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      “Professor Hasenfratz presents both a solid introduction to the mysterious world of Germanic spirituality and something that goes well beyond the introductory as he demonstrates many deeper insights through his lively comparative and holistic approach.”
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      “A number of books describe the pagan gods of the ancient Norsemen, but very few explain why pagan beliefs appealed to so many for so long. In this outstanding English translation of Barbarian Rites, Hasenfratz engages Germanic spiritual tradition seriously and empathetically. He provides an important and useful resource for students of northern European religions at all levels.”

      STEPHEN HARRIS, ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR OF GERMAN 
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      Translator’s Foreword

      This volume is a translation of Hans-Peter Hasenfratz’s study titled Die religiöse Welt der Germanen: Ritual, Magie, Kult, Mythus (The Religious World of the Germanic Peoples: Ritual, Magic, Cult, Myth). Since its original publication by Verlag Herder in 1992, the book has gone through numerous printings. In 2007 it was reissued as Die Germanen: Ritual, Magie, Kult, Mythus by Verlag HOHE.

      Professor Hasenfratz’s book fills an important niche in presenting a solid, streamlined introduction to ancient Germanic religious ideas and practices in their historical-cultural context. His text is well grounded in relevant scholarship, which he presents in a readily accessible manner. In contrast to any number of popular, neopagan, or overly subjective nonacademic books on Norse religion and the like, it is also thoroughly devoid of any romantic coloring. Hasenfratz is admirably cautious in dealing with the data that has been gained through the past few centuries of scholarship in archaic Germanic cultures. In this area there is much that is not known and will probably remain forever shrouded in mystery to some degree. Hasenfratz establishes from the outset how far apart contemporary Western civilization stands from these societies that existed one to two millennia ago. In his view, the best we might hope for is to be able to sketch a basic picture of older cultural ideas and practices and to gain an “approximation of the distance” that now lies between us and these very different older worlds.

      In the past fifty years the most accomplished English-language scholarly monographs dealing with older Germanic religion and cult practices (such as E. O. G. Turville-Petre’s Myth and Religion of the North and various books by Hilda Ellis Davidson1) have typically focused entirely on Viking Age Scandinavia. Though much of the material that Hasenfratz presents derives from medieval Scandinavian sources (which are often the most extensive and well preserved when it comes to pre-Christian Germanic myth and religion), he also frequently draws upon literary and historical sources from medieval Central Europe and Anglo-Saxon England to illustrate his points.

      Barbarian Rites fills another rather unique niche in that it is written from the perspective of a scholar specializing in comparative religion and the history of religions. It is an interdisciplinary text that makes use of philology, historical linguistics, history, literature, mythology, anthropology, and occasionally folklore and archaeology. The text represents cultural studies in the best and most holistic sense of the term, and even seasoned scholars will undoubtedly find insights here that have not appeared elsewhere.

      We should note a few things with regard to this English translation. In his original text Hasenfratz often points out etymological connections between older Germanic terms (preserved in the literary monuments of Gothic, Old High German, Middle High German, Old Norse, Old Saxon, and so on) and modern German. These elements of the book have been kept fully intact, but whenever possible I have also added—in the form of translator’s notes (these notes appear in brackets and are labeled —Trans.)—similar etymological parallels to modern English. Because English is as much a Germanic language as modern German, these parallels generally serve to illuminate the linguistic material in a very similar way. I have added other notes to clarify key technical terms in the text, explain the historical-linguistic background of matters discussed, and to expand upon references that might be unfamiliar to the reader.

      When discussing material that derives from literary sources (such as Icelandic sagas or other medieval texts), Hasenfratz typically uses end notes to refer the reader to the relevant locations in German translations of these works.*1 This information is of limited use to an English-language reader who might seek, for example, to find out the larger context of an incident from a particular Icelandic saga that is mentioned. Because reliable modern English translations now exist for most of this material,†2 I have located parallel references in English for every such German reference, and I have included these in the notes ahead of the German citations. On the few occasions when there exists no parallel English translation, only the German citation appears. Perhaps some of these notes might inspire readers, especially students, to delve further into the cited translations of the original sources.

      When Old Icelandic personal names are mentioned from the sagas and other sources, I have generally Anglicized these, as is now common in translations. Sigurðr is therefore rendered Sigurd, Starkaðr as Starkad, Þangbrandr as Thangbrand, and so on. A few uncommon coinages have also been used, such as Ase for Old Icelandic 
áss, “god, member of the divine class of the Æsir,” and Wane for Old Icelandic 
vanr, “member of the divine class of the Vanir.” Another term that frequently turns up is Sib, used to describe the larger kingroup or clan of associated and interrelated families, which was a fundamental social structure in older Germanic cultures. More detailed explanations of such terms will be found in the text and notes.

