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The Rus of Ahmad Ibn Fadlan as
Slavic Severians

Problems Concerning Interpretation in Historiography

Maksym Kyrychenko

In 921-922, Arab traveler Ahmad ibn Fadlan visited Volga Bulgaria as a
secretary of the embassy of the Abbasid Caliphate. He reflected on his
memories of this journey in the literary work known to us today as the
“Account of the Lands of the Turks, the Khazars, the Rus, the Saqaliba,
the Bashkhirs.” Among the many other tribes described in this document,
the most enigmatic is the Rus. The identity of this tribe has been disputed
and a topic of debate for a long time. While some have argued that the Rus
were Scandinavian Vikings (particularly Swedes), others believe that they
were Slavs or even Turks.” Furthermore, certain authors took it a step further
and attributed the Rus to a specific Slavic tribe, the Severians, which at the
time of Ibn Fadlan inhabited lands on the left bank of the Dnipro River,
meaning in modern-day northeastern Ukraine. This perspective emerged
in the mid-19th century and persisted within Eastern Slavic historiography
for approximately a century while having a substantial impact on the under-
standing of the history of the Rus and Severians.

While the view of the Rus in Ibn Fadlan’s work as being Scandinavians
continues to be actively researched and comprehensively covered in publi-
cations, the hypothesis of the Rus being identified as the Severians does
not receive the attention it deserves in modern studies. Despite the fact
that this hypothesis was mostly unsupported, its long existence has given
rise to many interesting interpretations of the source and many attempts
to find similarities between the cultures of the Vikings and the Severians,
which leads to this topic still being important and relevant for researchers
of Slavic and Scandinavian historiographies. This article is an attempt to in

1 For recent work on this, see Neil Price, “Ibn Fadlan and the Rituals of the Rus,” in:
Muslims on the Volga in the Viking Age: In the Footsteps of Ibn Fadlan, Jonathan Shepard
& Luke Treadwell (eds.), London 2023.
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one place collect all interpretations related to the comparison of Ibn Fadlan’s
Rus with the Slavic tribe of the Severians.

The differences in word choices when translating tiny details of the
historical source, as well as the overall interpretation of events described
therein, demonstrate how the goals of the interpreters and their affiliation
with a specific ethnocultural or political environment may influence their
choice of a specific interpretation aligned with their own historical perspec-
tives. This kind of plasticity of historical sources in the skilled hands of an
interpreter has always put history at risk of becoming a victim of political
opportunism. This is especially relevant today, as political leaders in some
countries increasingly resort to constructing narratives about the past to
justify their current actions or intentions. One of the many examples of
this type of plasticity when interpreting sources is the history of the various
perspectives of Russian and Ukrainian linguists and historians on Ahmad
ibn Fadlan’s report on the Rus discussed in this article.

The source and its translations

Ibn Fadlan’s “Account” was for a long time only known to readers based
on passages quoted by other authors: particularly Najib Hamadani (second
half of the 12th century), Zakariya al-Qazwini (13th century), Amin Razi
(late 15th century), and especially by Yaqut al-Hamawi in his “Dictionary of
Countries” (13th century). The latter has been translated into many European
languages, the first being into Danish by Janus Rasmussen and published
in 1814 under the title “On the Arabs, Persians and their Trade with Russia
and Scandinavia in the Middle Ages.” Rasmussen’s publication served as
a foundation for subsequent translations into Swedish (1817) and English
(1819).3 In 1823, orientalist Christian Frihn translated Yaqut al-Hamawi’s
text into German.* The initial translation into the Russian language for
Slavic readers was undertaken by Abraham Harkavy and was published in
1870 as a part of a compilation of accounts on the Slavs written by Muslim
travelers.s Even though Russian and Ukrainian scholars had access to the
original work and its numerous translations, Harkavy’s publication signi-

2 Janus Rasmussen, Om Arabernes og Persernes Handel og Bekiendtskab med Rusland og
Skandinavien i Middelalderen, Copenhagen 1814, 99 pp.

3 “An Historical and Geographical Essay on the Trade and Communication of the Ara-
bians and Persians with Russia and Skandinavia During the Middle Age,” Blackwood'’s
Edingburgh Magazine 1818:4:20—22, pp. 135-141, 292—300, 460—470.

4  Christian Frahn, I6n Foszlan’s und anderer Araber Berichte iiber die Russen alterer Zeit,
St. Petersburg 1823, 281 p.

5 Aspaam lapkaBu, Crasanus mycyromanckux nucameneu o Cnasanax u Pycckux: (c
nonogunet VII 6. 0o konya X 6. no P. X.), St. Petersburg 1870, 308 pp.
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ficantly simplified their efforts in working with this historical document.
Specifically, it was cited by many esteemed scholars in the field of East Slavic
history, including Russian archeologist Dmitry Samokvasov and Ukrainian
historian Dmytro Bahalii.

At the end of the 19th century, there were doubts in Slavic historio-
graphy concerning Ibn Fadlan’s account. In 1899, the influential Russian
historian Aleksandr Spitsyn published an article in which he questioned
the reliability of this source.® This was followed by two articles in response
to this questioning written by respected orientalists Ernst Woldemar von
Tiesenhausen and Viktor von Rosen, who managed to prove the authenti-
city of Ibn Fadlan’s account. In 1923, doubts surrounding this source were
conclusively dispelled when Bashkir orientalist Ahmed Zeki Velidi Togan
discovered the “Mashhad manuscript” (MS 5229) in Iran, which contained
an extended and previously unknown version of Ibn Fadlan’s account that
was copied in the 13th century. In 1935, the government of Iran formally
presented photocopies of the “Mashhad manuscript” to the USSR Academy
of Sciences, and Ukrainian orientalist Andrii Kovalevskiy was assigned to
translate it into Russian.

