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TEXT AND ITS CULTURAL 
INTERPRETATION 

A. S. Matveev 

ARABIC SOURCES ON RUSSES AND SLAVS: 
PROBLEMS OF INTERPRETATION OF THE TEXT 

Oriental sources provide some of the most important evi­
dence when it comes to the early period of Slavonic and 
Scandinavian history. The information they contain does 
not. however. lie on the surface: it is hidden under a thick 
cover of "cultural layers". through which it is not so easy to 
penetrate. Even if we put aside the complicated composi­
tion of these sources. problems connected with the origin, 
transition and dating of information. which could be solved 
by the traditional methods of textual analysis, these sources 
still possess much of what is determined by the cultural and 
literary tradition and by the general characteristics of their 
authors' mentality. Problems of this kind usually do not at­
tract special attention of scholars. partly because they ap­
pear too evident. partly because of a lack of interest to such 
questions. 1 lowever. if we ignore the specific features of 
Arabic literary works and of the tradition they follow, we 
shall never be able to comprehend adequately the informa­
tion they contain. 

The inadequacy of our understanding of the Muslim 
evidence on Eastern Europe is aggravated when scholars 
have to use out-ot~date translations of the sources and 
commentaries made in the late I 9th-early 20th cen­
tury [I]. Besides. there are still traces of the positivist atti­
tude to interpretation of the texts, when all textual informa­
tion is accepted as some sort of "reality" only to be 
"explained" and "identified" with something which is al­
ready known. (This tendency is especially evident when 
some place-names are mentioned in the texts.) 

Most otien the evidence presented by the sources has 
little to do with "reality". It is more like some subjective 
"virtual reality" which develops according to its own laws, 
where facts tiltered through the medieval consciousness of 
the author become amalgamated with the standard patterns 
inherent in the Muslim culture. It is possible to distinguish, 
conventionally, several levels of such interaction. 

I. First of all. the author, and later his audience, are af­
fected by established stereotypes of perceiving events and 
phenomena. Particularly. it concerns the perception of 
"alien" and "foreign", which is never taken "as it is" but 
always interacts with the already existing cultural stereo­
types. In this way any new information received by the 

culture is transformed - sometimes beyond recognition -
according to the rules of already existing patterns. 

Thus, for example, "Russes" (al-Riis}, i. e. Normans, 
who appeared in the Muslim West, in Spain, became 
known under the name of "al-Majiis", i. e. "Magi", "fire­
worshippers". The use of this term, due to its obvious ir­
relevancy, gave rise to many scholarly controversies. Ac­
tually, the Russes were pagans at the time when they first 
appeared, and in the system of concepts established among 
the Spanish Muslims all pagans were associated, first of all. 
with the Persian "Magi", Zoroastrians [2]. When a new un­
known people, non-Christian and non-Judaic, so, conse­
quently, pagan (nothing else could have been imagined), 
came into view, one of the inherent cultural models was put 
into action, which associated Russes with fire-worshippers. 
The very fact that they cremated their perished comrades 
served to confirm this identification. The standard ideas 
existing in the Arab culture about "Magi" were applied to 
the real Russes, and the practice of cremation was taken for 
some element of the Zoroastrian cult. As a result, the stories 
about Russes practicing fire-worship as their principle -
even their only - religion came into being. Later, other 
"pseudo-information" from the traditional stock of ideas 
about Zoroastrians was added: for example, that Russes 
used to marry their sisters and mothers. It is obvious that 
there is no use to look for the background of these stories in 
actual Scandinavian history - their origin is connected not 
with real facts, but only with stereotypes existing within the 
environment where the work in question was created. How­
ever, even these stories may contain some real information, 
namely, that "al-Majiis" were cremating their dead. Even if 
we knew nothing about this custom from other sources, this 
evidence of the Muslim authors still could be believed 
(or, at least, accepted as possible), because there is nothing 
like this in the accounts of the real Zoroastrians. Thus, 
the existing stereotype makes the authors, on the one hand, 
supplement new evidence with facts from the established 
tradition, and, on the other hand, adjust the reality 
to the existing pattern, "seeing" what did not actually 
take place at all (in this case - the fire-worshipping of the 
Russes). 
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This attitude is characteristic not only of Muslim 
authors. A similar phenomenon can be found in the reports 
of Western authors on Muslim faith and mosques. Stories 
about Saracens worshipping the idol of Mul)ammad in their 
"mahumerias" wander from one 12th-13th century work 
to another. They are told even by those authors who lived 
or stayed for a long time in the Latin Orient [3]. The latter 
obviously could not have failed to notice that there were no 
idols at all in the mosques, though the traditional cultural 
stereotype of viewing the "infidel" Saracens as pagans 
made them see something absolutely different from the 
reality. Moreover, this is not an exception, but a very com­
mon phenomenon, however, often not easily recognisable. 
This kind of "mistake" may not be evident at all, if we do 
not know some different point of view. 