      In general I have kept intact the presentation and formatting of the original edition. When the author makes reference to specific words in older languages, and these terms are not proper nouns, they appear in italics and are typically glossed with their primary meaning in quotation marks. When older words appear with hyphenation, this is for the purpose of showing the etymological connections of their compound elements; in the original sources the words would have appeared in their natural compounded (unhyphenated) form. Words that appear with an asterisk before them are forms that are assumed to have existed during earlier, or proto, stages of the language (such as proto-Germanic or proto-Indo-European). These words are not attested in any written historical source, but they have been reconstructed to a reliable degree according to the science of comparative historical linguistics.2

      Various colleagues and friends have provided their gracious assistance in one way or another for this translation project. These include Craig Davis (professor at Smith College), Joscelyn Godwin (professor at Colgate University), and Stephen Harris and Rex Wallace (both professors at the University of Massachusetts). Joshua Buckley deserves deep thanks for his careful reading of an early draft of the translation and his helpful feedback. At Inner Traditions, Jon Graham has been of inestimable support and Mindy Branstetter an exemplary and conscientious editor. This translation might never have come about, however, without the input of James E. Cathey, professor emeritus in Germanic philology at the University of Massachusetts. It was he who first pointed me in the direction of Hasenfratz’s original book. This gesture inadvertently planted the seed that has now borne fruit, some years later, in the form of this translation. Along the way, he provided many kindnesses and keen remarks for which I am most grateful.

      There are a number of German-language books that deal more comprehensively than Barbarian Rites with the known aspects of older Germanic religions. These include recent studies by Rudolf Simek and Bernhard Maier and the magisterial and still unsurpassed work by Jan De Vries titled Altgermanische Religionsgeschichte (A History of Old Germanic Religion).3 Until these works are translated, however, their content will unfortunately remain inaccessible to English-language readers and all but the most advanced students. The concise and reliable presentation in Hans-Peter Hasenfratz’s Barbarian Rites therefore provides a welcome survey of the fascinating and often mysterious world of ancient Germanic religions. May it find the wide audience it deserves and stimulate some of its readers to further studies of their own.

      Michael Moynihan is a widely published author, editor, and translator. He holds a master’s degree in German and Scandinavian Studies. His scholarly work is focused on comparative philology dealing with medieval Germanic languages and literatures, as well as the reception of medieval texts and ideas in the modern era.

      His award-winning book Lords of Chaos (coauthored with Norwegian journalist Didrik Søderlind) has been published in six languages and is currently the basis for a feature film project. As a translator, he has worked on books and articles for both mainstream and academic publishers. He is a coeditor (with Joshua Buckley) of the book-format periodical Tyr, a journal dealing with mythology, philosophy, and cultural traditions. Together with his wife, Annabel, he runs a small independent publishing house, Dominion Press, which issues eclectic, limited-edition volumes in the fields of art, esoteric philosophy, and history.

    

  
    
      Introduction

      
        What Is Germanic?

        It would be nice if we could discover some of our own history by studying Germanic religion—assuming that we ourselves are Germanic people or that we live in an area settled by Germanic peoples. It would be nicer still if by doing so we could recover some of our own identity—assuming that we feel our identity has been lost. In order to do this we first must know what Germanic means and who the Germanic peoples were. Were they the ethnic groups whom the authors of classical antiquity bestowed with the name Germani, and were all of these groups really Germanic peoples? Were the legendary Teutons, who harried the Romans tooth and nail, actually a Germanic group? The phonological form of their tribal name (Teutoni, Teutones) mentioned in the classical sources actually shows no specifically Germanic linguistic features and could well be Celtic (compare the Celtic term teuto, “people, tribe”). Were the bearers of the early Iron Age Jastorf culture in Lower Saxony Germanic? What about the early Bronze Age Jutish single-grave culture that preceded them? Should it be considered Germanic simply due to the fact that modern settlement archaeology or ethnographical research is incapable of demonstrating any breaks in cultural continuity for this cultural region up through to the Germania of the Imperial Roman period? If that is the case, then what are the typically Germanic features of this cultural continuity?1

        If it is hard enough to say for sure who the Germanic peoples were, it is even more difficult to know what constitutes “Germanic” now. There have been those who thought that they knew what it meant, and their knowledge caused worldwide catastrophe. Were “genetic purity,” “bravery,” “love of freedom and honor,” “straightforwardness and loyalty,” and “stern morality” hallmarks of the “Germanic type,” as is implied by the description of the Roman historian Tacitus (ca. 100 CE)? Is the Germanic world, therefore, as Hegel claimed, the fourth world epoch—following the Oriental, Greek, and Roman ages that preceded it—in which the World Spirit (Weltgeist) expresses itself most fully, the age of the highest level of historical human development as determined by the Germanic peoples? Or were honor and duty, as Alfred Rosenberg assumed, the “highest values” of the “Aryan (Indo-European) racial soul” most typically embodied in the Germanic race, so that dominion over “less worthy” peoples must in some way be an inherent entitlement of the Germanic human being?2