Unfortunately, as a result of political persecution and Kovalevskiy being
arrested in October 1938, his incomplete work was published in Moscow in
1939° without his name being credited. Instead, the title bore the name of
Russian orientalist Ignaty Krachkovsky.? In his introduction to this publi-
cation, Krachkovsky acknowledged that numerous matters concerning the
text and its translation needed to remain unresolved due to the urgency of
acquainting Soviet readers with the new historical source.”

Subsequently, Kovalevskiy embarked on his second endeavor to accura-
tely translate and provide commentary on the manuscript. The result was
published under his authorship in Kharkiv, Soviet Ukraine in 1956.” This

6 Foradiscussion on this, see Luke Treadwell, “From Kitab to Risala: The Long Shadow
of Yaqut’s Version of Ibn Fadlan’s Account,” in Muslims on the Volga in the Viking Age: In
the Footsteps of Ibn Fadlan, Jonathan Shepard & Luke Treadwell (eds.), London 2023,
p- 42.

7 Bnagumup Tusenraysen, “B samury M6n ®annana,” 3anucku Bocmounozo omoenenus
Poccutickoeo apxeonoeuueckoeo oowecmea 1900:13:1; Bukrop Posen, “IIposneromena
K HOBOMY m3fanuto Von ®annauna,” 3anucku Bocmounozo omoenenuss Poccutickozo
apxeonocUuecko2o 00Wecmea 1904:15:3.

8  Ilymewecmeue Uon-Daonana na Bonzy, Urnatuii Kpaukoscknii (trans., ed.), Moscow
1939, 193 Pp-

9 Haranis Manunoscska, JKummesuil wnsax i nayxosuii 0opobox A. I1. Kosaniscvkozo
(1895-1969 poxm): dissertation of candidate of historical sciences: specialty 07.00.01
“History of Ukraine,” Kharkiv 2008, p. 75.

10 Ilyremectsue U6n-Dannana vHa Bonry 1939, pp. 5-6.

11 Auopeii Kosanesckuii, Knuea Axmeda ubn-®@aonana o eco nymewecmsuu Ha Boney &
921—922 22., Kharkiv 1956, 349 pp.
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more elaborate translation, which took all the known variations of Ibn
Fadlan’s work into account, as well as its translations into various languages,
became generally accepted in Slavic historiography and is still widely used
by scholars even after more than half'a century.”

The Rus in Ibn Fadlan’s account

Ahmad Ibn Fadlan’s depiction of the Rus in Bulgaria stands out as one of
the most illuminating accounts of this cultural identity ever recorded by
a foreign observer. It touches on all features of this people that could ever
draw the attention of a curious traveler from a distant country. Ibn Fadlan
in detail described the appearance of the Rus, their customs, beliefs, as
well as their daily life during his stay in the capital of Volga Bulgaria, the
Great Bulgar.

Based on the description presented by Ibn Fadlan, the Rus were tall (“as
palm trees™), had light-colored hair and skin (“blond, red in face, white
skinned”), and physically developed bodies (“I have not seen people with
more perfect bodies than them”). They were also decorated with tattoos
(“from the edge of one of them’s nails to his neck is a collection of trees,
images and the like”). Their usual weapons were an axe, a sword, and a knife.
They used the skins of gray squirrel and sable as money, worshiped wooden
idols (a long log with an anthropomorphic face stuck into the ground and
surrounded by smaller idols with pillars for sacrifices placed behind them),
and their primary commodities for trade with Volga Bulgaria consisted of
slaves and furs. Their funerary rite, conducted by a specially trained woman
known as the Angel of Death, included cremating the deceased in a boat
along with a portion of his fortune and one of his concubines.™

Description of the Rus' funeral rite and
its attribution to Slavic tribes

Ibn Fadlan was fortunate to observe the funeral of a distinguished Rus
leader. Even though the rituals and culture of these foreign peoples were
profoundly unfamiliar to him, he succeeded in understanding them with

12 [lpesusis Pyco 6 ceéeme 3apybecnoix ucmounuros, T. 3: Bocmounvie ucmounuxu, TarpsiHa
JxaxcoH, Mpuna Konosanosa & Anexcanap ITogocuHos (eds.), Moscow 2009, pp.
67-77-

13 Here and in the remainder of this article, the English translations of Ibn Fadlan’s
excerpts are adapted after Kovalevskiy (1956) or borrowed unaltered from Mission to the
Volga by Ahmad Ibn Fadlan by James Montgomery (trans.), New York 2017.

14 Kosanesckuil 1956, pp. 141-146.
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the assistance of a local interpreter while meticulously documenting his
experience.s His story has since become a significant point of interest for
researchers delving into the history of the Rus.

According to Ibn Fadlan, the preparations for the funeral took ten days,
during which a feast was held for friends and relatives of the deceased
nobleman, while one of the “girls” (“slaves” in James Montgomery’s inter-
pretation) who belonged to the deceased were chosen to accompany him
in the afterlife. Two assistants of the Angel of Death were assigned to this
“girl” to accompany her everywhere she went, to keep her intoxicated, and
to rehearse the ritual with her. On the day of the funeral, the Rus pulled
the ship from the river, dragged it onto a prepared wooden structure, and
installed a tent on its deck in which they put the body of the deceased. The
Rus gathered around the ship and took part in a feast in honor of the dead.
In the evening, a dog and a rooster were sacrificed and thrown on the sides
of the ship. This was followed by the “gir]” being led to an improvised woo-
den gate (or well, in Rasmussen’s interpretation) and lifted three times over
this structure. Each time, she had to exclaim that she saw another world
and its dwellers: first her parents, then all of her ancestors, and, finally, her
recently deceased master, sitting in a beautiful garden and calling on her
to join him there. After this part of the ritual, the girl was brought to the
ship, laid next to her deceased husband, and stabbed to death by the Angel
of Death. At the end of the ceremony, the ship was set ablaze, reduced to
ashes, and interred beneath a mound, on top of which a wooden pillar was
erected bearing the inscriptions of two names: the deceased and the ruler
of the Rus.*