2. The next level of interference - closely connected 
with the former one - is the influence of the literary tradi­
tion on the way of perceiving, understanding and describ­
ing the events and phenomena interesting from the point of 
view of a Muslim author. It makes him accept - and keep 
citing in his works - what he knows as "real", even if he 
never saw it himself. The medieval author was basing his 
opinion on the postulate: "it is known, consequently it must 
be so in reality", - even if his personal experience was -
or rather "could be" - suggesting something quite differ­
ent. His way of thinking was as follows: "I have met no 
dog-headed people, but I read about them, I know about 
them, so, perhaps, I just failed to notice them there". Any 
personal experience in this case becomes useless, if it is not 
confirmed by the tradition. This specific feature of medie­
val mentality is more evident - and well-known - in the 
field of Natural Sciences [4], though it is no less character­
istic of other spheres of culture. It manifests itself in Arabic 
literature, including works on history and geography. 

A typical example of such influence of the literary 
tradition we find in the book of one of the most impartial 
and truthful "eyewitness" authors - lbn Fac;Ilan. He is cit­
ing a well-known standard description of how short the 
summer nights are in the northern lands: the interval be­
tween sunset and sunrise is so little that there is hardly 
enough time for a pot of water to start boiling, if you put it 
on the fire at sunset [5]. This metaphor is potentially apt, 
but it can in no way be applied to the latitude of Volga Bul­
ghar, especially in the middle of May (lbn Fac;llan arrived at 
Bulghar on the l 2th of May). Surely, this piece of informa­
tion was included in his work under the influence of the lit­
erary tradition - because the reader was waiting for this 
story. If it was missing. it could have been taken as a sign 
of the author's ignorance. The medieval author had to fol­
low the established rules of compiling of a literary work, 
and it was required of him to produce a standard set of facts 
on the subject in question, even if his personal experience 
did not coincide with them. Moreover, any attempt to dis­
pute - let alone deny - traditional knowledge would give 
to the author the reputation of a "liar". 

On the other hand, the issue is not only that the author 
is creating his story in conformity with the established 
tradition. He often "~" in conformity with it, which 
makes things even more difficult. Thus, lbn Fac;llan writes 
about his meeting the muezzin of the Bulghar mosque, who 
excused himself for missing the night prayer [6]. After the 
famous story of the "boiling pot" the muezzin explained, 
that the time between the last but one prayer (at sunset) and 
the first (at sunrise) was so shm1 that there was physically 

no possibility for him to make one more prayer. He said 
that he had been staying awake at night for a whole month 
in fear of missing the sunrise. The muezzin claimed, 
moreover, that before that there had been even shorter 
nights than the one when his misbehaviour was discovered 
by lbn Fac;Ilan - an even more obvious lie, because in the 
months before May nights are longer, not shorter. In spite 
of his personal experience, however, lbn Fac;Ilan tends to 
believe all that, since this story corresponds to the estab­
lished tradition. For the medieval author and his reader (or 
listener) the "seeing" of the external world was replaced by 
its "recognition": the recognition in real objects - or 
events - of an "archetype" existing in culture and, through 
it, in individual consciousness. 