        Although we may barely know who the Germanic peoples were—and those who thought they knew what the “Germanic essence” was may have failed in their claims of such knowledge—we can nevertheless be sure that we can define Germanic in terms of language, as the linguistic branch that differentiated itself from its earlier Indo-European predecessor through a specific set of phonological changes that are termed the Germanic sound shift. The Germanic peoples can therefore be defined as those who spoke a Germanic language. This language branch—and those who spoke it—are probably attested since the second century BCE with the so-called Negau helmet found in northern Slovenia. This bears the Germanic inscription harigastiteiva (which may mean “[dedicated] to the god Harigast” or “[dedicated] to the god Teiva by Harigast”).*3 3

      

      
        What Is Germanic Religion?

        We are now in a position to specify what we mean by Germanic religion. It comprised the religious practices of Germanic-language speakers before their Christianization (and continues after their Christianization to some degree in the form of folk beliefs). Although this external designation of Germanic religion may be relatively easy to formulate, what remains much more difficult is to describe what such religion consisted of internally. This is due to the nature of the sources. The most detailed textual sources relating to the religion of the Germanic peoples—the Elder and Younger Eddas and the sagas of Icelanders—were first compiled and written by Christians in the Christian era. These texts do not simply provide us with pre-Christian religious traditions; rather, they are the learned opinions of Christian antiquarians about Germanic religion, or, in many cases, they offer us a poetic glimpse into relationships from the Christian era (but not necessarily from heathen prehistory) in front of a “heathen backdrop.”

        Authentic pieces of Germanic evidence from late antiquity and the early medieval period present us with many problems concerning our understanding of Germanic religion. They often raise more questions than they answer, or they force us to rely on the aforementioned textual sources from the later (Christian) period in order to interpret their meaning. For example, someone who really wants to make sense of the Gothic runic inscription gutaniowihailag from Bucharest (Pietroassa) in the third century CE, or someone who expects to gain truly sensational revelations from this inscription with regard to Germanic religion may take their pick from the following scholarly interpretations: “[dedicated] to the god Jupiter (Donar/Thor) of the Goths, sacrosanct,” “powerfully protected sacred object of the Gutania (tribal Matronae of the Goths?),” “ancestral property of the Goths, consecrated, holy,” or “ancestral property of the Goths. I am holy!”

        Further, what moderately informed person who assesses a Norwegian runic inscription from the fourth century CE that reads lina laukaR (“linen [and] leek”) wouldn’t immediately think of the relevant Icelandic story—the historical value of which is highly debatable—from the Christian period (the thirteenth to fourteenth century) about an alleged heathen ritual involving linen and leek (and a horse phallus)?4 It sounds even more daring when a Bronze Age Nordic rock carving of a god (?) with two hammers and a giant phallus is interpreted as identical to the Germanic god Thor, whose hammer is well known from the Eddas. This does not mean, however, that a prehistoric drawing depicting a god might not be able to help a scholar of religion to reconstruct the mythology of a later Germanic deity named Thor. A just as good or better source may be the Roman author Tacitus, who labeled Donar/Thor with the name Hercules (probably because of his clublike weapon) and who was otherwise knowledgeable in reporting all kinds of things about the religion of the Germanic peoples. But even Tacitus was actually concerned less with the German peoples per se than with his own Roman contemporaries. With his ethnography The Germania, Tacitus used the image of the Germanic barbarians as a mirror to show his own countrymen how Rome once was and how it could be once more: true to itself, brave, free, and chaste.

        The term Germanic religion becomes even more complicated when we realize we must consider many Germanic religions. There is the religion of those who spoke North Germanic languages, for which we have the most detailed, coherent group of written sources; there is the religion of those who spoke South Germanic (that is, West Germanic) languages, for which the sources are generally more sparse and more disparate; and there is the religion of those who spoke East Germanic languages, about which we factually know nothing. Even within these respective religions there are specific distinctions relating to social class that we must also take into account. The religion of the court poets (for example, the skalds at the courts of Norwegian chieftains) may not automatically correspond to that of the bands of youthful raiders (Vikings) or correspond at all to the religion of the peasants or town dwellers—even if we accept that there was a certain amount of social mobility between classes. It’s quite clear after all that a religion connected to a linguistic community and a particular class will change over time, and it is therefore also impossible to speak absolutely about a single religion in chronological terms.