In the middle of the 19th century, Russian historian Ivan Belyaev iden-
tified parallels between Ibn Fadlan’s account and Slavic pagan practices
described in the Primary Chronicle (also known as “The Tale of Bygone
Years”, the main written source on the early history of Kievan Rus’, com-
piled by Kievan monks in the r2th century, based on earlier documents).
Russian historians at that time were largely of the opinion that by Slavic
pagans, the chronicler referred specifically to the Severians as he usually
depicted them as the most wild and uncultured of all East Slavic tribes.”
Belyaev adhered to this prevailing view, thereby suggesting that the Rus

15 Tonicha Upham, “Here I Am, In This Far-Off Land Where We Are Now”: Encountering
and Observing Ras Women in Ibn Fadlan’s Risala,” in Medieval Mobilities: Gendered
Bodies, Spaces, and Movements, Basil Arnould Price, Jane Bonsall & Meagan Khoury
(eds.), Cham 2023, p. 132.

16 KoBanesckuii 1956, pp. 143-146.

17 Jmutpuit Baraneit, Hemopus Cesepcroti semnu 0o nonosunvr XIV cmonemus, Kyiv
1882, p. 113.
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in Ibn Fadlan’s story should be understood as specifically being Severians.
In his opinion, Scandinavians could not be seen in Ibn Fadlan’s story due
to the fact that during the times described, they had already altered their
ceremonial practice from cremation to inhumation.”

One of the pioneers of Russian archeology, Dmitry Samokvasov, adhered
to a similar idea but on the basis of material sources. After the excavation
of Chernihiv burial mounds in the 1870s (at the time thought to be Seve-
rian), he came to the conclusion that the funeral rite discovered in these
mounds was so similar to the one described by Ibn Fadlan that this should
cast aside any doubts about the link between the Slavic Severians and the
Rus in Ibn Fadlan’s story.”

In 1882, Ukrainian historian Dmytro Bahalii pushed these hypothe-
ses even further by drawing a number of analogies between Ibn Fadlan’s
description of the Rus and information on the Severians originating from
various sources. For example, he compared the ten-day feast of the Rus with
the pagan #rizna (Slavic funeral feast) described in the Primary Chronicle.
Dilapidated monuments found on the tops of some medieval burial mounds
on Severian territory were compared to Ibn Fadlan’s description of the con-
struction of a burial hill and the erection of a pillar on top of it. He compared
the cremation of the “girl” along with her deceased master to the Ukrainian
custom of burying unmarried people in wedding clothes, while the ritual
of communicating with the dead through a well was compared with the
Ukrainian belief that the spirits of ancestors lived in wells. He also found
analogies for the sacrifice of a rooster in Ukrainian ethnographic material.>

At the end of the 19th century, another Ukrainian historian, Vasyl
Lyaskoronsky, wholeheartedly endorsed Bahalii’s views on the Rus as
Severians, while also corroborating these views with additional evidence
gathered from Severian archeological sites excavated after the latter’s book
was published. Like those before him, Lyaskoronsky was eager to see Slavs
in the stories of formidable travelers encountered by Ibn Fadlan in Bulgar,
employing every available source at his disposal to support this notion.”
At the same time, the hypothesis regarding the Rus being attributed to
the Slavs was supported by one of the most prominent Ukrainian histori-

18 WBau bensies, “Pycckue 3emun 10 npudsitus kusiss Propuka 8 Hosropon,” in Bpemennux
UMnepamopcKo2o obujecmsa ucmopuu opegHocmetl pocculickux 1850:8, pp. 16-17.

19 Jmutpuii CamokBacos, “CeBepsiHCKHE KypraHbl U HX 3HaUCHHE U1 ucTOpuH,” in Tpyost
mpembve20 apxeonoeuieckozo cvesoa 6 Poccuu, ovisuezo 6 Kuege 6 aseycme 1874 200a.
T. 1, Kyiv 1878, pp. 220, 223.

20 baraneii 1882, p. 84—9o.

21 Bacuumit JIsickopoHckuii, Mcmopus [lepesciasckoii semau ¢ OpesHetiuux epemen 0o
nonogunel 13 cmonemus, Kyiv 1897, p. 134.
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ans, Mykhailo Hrushevsky. Although he highlighted certain similarities
between the customs detailed by Ibn Fadlan and those of the Severians, he
also noted that the narrative of the Arab traveler included elements typical
of Scandinavian and Khazar cultures.>

Over the next decades, the hypothesis regarding identifying the Rus in
Arab sources with the Slavic people, developed by Russian and Ukrainian
scholars in the 19th century, was generally supported and repeated by many
Slavic historians. However, not many of them specified which particular
Slavic tribe should be associated with the Rus.

In 1940, Russian historian Vladimir Mavrodin attributed the Rus
specifically to the Severians by pointing out the direct analogy between
an accompanying burial of a female slave found in a Severian burial near
Chernihiv and the sacrificed female slave described by Ibn Fadlan.» Fur-
thermore, he interpreted the stonework unearthed in the famous Black
Tomb mound in Chernihiv as a pedestal for a wooden idol and compared
it with a pillar on the mound in Ibn Fadlan’s story.>+

Thus, in the 19th and the first half of the 20th century, the link between
the Rus and the Severians had many adherents in Slavic historiography.
However, most supporters of this perspective primarily relied on the simi-
larity between some features of the Rus’ funeral rite described by Ibn Fadlan
and archeological findings in Severian burial mounds. Further research,
however, showed that these burials belonged to 4nyaz druzhina (princely
squads), mainly consisting of Scandinavian mercenaries (Varangians). This
led to the tendency of identifying Severians as Rus to gradually lose its
general support in Slavic historiography, despite some evidence based on
sources outside of archeology.

In this regard, it is worth considering some passages from the text of
Ahmad Ibn Fadlan in more detail, as well as various interpretations of these
passages in the literature, which influenced the notion of identifying Ibn
Fadlan’s Rus with Slavic Severians or Scandinavian Vikings.