3. The third level affecting the real information pro­
vided by Muslim authors is connected with the rules of the 
given literary genre. To some extent it is related to the sec­
ond level, though its character is more specific and secon­
dary. If the first two concern the object represented, the 
third one affects the way of representation and dictates the 
style of the work, standard techniques and patterns, 
obligatory elements of the narrative, etc. Each genre devel­
ops its specific ways (I) of selecting materials and (2) of 
narrating them. If we pay no attention to the genre, it be­
comes impossible to establish what kind of information the 
source in question may contain and how authentic it could 
be. Thus, it is still possible to believe the records - rather 
rare ones - left by eyewitnesses, such as lbn Fac;Ilan, -
though even in this case not without some reservations. 
Often, when the observer is not able to understand what he 
sees, either he perceives something corresponding not to 
reality but to the "cultural model" which has something in 
common with what he is observing, or he does not notice 
the thing at all - takes no account of it or omits it in his 
narrative as "doubtful" or "unimportant". Moreover, this 
kind of information can be easily lost afterwards, in the 
process of recounting, because it is not easy to relate what 
is not properly understood. The interpretation of the texts 
belonging to other genres is even more difficult. 

Turning to the evidence about Russes and Slavs in 
Muslim chronicles, one should recognise that, in general, it 
is quite reliable. But the scope of information given by 
these historical works is rather limited - they are con­
cerned mainly with the raids of the Russes into Muslim 
territories. The familiarity of the authors with the "scene of 
events" to some extent guarantees the authenticity of this 
information. But even there the "level of the adequacy of 
perception" should be taken into account - such as stan­
dard corrections of the number of invaders or of their vic­
tims. The exaggeration of the number of enemies - which 
was quite normal for the eyewitnesses - is also one of the 
characteristic features of Muslim works. It was done to 
stress the importance of a victory over the enemy or to ex­
plain a defeat. These exaggerations quickly turn into liter­
ary cliche. However, this phenomenon was unnoticed for a 
long time by the I 9th century scholars who accepted fan­
tastic figures brought forward by medieval authors. 

The geographical works contain the greater part of in­
formation on Russes and Slavs, though the level of their 
authenticity is quite different. More reliable is the evidence 
presented in the works of the Muslim geographers of the 
"Classical School" and of some of their predecessors. such 
as lbn Khurdadbah. However, their information is more or 
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less precise only for the territory of the Arab Caliphate, be­
cause for its description they could use materials from the 
state offices (diwclns). numerous stories told by merchants 
and travelers. - as well as their own observations. But 
even this is not fully accurate. It was an obligatory feature 
of all medieval Arabic literature, including geographical 
works in particular. to reproduce any information collected 
by predecessors - without any criticism, even without any 
corrections basing upon personal experience, - as it made 
the work more "fundamental". Thus, it is possible to come 
across a description of some city which had long ceased to 
exist by the time the work was written [7]. New informa­
tion penetrated into these works with great difficulty, in­
terwoven with old accounts. As a result it is often difficult 
to distinguish between different layers of information in­
cluded in one narrative. Innovations based upon personal 
experience were still not considered to be of self-sufficient 
value, the significance of authorities in the field of literary 
work was much more important. 

This is the reason why, when we are dealing with Is­
lamic geographical works, we encounter serious chrono­
logical problems: it is difficult to assign the evidence to an 
exact period since it often wanders from one work to an­
other. The earliest version, of course, can be taken for the 
terminus ad quem, but the terminus a qua still remains un­
known - the original work. the source, could still be older 
than the earliest surviving record by several centuries. 

These characteristic features of the works of medieval 
Arab authors become even more evident when they deal 
with alien materials. While more or less reliable informa­
tion is provided for neighbouring lands, such as the Byzan­
tine Empire, the Caucasus or South Italy, their ideas of 
Central Europe. Bulghar and the Khazars are rather vague. 
The "corpus of facts" concerning Central Europe owes its 
origin mainly to the Byzantine Empire, so it becomes less 
and less accurate as we going further away from its borders. 
The most adequate information was on Bulgaria and the 
Bulgarians. for whom there was a special term - "Burjan". 

The Arabs knew even less about Eastern Europe; the 
little information they had mainly concerned the Eastern 
Slavs. It is no wonder if we take into account that the main 
source of this information was Russes - and Muslim mer­
chants dealing with them. The former appeared in the Bul­
ghar on the Volga and in the Caspian zone already in the 
mid-9th century, as the trade road "from Varangians to Ar­
abs", generally, is older than the famous one "from Varan­
gians to Greeks". The most characteristic non-Scandinavian 
element of their bands were Slavs, most probably the so­
called "Ihnen Slavs" ("Slovene"). In consequence, we have 
even more evidence on the Novgorod zone than on the 
Kiev one. Besides - as the Arabic sources rather often mix 
together information from the "Caspian corpus" on Slavs 
and the "Byzantine" one - we should also keep in mind 
that information on pagan Slavs, especially on the Slavs in 
connection with the Russes, refers, as a rule, to the Eastern 
Slavs (mainly, "Slovene"). As for the information on 
Christian Slavs, it concerns Southern and, to some extent, 
Western Slavs in Central Europe included in the Byzantine 
sphere. 