        Keeping all of this in mind, we can state what a description of Germanic religion is capable of doing. Only in the rarest instances is it possible to show how Germanic religion really was. More often, we can simply show how different sources portray it and how the Christian authors of these sources saw it in their own time. If these attempts at an approximation are capable of illustrating the distance that separates us from any “Germanic essence,” they would in fact reveal a bit of the course of our history and a common property that allows us to become aware of our identity.

        An initial approximation of this distance is afforded by the report of an Oriental traveler about his encounter with the Germanic people in the Volga region. It will serve as a point of departure for further approximation attempts. The report was written from a considerable cultural distance (the author was a Muslim), but it is not tendentious in that respect, because a depiction of the manners and customs of the Germanic peoples was not the actual goal of the journey he describes.

      

      
        How a Muslim Viewed and Experienced a Group of Germanic People

        
          
            Ibn Faḍān’s Diplomatic Journey and Travel Report (risāla)
            
            
              5
            
          
        

        In the year 1923, Ahmed Zeki Validi Togan,6 a Turkish scholar in Mašhad (in the northeastern corner of Iran, close to the borders of Afghanistan and Turkmenistan), discovered a manuscript dating from the eleventh century. It contained the complete report of the journey of an Arabic diplomatic mission in the Volga, authored by the mission’s secretary, Aḥmad Ibn Faḍlān. Excerpts from the travel report that appeared in the encyclopedia of an Arabic geographer were already known to the scholarly world, and Jacob Grimm was aware of them. The Persian geographer Amīn Rāzī provides interesting variants and additions, probably stemming from even older sources, to the report in the Mašhad manuscript.

        How did the journey come about? On April 2 in the year 921 the caliph from Baghdad sent a diplomatic mission to the Bulgars, a Turkic people on the Middle Volga. The reason for the mission: the Islamic expansion to the north had begun to falter. A Turkic people called the Khazars had adopted the Jewish faith,*4 and because they had settled on the Lower Volga, this presented a barrier to the political and religious advance of Islam in western Asia. The mission to the Bulgars, the northerly neighbors of the Khazars who were already partly won over to Islam, thus had the aim of breaking the Khazar blockade.

        The travel route of the mission proceeded—while bypassing the Khazar territory—first between the Aral and the Caspian Seas, then in a large arc to the east, and finally south from Kazan to the Volga, or more specifically to the location of the Bulgars, the later capital of the Volga Bulgars. It was there that the mission came across the Rūs (Rūsīya),†5 a group of Germanic Varangians (Vikings). We are interested only in the section of the travel report in which Ibn Faḍlān describes the lifestyle and customs of these people.7

        
          
            Text
            
            
              ‡6
            
          
        

        §80: He [Aḥmad Ibn Faḍlān.] said: I have seen the Rūs as they came on their merchant journeys and encamped by the Atil [the Volga]. I have never seen more perfect physical specimens, tall as date palms, blond and ruddy . . . the men wear a garment which covers one side of the body and leaves a hand free [the right battle-arm].

        §81: Each man has an axe, a sword, and a knife and keeps each by him at all times. The swords are broad and grooved. . . . Every man is tattooed from finger nails to neck. . . .

        §82: Each woman wears on either breast a box [a shell-clasp brooch] of iron, silver, copper, or gold; the value of the box indicates the wealth of the husband. Each box has a ring from which hangs a [small] knife. The women wear neck rings of gold and silver, one for each 10,000 dirhems [an Arabic unit of currency], which her husband is worth; some women have many. Their most prized ornaments are green glass beads (corals) of clay, which . . . they string as necklaces for their women.

        Commentary on §82: In Old Icelandic poetry, jewelry plays a prominent role in the kennings (poetic circumlocutions) for woman: she is referred to as a Wearer of Jewels, Tree of Gold, Goddess of Rings, Goddess of the Gem, and the like. Glass beads serve not only for adornment and as a form of money but also have an apotropaic function (as a magical deterrent against evil and misfortune). They are a common archaeological find in Nordic female graves.

        §83: [The Rūs] are the filthiest of God’s creatures. They have no modesty in defecation or urination, nor do they wash after pollution from orgasm, nor do they wash their hands after eating. They are thus like wild asses. When they have come from their land and anchored on, or tied up at the shore of, the Atil [Volga], which is a great river, they build big houses of wood on the shore, each holding ten to twenty persons, more or less. Each man has a couch on which he sits. With them are pretty slave girls destined for sale to merchants; a man will have sexual intercourse with his slave girl while his companion looks on. Sometimes whole groups will come together in this fashion, each in the presence of the others. A merchant who arrives to buy a slave girl from them may have to wait and look on while a Rūs completes the act of intercourse with a slave girl.