22 Muxaitno I'pymeBcoknit, Buimku 3 scepen 0o icmopii Ypainu-Pycu, Lviv 1893, pp. 41,
45—46; Muxaiino I'pymesckiit, Quepks ucmopiu Ykpaunckaeo napooa, St. Petersburg
1896, pp. 37—38; Muxaitno I'pymiesckiit, Icmopisn YVrpainu-Pycu, Lviv 1898, pp. 152, 192.

23 Buagumup Maspoaun, Ouepku ucmopuu Jlesobepedicnoii Yxpaunul (¢ opesneiiuiux
spemen 0o emopoti nonosunst XIV sexa), St. Petersburg 2002, p. 123.

24 MaspoauH 2002, p. 138.
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Axes of the Rus

Describing the Rus, Ibn Fadlan pointed out that they never parted with
their weapons, which Kovalevskiy translated as “an ax, a sword and a knife”
(the same in Montgomery). In his first translation, however, Kovalevskiy
used the more specific word “sekira” (same in Harkavy) instead of an “ax.™
Unlike “sekira,” which is an ax adapted for combat purposes, a common ax
can be used not only as a weapon but also as a tool for cutting wood. This
new variant of the translation was influenced*® by Alexander Yakubovsky’s
article, in which the author analyzed Ibn Miskawayh’s mention of an ax
among the usual craft tools of the Rus and compared it to an ax in Ibn
Fadlan’s story. Yakubovsky expressed an opinion (that Kovalevskiy also
agreed with) that for the Rus, the ax served as both a combat weapon and
a craft tool. This view finds relative confirmation in Ibn Fadlan’s writings
on the need for the Rus to build large wooden dwellings upon arriving on
the banks of the Volga River.”

The leading role of axes in the construction work of the Severians, who
lived in wooded areas, is evidenced by archaeological discoveries.®* However,
this tool was common among all peoples using wood as a building material,
which means that the chances of identifying the Rus as being the Severians
(or any other Slavs) or the Scandinavians are the same.

The various interpretations of this item by various authors, who often
categorize it as either a weapon or a tool, reflect their predisposition to
viewing Ibn Fadlan’s Rus in one of two distinct lights: either as a warband
(likely of Scandinavian origin) or as a group of transient settlers hailing
from wooded regions (presumably Slavs). This demonstrates how an inter-
pretation of just one word can influence (or be influenced by) a completely
different reading of the source.

Swords of the Rus

The description of swords used by the Rus caused significant difficulties
for interpreters. Ibn Fadlan characterized them as “Frankish swords with
broad, ridged blades.” The Arabic word for ridges related to swords was

25 Ilyremectsue M6H-Pannana Ha Boary 1939, p. 78.

26 IlyremectBue M6H-Dannana Ha Bonry 1939, p. 237.

27 Anexcannp SIky6osckuit, “M6H-Muckaseiix o noxoze pycos B bepnaa B 332. 943/41.,”
Buszanmuiickuii 6pemennuk 1926:24, pp. 90—9I.

28 Forarecent work on this, see lOpiii [lyronosoxk, byodigenvna cnpasa nimonuchux cigeps,
Opishnia 2016, pp. 288—291.

29 Mission to the Volga 2017, p. 32.
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translated by Frihn as “wavy striped” (wellenformig gestreifts°), while Harkavy
interpreted it as simply “wavy” (6ornoobpasusie?). These interpretations
offered a different idea of the swords being curved rather than having ridges.
Kovalevskiy conducted a more in-depth linguistic analysis, found analogies
of Ibn Fadlan’s phrase in other Arabic sources, and translated it as “grooved
blades” (6opozouamvie kaunku). In a commentary to this piece, he explained
that the grooves probably served to channel away blood when the blade was
extracted from flesh3* Rasmussen also used the word “grooves” (merkede
med Furer) in his interpretation,® adding that such grooves were a distinct
feature of Scandinavian swords3+

Furin the Rus’ system of exchange and
its possible link to the Severians

Ibn Fadlan’s notion concerning the Rus using squirrel and sable skins as
money resembles the Primary Chronicle’s mention of the Severian tribute
to the Khazars: “ermine and squirrel from each smoke,” which gives us
reason to believe that the Severians also used furs from forest animals as a
medium of exchange.

This fragment is missing in both Yaqut al-Hamawi’s work and in the
Mashhad manuscript, and it was only conveyed in the retellings relayed by
Amin Razi and Najib Hamadani. In Slavic translation, it was introduced
only in 1956 by Kovalevskiy3* Therefore, it mostly eluded the attention of
the researchers of Severian history, as Ibn Fadlan’s work at that time was
no longer regarded as a source on the history of the Severians.

It is worth noting a contradiction that has crept into this fragment of Ibn
Fadlan’s story (or its retelling). It states that the Rus do not use the whole
skin but “without fur, tail, front and hind legs and head.” However, this
claim is immediately followed by a contrasting one: “If anything is missing,
then the skin becomes a defective coin,”” which indicates the need for the
presence of these components of the skin but not their absence.