As for Western and Northern Europe, their knowledge 
does not go beyond isolated facts, which often have little to 

do with reality. Frequent references by modern scholars to 
the work by al-ldrisI creates an illusion that Western 
Europe was relatively well known to the Arabs. This part of 
al-ldrisI's work, however, - unlike the rest of his book -
is non-traditional, based upon his own knowledge as a per­
son belonging to the court of the Norman prince of the 
l 2th century Sicily. 

The Arab authors constantly reproduce several tradi­
tional groups of facts, which practically do not allow one to 
trace any changes taking place in Eastern Europe. Modern 
interpretations of this information are nothing but hypo­
thetical. In general, the notions about the Russes, which 
predominate in the Muslim geographical literature, were 
formed at the time of their first appearance - from the 
middle of the 9th to the middle of the IOth century, when 
all East European trade routes came under their control and 
when they, as an independent power, penetrated as far as 
Bulghar, the Caspian sea and the Byzantine Empire. The 
same pattern of making a cultural stereotype on the basis of 
first contacts, we have encountered in Muslim Spain. In the 
East the situation was less tense - there Russes first ap­
peared as more or less peaceful traders, not as terrible con­
querors. It made possible a closer acquaintance with them, 
so the stereotype which developed after the first contacts 
turned out to be closer to reality. The foundation of the 
Russian state in Kiev, and gradual assimilation of the 
Russes-Normans by the Slavs, however, remained almost 
unnoticed - or rather neglected - by the Arab authors, 
who still relied mainly on the evidence and stereotypes of 
the 9th-early IOth centuries: the transmission of any new 
information was much hindered by the established tradi­
tion. Consequently, it is hardly possible to distinguish any 
more recent data in the Arabic sources. 

In connection with the subject of the present article it is 
important to take into account one special genre of Islamic 
literature - a description of the wonders of the world, 
'ajii 'ib ("marvels"). It is closely connected with the geo­
graphical works and with the so-called adab genre (8]. The 
main function of the 'ajii 'ib stories was to entertain the 
reader or the listener - though providing him, simultane­
ously, with some "scholarly" information [9], which is 
characteristic of Arabic literature in general, with its main 
goal "to instruct while distracting". Consequently, the 
'ajii 'ib literature paid little attention to authenticity of the 
information, being concerned mainly with something ex­
traordinary, odd or curious, like ancient edifices (basically, 
those of antiquity) and other "marvels of the world". Pre­
cise details were often omitted, as they were thought to be 
too boring for the reader. Works of the 'ajii 'ib genre actu­
ally stand closer to "fiction". Descriptions were adjusted to 
the existing literary cliche, function of which was to stir the 
imagination of the audience. Hence numerous stories about 
gold and precious stones appeared, presenting everything 
hyperbolically: speaking about an idol they say that it was 
made of pure gold; if a mountain is mentioned, it appears as 
the highest one, etc. Thus, they do not contain any precise 
details, only information of the most general character. 

To demonstrate what kind of analysis should be applied 
to the evidence preserved in the works of this kind, let us 
take one of the passages from Muriij al-dhahab by al­
Mas'iidI as follows: 
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"On the sanctuaries ("sacred houses") of the Slavs" [I OJ 

§ 1386. There were "houses" in Slavonic lands, which 
they glorified. Among them was a "house" they had on the 
mountain, which was said by the philosophers to be one of 
the highest mountains of the world. There is information 
about this "house" concerning the method of its construc­
tion, arrangement of the types of its stones, and their differ­
ent colours; about holes made there on its top, how the sun 
rises in these holes; about gems installed in it and marks 
drawn there, which indicate future events, about how those 
gems warn of events before they occurred; and about the 
appearance of sounds from its top for them (i. e. for the 
Slavs), and what happens to them when they hear those 
[sounds]. 