        §84: Every day they must wash their faces and heads and this they do in the dirtiest and filthiest fashion possible: to wit, every morning a girl servant brings a great basin of water; she offers this to her master and he washes his hands and face and his hair—he washes it and combs it out with a comb in the water; then he blows his nose and spits into the basin. When he has finished, the servant carries the basin to the next person, who does likewise. She carries the basin thus to all the household in turn, and each blows his nose, spits, and washes his face and hair in it.

        Commentary on §83 and §84: The reporter, who as a Muslim is bound to ritualistic prescriptions for cleanliness, reveals himself as especially sensitive to differing modes of behavior.

        Regarding §83: From where did the Rūs obtain the female slaves whom they offer for sale? In the manner of Vikings, they attacked settlements, plundered, and committed improprieties. What they looted but didn’t need for themselves, they sold. They engaged in predatory commerce; they were armed predatory traders. The twelfth- or thirteenth-century Persian poet Nizāmī reports in poetic form how the Rūs (the Varangians, or Vikings) came to possess slave women on their predatory advances into the Caucasus. It makes for a shocking account.

        
          They raged with fury, and as welcome boot
          y
        

        
          They tore our women from their bridal beds
          .
        

        
          They robbed everything; not a single thing
          ,
        

        Not even a toothpick, did they leave behind. . . .

        
          Of all the young girls, who blossomed here
          ,
        

        They overlooked not a single one. . . .

        
          In the Varangian stirs no sense of chivalry, for he only wears the mask of a human;
        

        
          A wild ass decked out in full jewelry,
        

        
          They remain wild asses under alien hides.
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        The comparison to wild asses is interesting in light of the words of our travel report.

        §85: When the ships come to this mooring place [the trading place on the Atil], everybody goes ashore with bread, meat, onions, milk and nabīd [an intoxicating drink, perhaps beer], and betakes himself to a long upright piece of wood that has a face like a man’s and is surrounded by little figures [idols], behind which are long stakes in the ground. The Rūs prostrates himself before the big carving and says, “O my Lord, I have come from a far land and have with me such and such a number of girls and such and such a number of sables,” and he proceeds to enumerate all his other wares. Then he says, “I have brought you all these gifts,” and lays down what he has brought with him, and continues, “I wish that you would send me a merchant with many dinars and dirhems, who will buy from me whatever I wish and will not dispute anything I say.” Then he goes away. If he has difficulty selling his wares and his stay is prolonged, he will return with a gift a second or third time. If he has still further difficulty, he will bring a gift to all of the little idols and ask their intercession, saying, “These are the wives of our Lord and his daughters and sons.” And he addresses each idol in turn, asking intercession and praying humbly. Often the selling goes more easily, and after selling out he says, “My Lord has satisfied my desires; I must repay him,” and he takes a certain number of sheep or cattle and slaughters them, gives part of the meat as alms, brings the rest and deposits it before the great idol and the little idols around it, and suspends the heads of the cattle or sheep on the stakes. In the night, dogs come and eat everything, but the Rūs who has made the offering says, “Truly, my Lord is content with me and has consumed the present I brought him.”

        Commentary on §85: The wooden objects described relate to noniconic or nonfigurative divine symbols (so-called shintai images*7). These are therefore not actual, figurative representations of a divinity, but rather “pole gods,” like those that have been found at the German archaeological sites at Eutin in Schleswig and Oberdorla in Thuringia. At these sites there is also archaeological evidence for the ritual affixing of the skulls of sacrificial animals on cultic poles.9 Such noniconic pole gods are probably what is also meant by the “wooden men,” or trémaðr, mentioned in the Edda.10

        §86: An ill person is put in a tent apart with some bread and water and people do not come to speak with him; they do not come even to see him every day, especially if he is a poor man or a slave. If he recovers, he returns to them, and if he dies, they cremate him. If he is a slave, he is left to be eaten by dogs and birds of prey. If the Rūs catch a thief or robber, they hang him on a tall tree and leave him hanging until his body falls to pieces.

        Commentary on §86: The custom of isolating the sick person from the community and leaving him or her alone is found elsewhere (for instance in Africa among the Igbo). To my knowledge this is the only instance in which it is documented among the Germanic peoples. The manner of treating the infirm, elderly, and slaves is corroborated by other Germanic sources, which lends credibility to the report. Hanging is a typically Germanic death penalty.

        §87: I heard that at the deaths of their chief personages, [the Rūs] did many things, of which the least was cremation, and I was interested to learn more. At last, I was told of the death of one their outstanding men: they placed him in a grave and put a roof [of wood and earth] over it for ten days while they cut and sewed garments for him.