30 Frihn 1823, p. 5.

31 T'apkasu 1870, . 93.

32 Kosanesckuil 1956, p. 141.

33 Rasmussen 1814, p. 59.

34 For a discussion on this, see ITytemecrsue Mou-®amnana na Bonry 1939, p. 131.

35 Ilosecmob epemennvix iem, Anomnnon Kysemus (trans.) & Oser ITnatonos (ed.), Moscow
2014, p. 67.

36 Kosanesckuil 1956, pp. 45, 141.

37 Kosanesckuil 1956, p. 141.

SCANDIA 91:



|34 SCANDIA DEBATT

The Rus' funeral feast and its link to Slavic trizna
Ibn Fadlan described the Rus’ funeral tradition of dividing the deceased

individual’s property into three parts, two of which were spent on the
ceremony: making clothes and preparing alcoholic drinks. Ibn Fadlan used
the Arabic word nabith for these drinks, which in Arab countries meant
any fermented drink* Preparations for the final funeral ritual lasted ten
days, during which the Rus consumed the said zabith in such quantities
that “sometimes one of them dies cup in hand.™

According to Belyaev, Ibn Fadlan’s story is very similar to the Slavic #7izna
(funeral feast) mentioned in the Primary Chronicle: “if anyone dies, they
perform a #rizna upon him.” Based on this analogy, Belyaev proposed the
origin of the Slavic word #rizna as originating from the phrase “divide into
three parts” (#77 means three in Slavic), which over time became a generalized
term for a ritual feast held during funerals.* In this case, identifying the
Rus as part of the Slavic people significantly shaped subsequent reasoning,
altered the understanding of other sources, and impacted the reinterpreta-
tion of an ancient Slavic tradition for which 1gth-century historians lacked
alternative sources of information.

Accompanying the burial: Girl, wife, or slave?

'The female ritually sacrificed during the funeral process is mentioned by Ibn
Fadlan as one of the “girls” of the deceased (in Harkavy and Kovalevskiy;
“slave” in Montgomery) but not as being one of his wives. Belyaev linked
this fact to the indication in the Primary Chronicle that Severians never
married but snatched their girls.+ Thus, these girls, according to Belyaev,
lived with Severian men as slaves “to satisfy their animal voluptuousness.”
Mavrodin used this part of Ibn Fadlan’s story as evidence of the degraded
position of women in Severian society.*

Bahalii explained Ibn Fadlan’s report on the humiliation of women
in Rus society as an exaggeration of an Arab traveler who just wanted to
impress his readers. The girl’s desire to part with her life was explained by

38 Richard Burton, One Thousand and One Nights: Complete Arabian Nights Collection,
Csorna 2016, fn. 393.

39 Mission fo the Volga 2017, p. 35.

40 Tlonnoe cobpanue pycckux nemonuceit. T. 1. Jlaspenmoeeckas nemonuco. Buin. 1. [losecmo
epemennvix sem, Leningrad 1926, p. 15.

41 benses 1850, pp. 17-18.

42 IlonHoe coGpanue pycCKUX JETONUCEH 1926, p. 15.

43 benses 1850, p. 16.

44 MaBpoauH 2002, p. 132.
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the strong Severian belief in the afterlife. In his opinion, the deceased man
probably died a bachelor, which is why he needed to be married after death.
'This view was most likely based on the retelling of the story of Ibn Fadlan
by Amin Razi, in which the funeral rite of the Rus is also referred to as a
wedding through which the slave girl became a legal wife of her deceased
master. Al-Masudi, another Arab traveler, mentioned this tradition of the
Rus and Slavs living in Atil, the capital of the Khazar Khaganate: “If a
man dies, his wife is burned with him [...] If an unmarried man dies, he
will then be married after death.

According to Bahalii, the girl followed her owner willingly, since it was
the only way that she could get to heaven (the garden she sees during the
ritual and to which her deceased husband calls her).# This view is also shared
by those scholars who tend to interpret Ibn Fadlan’s Rus as Scandinavians.
For example, Jens Peter Schjedt, Eric Christiansen, Wladyslaw Duczko, and
Morten Warmind agreed that after undergoing the described initiation rite,
a slave girl had an opportunity to increase her status and get to Valhalla.#
Thorir Hraundal, on the other hand, insists that according to Scandinavian
tradition, a female, and especially a slave, was unable to enter Valhalla, the
description of which in Scandinavian literature is also noticeably different
from the “beautiful green garden” in Ibn Fadlan’s story.+*

Unlike most interpreters, who understood Ibn Fadlan’s “gir]” as a slave,*
Kovalevskiy insisted that her communication with ancestors, which was part
of the ritual described, indicates that she could not be a slave, for in that case,
“none of the surrounding Rus should have been interested in her ancestors,
whom, perhaps, this Rus leader killed when taking her into slavery.”°

45 JpeBHss Pych B cBeTe 3apy0eXHBIX HCTOYHUKOB 2009, P. I13.

46 baranei 1882, pp. 84—89.

47 Morten Warmind, “Ibn Fadlan in the Context of His Age,” in The Ship as Symbol in
Prebistoric and Medieval Scandinavia, Copenhagen 1995, pp. 131-135; Eric Christiansen,
The Norsemen in the Viking Age, Oxford 2002, pp. 296—297; Wladyslaw Duczko, Viking
Rus: Studies on the Presence of Scandinavians in Eastern Europe, Leiden & Boston 2004,
p- 145; Jens Peter Schjedt, “Ibn Fadlan’s Account of a Rus Funeral: To What Degree
Does It Reflect Nordic Myths?” in Studies in Viking and Medieval Scandinavia. Vol. 1,
Turnhout 2007.

48 Thorir Hraundal, “New Perspectives on Eastern Vikings/Rus in Arabic Sources,” Viking
and Medieval Scandinavia 2014:10, p. 85.

49 Aside from the authors mentioned above, see Tarbsra Kannunua, “Tepmud ‘1roau qoma’
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Looking into the afterlife through
a doorframe, gate trim, or milk pail?

One of the most intricate parts for interpreters was the ritual of a “girl”
appealing to her departed ancestors as described by Ibn Fadlan. In particu-
lar, the Arabic word for the object through which the “girl” looked into the
afterlife caused significant difficulties. Rasmussen interpreted it as a milking
pail (Malke[pand), which was dug into the ground.s' It was represented in
the same way in the English variant of Rasmussen’s interpretation: “a thing
which they concealed in the earth, resembling in the mouth a milk pail.”
Frihn and Harkavy interpreted this object as a “doorframe™ (same in
Montgomerys+). Kovalevskiy translated it as a “gate trim” (06653xa sopom):
“led the girl to something they had done earlier, like a gate trim”™s (in his
earlier translation it was indicated as a “big gate™®).

