the ship, and laid him on the tapestry and propped him up with the cushions. They then brought nabidh, fruit and sweet-smelling herbs and laid these beside him. Next they brought bread, meat and onions and threw these beside him. Next they took two horses which they caused to run until they were sweating, after which they cut them in pieces with a sword and threw their flesh into the ship. 

Then they brought two cows, which they also cut into pieces and threw them in. The slave woman who wished to be killed went to and fro from one tent to another, and the man of each tent had intercourse with her and said, ‘Tell your master that I have done this out of love for him.’ It was now Friday afternoon and they took the slave away to something which looked like the frame of a door. Then she put her legs on the hands of the men and was thus lifted, so that she was above the top of the door-frame, and she said something ... [this was done three times]. Then they gave her a chicken and she cut off its head and threw it away. Then they took the hen and threw it into the ship. 

Then I asked what she had done and my interpreter answered: ‘The first time they lifted her up she said, “Look, I see my mother and father”; the second time she said, “Look, I see all my dead relations sitting together”; the third time she said “Look, I see my master sitting in paradise and paradise is beautiful and green, and together with him are men and young boys. He called to me, so let me go to him.” They then took her to the ship.

She then took off two arm-bands which she had on and gave them to the old woman who was called the Angel of Death, who was the one who would kill her; she also took off two ankle-rings which she wore and gave them to the two girls who were in attendance on her and who are the daughters of the woman called the Angel of Death. Then they took her to the ship, but did not allow her to enter the tent. 

Then came men who had shields and staves, and gave her a beaker of nabidh. She sang over it and drained it. The interpreter said to me, ‘She now takes farewell of her friends.’ Then she was given another beaker. She took this and sang for a long time, but the old woman warned her that she should drink quickly and go into the tent where her master lay. 

When I looked at her, she seemed bemused, she wanted to go into the tent and put her head between it and the ship, then the old woman took her hand and made her enter the tent and went in with her. The men began to beat with their staves on the shields so that her shrieks should not be heard and the other girls should not be frightened and thus not seek death with their masters. 

Then six men went into the tent and all had intercourse with the girl; then they laid her by the side of her dead master, then two took her legs, two took her hands, and the old woman who is called the Angel of Death put a rope round her neck, with the ends in opposite directions, and gave it to two men to pull; then she came with a dagger with a broad blade and began to thrust it time and again between the girl’s ribs, while the two men choked her with the rope so that she died.

Then came one who was nearest related to the dead man. He took a piece of wood and fired it. Then he went backwards towards the ship with his face towards the people and held the torch in one hand, his other hand was on his backside. He was naked. 

Thus the wood which lay under the ship was fired after they had laid the slave woman whom they had killed by the side of her master. The people came with wood and branches – everyone had a piece of burning wood. They threw it on the wood which lay under the ship so that the fire took hold of the pyre, then of the ship, then of the tent and of the man and of the girl and of all that was in the ship … 

 [Within an hour] the ship, the pyre, the slave and the master had become fine ashes. Then they built on the place were the ship had stood after it had been hauled ashore something like a round mound. In the middle of it they raised a large post of birch. Then they wrote the name of the man and the name of the king of the Rus on it and so went on their way.

Commentary on Ibn Fadlan’s account

It is generally agreed that the Arabic traveller Ibn Fadlan was describing a Norse funeral when he wrote of an encounter with the people called Rus on his visit to the Volga in 922. He writes as an eyewitness, and although there is no reason to doubt his general accuracy, we must bear a number of factors in mind before generalising on the basis of his account. It is the funeral of a rich and important man; it is a funeral by cremation; it took place in Russia (and many Russian scholars do not accept it as a description of a Scandinavian ceremony), where the Norsemen had certainly been subject to foreign influence, perhaps especially from the Volga Turks; finally, some things in the account can only have been obtained by Ibn Fadlan through an interpreter. 

Striking elements in this description, such as the ‘Angel of Death’, the ritual intercourse, and the wary and naked kindler of the pyre, cannot be paralleled in Norse sources, and other items – the ‘door-frame’ object and the vision of paradise ‘beautiful and green’ – are too vague to provide secure links. These things can be neither accepted nor rejected as widespread features of Norse burial rites, but there remain a good many other details that are reflected in our archaeological and literary sources.

Ship-burial, well known in pre-Viking times, is common in Norway and Sweden in the Viking Age itself, but rare in the colonies and Iceland and represented by only three examples in Denmark (where, however, stone settings in the shape of ships are found).

A person murdered to accompany the dead has been noted at Oseberg in Norway, Birka and Valsgarde in Sweden, Ballateare in the Isle of Man, and less certainly at a number of other sites.

The Nuffield Foundation is grateful to David M. Wilson for permission to reproduce this translation here. 
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