        If the deceased is a poor man they make a little boat, which they lay him in and burn. If he is rich, they collect his goods and divide them into three parts, one for his family, another to pay for his clothing, and a third for making nabīd, which they drink until the day when his female slave will kill herself and be burned with her master. They stupefy themselves by drinking this nabīd night and day; sometimes one of them dies cup in hand. When a great personage dies, the people of his family ask his young women and men slaves, “Who among you will die with him?” One answers: “I.” Once he or she has answered, [dying] is obligatory; there is no backing out of it. Usually it is the girl slaves who do this [volunteer].

        Commentary on §87: Seafaring peoples in particular recognized a realm of the dead that lies within the ocean or somewhere beyond it. For their final voyage, the deceased were outfitted with a ship, their most important and valuable cultural object. The custom of ship burial was also retained when the dwelling place of the seafarers was no longer on the coasts or when the deceased were cremated—they were then immolated together with their boat. Ship burials are documented among the Germanic peoples both from archaeological evidence as well as in the literature. A literary document from the West Germanic area, the Beowulf epic (in a manuscript dating from the year 1000, although the poem is older), begins with the depiction of this rite.

        
          His own [the king’s] dear comrades carried his body

to the sea’s current, as he himself had ordered,

great Scylding lord, when he still gave commands; the nation’s dear leader had ruled a long time.

There at the harbor stood the ring-carved prow,

the noble’s vessel, icy, sea-ready.

They laid down the king they had dearly loved,

their tall ring-giver, in the center of the ship,

the mighty by the mast. Great treasure was there,

bright gold and silver, gems from far lands.

I have not heard of a ship so decked

with better war-dress, weapons of battle,

swords and mail shirts; on his breast there lay

heaps of jewels that were to drift away,

brilliant, with him, far on the power of the flood. . . .

High over his head his men also set

his standard, gold-flagged, then let the waves lap,

gave him to the sea with grieving hearts,

mourned deep in mind. Men cannot say,

wise men in the hall nor warriors in the field,

not truly, who received that cargo.
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        Concerning the so-called Totenfolge funerary rite (the “following into death,” when living people are sacrificed to join the deceased; compare the Hindu rite of suttee), the northern Germanic area provides a wealth of substantiating material regarding those who give up their lives voluntarily or by force upon the death of another individual. There seems to be evidence for this in connection to a ship burial in the case of the so-called Oseberg ship.*8 12 The excessive enjoyment of an intoxicating beverage (beer), often in tandem with the funerary rite, can be seen here as a solidarity ritual: it puts those who remain among the living into a kind of transcendent, paranormal state. This is the same state in which the deceased himself now seems to exist, whereby the funerary rite can be accepted as a “following into death.”

        §88: When the man of whom I have spoken died, his girl slaves were asked, “Who will die with him?” One answered, “I.” She was then put in the care of two young women, who watched over her and accompanied her everywhere, to the point that they occasionally washed her feet with their own hands. Garments were being made for the deceased and all else was being readied of which he had need. Meanwhile, the slave drinks every day and sings, giving herself over to pleasure.

        §89: When the day arrived on which the man was to be cremated and the girl with him, I went to the river on which was his ship. I saw that they had drawn the ship out onto the shore, that they had erected four posts of birch wood and other wood, and that around the ship was made a structure like great ships’ tents out of wood. Then they pulled the ship up until it was on this wooden construction. Then they began to come and go and to speak words, which I did not understand, while the man was still in his grave and had not yet been brought out. Then they brought a couch and put it on the ship and covered it with a mattress of Greek brocade. Then came an old woman whom they call the Angel of Death, and she spread upon the couch the furnishings mentioned. It is she who has charge of the clothes-making and arranging all things, and it is she who kills the girl slave. I saw that she was a strapping old woman, fat and threatening.

        When they came to the grave, they removed the earth from above the wood, then the wood, and took out the dead man clad in the garments in which he had died. I saw that he had grown black from the cold of the earth. They had put nabīd, fruit, and a pandora*9 in the grave with him. They removed all that. The dead man did not smell bad and only his color had changed. They dressed him in trousers, stockings, boots, a tunic, and a caftan of brocade with gold buttons. They put a hat of brocade and fur on him. They carried him into the pavilion on the ship. They seated him on the mattress and propped him up with cushions. They brought 
nabīd, fruits, and fragrant plants, which they put with him, then bread, meat, and onions, which they placed before him. Then they brought a dog, which they cut in two and put in the ship. Then they brought his weapons and placed them by his side. Then they took two horses, ran them until they sweated, then cut them into pieces with a sword and put them into the ship. Then they took two cows, which they likewise cut to pieces and put in the ship. Next they killed a rooster and a hen and threw them in. The girl slave who wished to be killed went here and there and into each of their tents, and the master of each tent had sexual intercourse with her and said, “Tell your lord I have done this out of love for you.”*10