Bahalii interpreted Rasmussen’s version of the buried milking pail as
a symbolic well that had to be improvised fairly quickly in a foreign land.
He also found analogies of communicating with ancestors through wells
in Ukrainian folklore. In his opinion, the Severians believed that wells
were “holes in the ground through which one can see the afterlife.” This
hypothesis was based on ethnographic information concerning well spirits
(krinitsa), which he identified with “mermaids” (rusalka), who in Slavic
folklore represented the afterlife. However, this opinion was challenged by
Ukrainian ethnographer Pelaheia Lytvynova, who drew attention to the
differences between &rinitsa and rusalka and showed that the cult of the Slavic
goddess Krinitsa was always associated with birth but never with death.s®

Angel of Death: A witch, a priestess,
or just a keeper of traditions?

An old woman who was at the head of the funeral ritual in Ibn Fadlan’s
story seems to indicate the existence of a priestly stratum among the Rus.
The appearance of this woman impressed the Arab traveler: “And I saw

st Rasmussen 1814, p. 66.

52 “An Historical and Geographical Essay” 1818, p. 463.

53 Frihn 1823, p. 17; Tapkasu 1870, c. 98.

54 Mission to the Volga 2017, p. 36.

55 Kopanesckuii 1956, p. 144.

56 Ilyremectsue Mon-Pannana va Bonry 1939, p. 82.

57 baranei 1882, pp. 89, go.

58 Ilenares JlutBunoBa, “Kpunuiua —0oruns miogoponus y cesepsit,” Kuesckas cmapuna
1884:8:4, pp. 695-697.
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that she was a strong-built old woman, big and gloomy™ (“gloomy and
corpulent but neither young nor old” in Montgomery). Harkavy translated
this phrase as “and I saw her black (dark red), thick (shiny), with a fierce
look.™ In his first translation, Kovalevskiy used the word “witch” in this
passage: “and I saw that she was a witch.” Rasmussen also interpreted her
as a witch: “she had the appearance of a thick, yellow, wrinkled witch.”

The Angel of Death, as this woman is called in Ibn Fadlan’s story,
supervised the preparation for the ritual (making festive clothes for the
deceased) and carried out its main part: the sacrificial murder of the “girl.”
'The assistants of the Angel of Death, whom Ibn Fadlan designated as her
daughters, also performed some functions in the ritual: they guarded the
girl, washed her, and received farewell gifts from her at one of the final
stages of the ritual (“the two ankle rings she was wearing”3). The Angel of
Death also received a gift: bracelets from the hands of the “girl.”

If we regard these gifts as payment for performing the ritual, it is app-
ropriate to perceive the Angel of Death and her “daughters” as professio-
nals, whose craft was to perform rituals linked to death and the afterlife.
Kovalevskiy also referred to the Angel of Death as “a professional in her
field.”* Vladimir Petrukhin perceived the Angel of Death as akin to the
Baba Yaga in Russian folklore; that is, a witch-priest who was believed to
be a guide in the afterlife.® However, based on Ibn Fadlan’s report, the
Rus performed most of the other rituals themselves, without the help of
any specially trained professional, which led Bahalii to the conclusion that
the Severians did not have a priestly stratum. He argued that the Angel of
Death was not a priestess but merely a keeper of traditions.*

Bahalii also questioned the authenticity of the term Angel of Death,
which, in his opinion, was an Arabic interpretation of some other Slavic
term heard by Ibn Fadlan or conveyed by his local translator. Tina Sass and
Morten Warmind came to the same conclusion but from the position of the
Scandinavian identity of the Rus.®” Kovalevskiy opposed such assumptions,
drawing attention to the fact that Ibn Fadlan several times repeats that the

59 Kosanesckuii 1956, p. 144.

6o T'apkasu 1870, c. 97.

61 Ilyremectsue M6H-Dannana na Bonry 1939, p. 81.

62 “An Historical and Geographical Essay” 1818, p. 462.

63 Kosanesckuii 1956, p. 145.

64 Koanesckuii 1956, p. 249.

65 Bnagumup Ierpyxun, Hauano smuoxkyremypnou ucmopuu Pycu IX-X1 sexos, Smolensk
& Moscow 1995, pp. 212—213.

66 baraueii 1882, pp. 87, 88, 9s.

67 Tina Sass & Morten Warmind, “Mission Saqaliba,” Chaos 1989:11.
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Rus themselves used this name for her, which, in his opinion, proves that
there was no room for any misinterpretations.®

Slavic or Scandinavian burial tradition?

The funeral of a noble Rus in Ibn Fadlan’s story ends with the construc-
tion of a mound over the ashes of the burnt ship, the erection of a pillar
(khadhank, or birch in Montgomery), and names being written on this
pillar. As mentioned above, Samokvasov and Bahalii emphasized the
definite similarity between this part of the story and Severian tradition as
depicted by chroniclers. However, this ritual does not entirely align with
the description of pagan funerals in the Primary Chronicle, which states
that “the dead would be cremated and then the bones collected and put in
a small vessel and placed on a pillar along a road.™

Belyaev rationalized the differences between these two sources by the
Severians having to adjust their traditions in a foreign land. He explained
that the Severians had to pour a mound on the ashes of the cremated body
to protect it from local vandals.®

Bahalii adopted a contrasting perspective. He referred to Samokvasov’s
hypothesis regarding three distinct types of Severian burial customs and
pointed out that Ibn Fadlan describes the funeral rites designed specifically
for noble Severians, whereas the chronicler depicts the practices of ordinary
tribesmen. In addition, Bahalii explained the discrepancy between the
mound (in Ibn Fadlan) and the pillar (in the Primary Chronicle) as being a
misinterpretation of the Slavic word “pillar” used by the chronicler. Referring
to Ukrainian ethnographer and philologist Oleksandr Kotliarevsky, who
derived the etymology of the Slavic word szo/p (pillar) from the Sanskrit stupa
(hill of earth and stones, high grave),” he arrived at the conclusion that the
“pillar” in the Primary Chronicle can be also understood as a mound, which
makes it similar to Ibn Fadlan’s story. Bahalii explained other discrepancies
by referring to the exceptionally high rank of the buried Rus, examples of
which could be very hard to find in other burials on Severian land.”