        Commentary on §89: The ship was pulled ashore onto a platform and protected from tipping over by means of support poles. Below the platform a space was probably reserved for the firewood for the cremation. The tent on the deck of the ship recalled the tent-shaped burial chamber made from wooden planks†11 in which the deceased, outfitted with everything he needed, would begin his final ship voyage. He had already been kept in the proper mood by drink, food, and a musical instrument for a ten-day waiting period in a provisional earthen grave. The definitive outfitting and preparation he received for the ship burial was stately. The two horses that were to accompany him were slaughtered at the moment of their greatest display of strength, so a maximum of vitality was preserved for them for the next world. Things proceeded in a similar way with the killing of the female slave (see §90). The sexual claims of the dead slaveholder on his female slave were represented by the living companions of the deceased at the outset of following him into death. At any rate, this was the sense of the claims that they spoke aloud on this occasion. Although not too much can be clarified grammatically concerning the phrase “out of love for you”—does it refer to the female slave, or to the deceased?—the situation is clear enough: the slave girl, too, had vital claims on life and the living, which could not be “lived out” on account of her premature and impending death. Premature death was dangerous for both the deceased and for the living: a life that was not fully lived prevented the deceased from finding peace in the next world. It compelled the deceased back into the world of the living, where he could attempt to satisfy his hunger for life and for the living in a perverse manner as a revenant.*12 The sexual permissiveness granted to the slave girl for the last ten days of her life thus further served to relinquish, in advance and in a concentrated way, any sexual claims for the unlived life, thus prophylactically hindering any existence as a revenant after death. The “Angel of Death” who would kill the girl behaved like a slave herself (see §90) and hardly like a priestess (as is sometimes claimed).

        §90: Friday afternoon they led the slave girl to a thing that they had made which resembled a door frame. She placed her feet on the palms of the men and they raised her up to overlook this frame. She spoke some words and they lowered her again. A second time they raised her up and she did again what she had done; then they lowered her. They raised her a third time and she did as she had done the two times before. Then they brought her a hen; she cut off the head, which she threw away, and then they took the hen and put it in the ship. I asked the interpreter what she had done. He answered, “The first time they raised her she said, ‘Behold, I see my father and mother.’ The second time she said, ‘I see all my dead relatives seated.’ The third time, she said, ‘I see my master seated in Paradise, and Paradise is beautiful and green; with him are men and boy servants. He calls me. Take me to him.’” Now they took her to the ship. She took off the two bracelets which she was wearing and gave them both to the old woman called the Angel of Death, who was to kill her; then she took off the two finger rings which she was wearing and gave them to the two girls who served her and were the daughters of the woman called the Angel of Death. Then they raised her onto the ship, but they did not make her enter the pavilion.

        The men came with shields and sticks. She was given a cup of nabīd; she sang at taking it and drank. The interpreter told me that she in this fashion bade farewell to all her girl companions. Then she was given another cup; she took it and sang for a long time while the old woman incited her to drink up and go into the pavilion, where her master lay. I saw that she was distracted; she wanted to enter the pavilion but put her head between it and the boat. Then the old woman seized her head and made her enter the pavilion, and she entered with the servant girl. Thereupon the men began to strike with the sticks on the shields so that her cries could not be heard and the other slave girls would not be frightened and seek to escape death with their masters. Then six men went into the pavilion and each had intercourse with the girl. Then they laid her at the side of her master; two held her feet and two held her hands; the old woman known as the Angel of Death re-entered and looped a cord around her neck, and gave the crossed ends to the two men for them to pull. Then she approached her with a broad-bladed dagger, which she plunged between her ribs repeatedly, and the men strangled her with the cord until she was dead.

        Commentary on §90: The construction, which the female slave is lifted up onto, is a magical scaffold. Similar magical scaffolds (seið-hjallr) are known to us from North Germanic literature: these are high platforms upon which sorceresses can perform rites and see above the normal realm of perception.*13 In this example, the female slave, who is already intoxicated from the beer, achieves a glimpse of the next world. A rooster is a messenger of the new day and of new life, and the same is probably true of the hen (see §89) when it is sacrificed by (or for) a woman.13 The display of noise is part of the event—it is not done in order to drown out the screaming but rather to hinder the return of the deceased. Our present-day church bells (sounding the death toll) have the same function, as does the salvo fired at the graveside of a soldier. The killing of the female slave at the moment of the greatest display of vitality—sexual intercourse, through which the living men again represent the deceased—secures for her (and for her master) the greatest vitality in the next world (see §89). Concerning similar reports of sexual excess, Jacob Grimm claims that “[s]uch an abomination would have been a foreign custom to the ancient Norse and ancient Germans.”

        §91: Then the closest relative of the dead man, after they had placed the girl whom they have killed beside her master, came, took a piece of wood which he [the relative] had lighted at a fire, and walked backward with the back of his hand toward the boat and his face turned toward the people, with one hand holding the kindled stick and the other covering his anus, being completely naked, for the purpose of setting fire to the wood that had been made ready beneath the ship. Thereupon the flames engulfed the wood, then the ship, the pavilion, the man, the girl, and everything in the ship. A powerful, fearful wind began to blow so that the flames became fiercer and more intense.

        §92: One of the Rūs was at my side, and I heard him speak to the interpreter, who was present. I asked the interpreter what he said. He answered: “He said, ‘You Arabs are fools.’” “Why?” I asked him. He said: “You take the people who are most dear to you and whom you honor most and you put them in the ground, where insects and worms devour them. We burn him in a moment, so that he enters Paradise at once.” Then he began to laugh uproariously. When I asked him why he laughed, he said: “His lord, for love of him, has sent the wind to bring him away in an hour.” And actually an hour had not passed before the ship, the wood, the girl, and her master were nothing but cinders and ashes.

        Then, in the place where there had been the ship, which they had drawn up out of the river, they constructed something like a small round hill, in the middle of which they erected a great post of birch wood on which they wrote the name of the man and the name of the Rūs king, and they departed.

        Commentary on §91: Nudity is a widespread element in cultic funerary rites. Among other things, it signifies a casting off and severing of ties. as well as a cultic identification with the deceased, who has to free himself or herself of ties to the world of the living (see §87). Here the deceased relative therefore was approached either from behind or with the back turned, in order to avoid being possessed or fetched away by the dead. Yet the naked back turned to the deceased necessitated that the rear end was covered, because exposing this area of the body to someone is generally known as a gesture of abuse.

        Commentary on §92: The previously mentioned epic of Beowulf from the West Germanic area begins with the description of a ship burial (see commentary on §87) and concludes with the description of a royal cremation and the erection of a grave mound over the burned remains of the corpse and the burial offerings.14

        §93: He [Ibn Faḍlān] said: It is the custom of a king of the Rūs to have with him in his palace four hundred men, the bravest of companions and those on whom he can rely. These are the men who die with him and let themselves be killed for him. Each has a female slave who serves him, washes his head, and prepares all that he eats and drinks, and he also has another female slave with whom he sleeps. These four hundred men sit about the king’s throne, which is immense and encrusted with fine precious stones. With him on the throne sit forty female slaves destined for his bed. Occasionally, he has intercourse with one of them in the presence of the companions of whom we have spoken, without coming down from the throne. When he needs to answer the call of nature, he uses a basin. When he wants to ride out, his horse is brought up to the throne and he mounts. If he wishes to dismount, he rides up so that he can dismount on to the throne. He has a lieutenant who commands his troops, makes war upon his enemies, and plays his role vis-à-vis his subjects.

        Commentary on §93: Here we are shown something about the social structure of this Viking society. Typical is the institution of the warband,*14 which is well attested in the Germanic world. The warrior elite surrounding the king of the Rūs and the king himself appear to be unmarried in our sense of the word; as a sexual outlet they have female slaves. Large halls, in which kings live together with their hall companions are described clearly in North and West Germanic sources.15 The custom that the king not touch the earth, which would weaken and degrade him, is otherwise unknown among the Germanic peoples. Nevertheless, in his History of the Danes (written ca. 1200), the Christian Danish chronicler Saxo Grammaticus (d. 1216 CE) attributes bad character to a heathen Swedish king who climbs down from his horse to pick up a piece of gold jewelry on the ground. Apparently this damaged his reputation.16

        
          
            Some Conclusions
          
        

        What sort of society has Ibn Faḍlān described for us? The Rūs on the Volga were Vikings (Varangians). They engaged in trade and warfare, living as predatory traders. They raided in one place and sold their booty in another. They were organized as a Männerbund;*15 they supplied their need for females by raiding, rape, and enslavement. The warrior elite lived permanently around the king; they were bound to him in a life-and-death relationship of the warband. This warband relationship seems to be the strongest of the social ties that held together this tightly knit society. The following-into-death rite of the female slave, which naturally is based upon a social connection, did not serve the cohesion of the warband society (of the living) but rather provided for the dead lord in the next world.

        Sketched out for us are the basic contours of the procedure for our approach to Germanic religion and, along with it, the structure of the book. We first must ask how it came about that a Germanic group was in the Volga region in the tenth century and what sort of people these were. That can be meaningfully answered only through an overview of the history of the Germanic tribes. In order to make Ibn 
Faḍlān depiction more understandable to us, we must deal with the social structure of Germanic communities. Along with this, we must examine the values that these Germanic societies developed. Only then can we begin to discuss the rites, powers, and myths—in other words, the religious elements—that correspond to such a social system and its order of values.
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