On the other hand, many scholars pointed out the similarity of the fune-
ral described by Ibn Fadlan with the funeral rites typical for Scandinavian
countries as well as for the Varangians on Slavic lands (mainly consisting

68 Kopanesckuii 1956, p. 249.

69 IlonHoe coOpanue pycCKUX JETOINMCEH 1926, p. 15.

70 benses 1850, p. 19.

71 Anexcannp Kornsapesckuil, O noepebanvhvix obviuasx sasviueckux ciasam, Moscow
1868, p. 122.

72 baranei 1882, pp. 77-82.
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of Scandinavian warriors).? For example, Petrukhin drew attention to the
law of the Scandinavian god Odin, reflected in the Ynglinga Saga:+ “All
dead men should be burned, and their belongings laid with them upon the
pile, and the ashes be cast into the sea or buried in the earth [...] For men
of consequence a mound should be raised to their memory, and for all other
warriors who had been distinguished for manhood a standing stone.”

It is also noteworthy that remains of horses, dogs, and chickens were
found in the burial mounds of rich ancient Rus warriors on the northern
outskirts of Chernihiv (based on the results of excavations in 1952), while
in some mounds, accompanying burials of women were discovered next to
the deceased. Three of the excavated mounds contained traces of complex
wooden structures (platforms), upon which the cremation was carried out.
Based on these findings, Ukrainian historian David Blifeld concluded that
the burial ritual in these mounds was in many ways similar to the funeral
of a noble Rus described by Ibn Fadlan’® First, he attributed these burials
to elite Varangians, while also drawing some parallels with the Primary
Chronicle,”” where it describes Slavic pagan burial tradition: “and then they
create a big 4/ada and put the body on it, and burn it.””® The term k/ada
mentioned here has ancient origins and fell out of common usage among
Slavic people centuries ago, thus presenting a challenge for modern inter-
preters. Most of them agree that it designates either a bonfire, a large pile
of firewood, or some wooden construction.? Ibn Fadlan describes a similar
construction for installing a ship in which the deceased was then burned:
“Four pillars made of wood were placed [...] and around them there was
also something like large platforms made of wood.”°

73 For more on this, see laBua bridensn, “J[peBHbOpYChbKHil MOrHIBHHK B YepHirosi,”
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Interpretation tendencies and
their historiographical background

'The interaction of Russian and Ukrainian interpreters with Ibn Fadlan’s
report has resulted in a considerable variety of views on many details that may
identify who the Rus were. The emergence of such diverse interpretations
of the same source might seem random, but it is not: Each interpretation
fits into a specific pattern having emerged in the historiography of Eastern
Slavic history.

'The Scandinavian Varangians have always been an inconvenient element
in the history of Eastern Slavic statehood. On the one hand, they were out-
siders and conquerors; on the other, they were the founders of the Kyivan
Rus, a state that encompassed numerous large and small Eastern Slavic
tribes. The very fact that a state with a predominantly Slavic population
was named after the Scandinavian conquerors, the Rus, was uncomfortable
in later historiography, especially after the Scandinavian elite merged with
the Slavic population. Consequently, any opportunity to reinterpret the
historical Rus as Slavs was very tempting, leading to some bizarre inter-
pretations of the sources. This is why Slavic researchers so eagerly embraced
the similarity between the chronicles’ descriptions of the Severians and Ibn
Fadlan’s account of the Rus.

'The Severians, on the other hand, were one of the most numerous and
influential tribes that became part of Kyivan Rus, rivaled only by the Polans,
who founded the state’s capital Kyiv. The role of the Severians in the history
of Eastern Slavs, Ukraine, and Russia had to be reckoned with. However,
they did not join the Kyiv alliance peacefully, but were incorporated as a
result of a military campaign led by Scandinavian prince Oleg (Helgi) into
the left bank of the Dnipro River. This consequently led to tense relations
between the Severians and the political center of the new state. This, in
turn, led to the later attempts to justify the subjugation of this tribe in
historical literature.

In the early attempts to construct the history of the Rus, as Christian
monks wrote the first chronicles, the notion was formed that the Severians
were a wild pagan people who needed to be conquered and civilized. This
notion left an indelible mark on all subsequent historiography and conti-
nued to be influential, albeit less so, up until the 20th century. With the
introduction of a new source in the 19th century, the work of Ahmad Ibn
Fadlan, this perspective was only reinforced as the source vividly described
the pagan traditions and brutality of the Rus (who at that time were iden-
tified as Severians), which has complemented the views of the chroniclers.

In the meantime, the diminishing role of Kyiv and the emergence of a
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new political power in northern Rus (with capitals in Vladimir, and later
Moscow and Saint Petersburg) created conditions for forming a new per-
spective on the past history of this country. It was no longer necessary to
draw a distinction between the Kyivan Polans and the subjugated Severians,
as both tribes became an uncomfortable reminder for the northern cities of
their former peripheral status to the Kyivan metropolis and of Kyiv’s pri-
macy in the history of Rus statehood. To justify the historical significance
of the northern capitals, sources were reviewed and all mentions of the early
settlements of the Rus in Novgorod were emphasized in the historical nar-
rative. The Dnieper tribes were hence depicted as equally wild and pagan,
in need of being culturized by the northern colonizers — Novgorodians led
by Scandinavian princes. From this perspective, it was advantageous to look
at Ibn Fadlan’s Rus as either Slavs in general, without any specific tribal
affiliation, or as Scandinavians.

In the late 18th and 19th centuries, with the rise of Ukrainian self-awa-
reness and an interest in Ukraine’s history, a third tendency emerged: the
antiquation and glorification of Ukraine’s past by searching for ethnocultural
links between the modern people of Ukraine and the more ancient peoples
that once inhabited its territory. This tendency was pioneered by Mykhailo
Antonovskyi, followed by Petro Holubovskyi in Kyiv and Dmytro Bahalii
in Kharkiv. All three were particularly interested in the history of Severians
and put in a lot of effort to glorify this tribe and link it to modern Ukrai-
nians. The only difference between these three was that Bahalii was the
first to incorporate Ibn Fadlan’s source into his research, thereby founding
the northeastern Ukrainian tradition of interpreting the Rus as Severians.
'This reading of the source enabled linking the people of eastern Ukraine
not only to the Rus, widely known in the medieval world and admired by
historians, but also with the formation of the very Kyivan Rus.

Thus, the three historiographical tendencies described here created the
basis for various interpretations of Ibn Fadlan’s text on the Rus people. The
roots of these differences were formed in competing views on the emer-
gence of Rus as a state, which determined the intentions and subjectivity
of researchers who tried to interpret the source in a way that supported
their broader views.

Conclusion

'The existence of many variations in the research literature with regard to
the translation and interpretation of some phrases and words in Ahmad Ibn
Fadlan’s story indicates how the intentions of the authors have influenced
their interpretations of the source: Most of the authors who were inclined
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to adopt the Severian version of the Rus were either engaged in researching
the history of the Severians or originated from the territory of their habi-
tat (northeastern Ukraine). Moreover, Ukrainian researchers, who were
interested in the positive image of their ancestors, the Severians, tended to
more daringly search for similarities between the Rus and the Severians
and were inclined to take on softer interpretations of their customs, while
many Russian historians either saw the Rus as Slavs in general or tried to use
Ibn Fadlan’s story as proof of the savagery and immorality of the Severians.

As we have seen, Kovalevskiy, who was born and worked in northeas-
tern Ukraine, tended to translate the words of Ibn Fadlan in ways that
were more beneficial for viewing the Rus as Slavs. Bahalii, who not only
lived and worked in northeastern Ukraine but also actively and specifically
studied the history of the Severians and was for a long time recognized as
a leading expert in this field, built many hypotheses on this topic based on
the interpretations of Ibn Fadlan’s words that brought the Rus closer to the
Severians. Ukrainian historian David Blifeld, whose main interest was in
the archeology of medieval Chernihiv (northeastern Ukraine) resorted to
the etymology of the Old Slavic language and Sanskrit to fuse the story of
Ibn Fadlan with the Slavic Primary Chronicle. Contrary to this, Ukrainian
historians whose focus was on central or western Ukraine, such as Hrushev-
sky, tended to approach these hypotheses with skepticism, instead leaning
toward attributing the Rus as being Slavs in general.

In modern literature, the generally accepted version is that the Rus of
Ibn Fadlan should be understood as Scandinavians, or at least as a group of
people with a significant Scandinavian core.” The number of features that
have no analogies in the Scandinavian traditions were explained either by
foreign influences™ or by the amalgamation of people of different origins
in one group in the Volga-Caspian region.” Nevertheless, the description
of the Rus in the Bulgar, presented in the story conveyed by Ahmad Ibn
Fadlan, has been given various interpretations in the literature in recent
centuries. Each of these interpretations may significantly influence not only
the view of the Rus as Scandinavian Vikings or Slavic Severians but also
the development of the historiography on these topics.

'The colorful and detailed description of the Rus presented by Ibn Fadlan
prompted researchers of Slavic antiquities to form many interesting hypotheses
on the lives, features, and history of the Severians. Although many of these

81 For recent work on this, see Price 2023, pp. 177-197.
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Fadlan and the Rus on the Middle Volga,” in Muslims on the Volga in the Viking Age: In
the Footsteps of Ibn Fadlan, Jonathan Shepard & Luke Treadwell (eds.), London 2023.
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hypotheses have not survived the test of time, they still offer a significant
interest for studying the historiography of Slavic and particularly Severian
history, as well as for researchers interested in the history of Scandinavian
Vikings. More so, as shown above, interpretations of some fragments of Ibn
Fadlan’s account are too numerous and varied, while sometimes relying on
other sources, which, in turn, also come with controversial and multi-lay-
ered interpretations. All these factors contribute to the ongoing appeal of
the discussed source for researchers in the fields of Scandinavian and Slavic

history and historiography.

Summary

'The article delves into the historical interpretations of the Rus tribe mentioned
by Ahmad Ibn Fadlan, an Arab traveler who visited Volga Bulgaria in the
early 1oth century. The Rus have for a long time been the subject of debate,
with various theories proposing their origins as either being Scandinavian
Vikings, Slavs, or even a specific Slavic tribe called the Severians. While
modern scholarship leans toward identifying the Rus as Scandinavians, this
article focuses on the less-explored hypothesis that the Rus were Severians.
'This view was prominent in Eastern Slavic historiography for nearly a century
but has since become less popular.

The article aims to compile interpretations aligning Ibn Fadlan’s des-
criptions of the Rus with the Severians, thus highlighting how the back-
grounds and intentions of historians have influenced their translations and
interpretations. In particular, Ukrainian historians with ties to northeastern
Ukraine, where the Severians lived, often presented the Rus in a more
favorable light while linking them to Slavic ancestry. On the other hand,
Russian historians were more likely to depict the Severians negatively or
identify the Rus as Slavs in general.

The article emphasizes the impact of these varied interpretations on
the understanding of both Rus and Severian history, noting that while
the Scandinavian origin of the Rus is now widely accepted, the Severian
hypothesis continues to offer valuable insights for researchers of Slavic and
Scandinavian historiography. The text also underscores the broader issue of
how interpretations of historical sources can be molded to fit contemporary
political or cultural narratives.

Keywords: Ahmad Ibn Fadlan, Rus, Severians, historiography, Scandina-
vians on the Volga
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