§ 1387. And a "house", which some king of theirs es­
tablished on the black mountain, [and] which was sur­
rounded with marvellous waters of different colours and 
tastes, useful in all [ways]. They had there a great idol rep­
resenting a man [ 11] who bent forward, looking like an old 
man with a stick in hand, who is moving with it the bones 
of the dead laid in ''boxes" [ 12]; there were drawings of 

This story is characteristic both as a narrative and as an 
object for interpretation. Usually, the sanctuaries described 
by al-Mas'iidI are identified with the West Slavonic tem­
ples, especially the one located in Arcona. The only foun­
dation for this identification, however. is that Arcona is 
known to modern scholars, because the text itself - very 
vague and fantastic in details - gives no ground for such 
interpretation. The scholars who studied this account usu­
ally chose between two approaches: a complete denial of its 
historical value or an absolutely free and random explana­
tion without taking into account the nature of the source 
and its peculiarities. As a result, a Russian scholar 
A. Y. Garkavi thought, for instance, that al-Mas'iidI had 
given a description of the Buddhist temples in the Himala­
yas [ 17], while F. Westberg decided that this passage was 
dealing with the Northern Caucasus and that "al-~aqaliba" 
means "Osetins" in the context. As for the detailed work of 
A. P. Kovalevsky, he supposes that al-Mas'iidI was describ­
ing the Western Slavic temples on the Baltic seaside and 
the Black Mountain on the upper stream of the River Che­
remosh in the Carpathians [ 18]. 

The above examples of scholarly interpretation dem­
onstrate that, on one hand, this account was studied outside 
the context of al-Mas'iidI's work; and that, on the other 
hand, it was accepted a priori that if some object or place­
name is mentioned, it should exist in reality and could be 
identified with something. When the source is understood 
and interpreted in this way, the information it contains turns 
into a "set of bricks", from which everyone may construct 
whatever he wants. Meanwhile the facts reported by Mus­
lim authors can be used only in the context of the source in 
question together with the entire corpus of Muslim data on 
Eastern Europe, on one hand, and in the context of Arabic 
literature and culture as a whole, on the other. 

Let us go back now to the analysis of the passage from 
al-Mas'iidI. The first thing to be taken into account is the 
genre of this work. Mw·z!i al-dhahab is a complicated his­
torical and geographical composition, and its genre is not 
so easily definable. It contains an authentic and detailed de-

different types of ants under the right foot, and of the very 
black ravens of the ghudaf variety and other kinds under 
another [foot]; and marvellous drawings of different types 
of Ethiopians and Negroes. 

§ 1388. Another "house" is on a mountain of theirs, 
surrounded by a gulf (or a strait) of the sea. It was built of 
red coral and green emeralds, with a great dome in the 
middle, under which there is an idol, the members of whom 
are of four stones: green chrysolite, ruby, yellow carnelian, 
and white crystal; his head is of red gold. Against him 
[stands] another idol, like a maid, as if she is offering 
[animal] sacrifices and millet [13]. This "house" is said to 
be founded by a wise man they had in ancient times. We 
have already mentioned in our books [14] his story, and 
what he had done in the land of Slavs, and what he had 
made as regards ruses, tricks and cunning machina­
tions [ 15] by which he attracted their hearts, bound their 
souls, and dragged their minds despite the vicious nature 
and inconstant character of the Slavs [16]. 

scription of real events, of which the author himself was the 
eyewitness or which he wrote down from first-hand wit­
nesses (such as an account of the Caspian expedition of the 
Russes [ 19]). However, the story about Slavonic sanctuar­
ies is a typical example of the 'ajii 'ib genre. It contains 
generalised information processed by the author according 
to the rules of this genre. So, the most of descriptive de­
tails - such as the careful description of different types of 
precious stones, gold, and the like - should be interpreted 
as the attributes of the 'aiii 'ib genre, not as relevant infor­
mation. 

Then, if we take into account the context and the way 
of presenting the information, any identification of the de­
scribed phenomena with some particular object is basically 
senseless, because the text describes a typical notion of 
Slavonic sanctuaries present in Arab culture, not some sin­
gular object. The non-specified, general character of the de­
scription is confirmed by the structure of the whole section 
dealing with this matter. Al-Mas'iidI starts with a general 
notion of the "sanctuaries", then considers similar 
"honoured houses" among different peoples: Zoroastrians 
(fire-temples), Romans, Greeks, Slavs, etc. The descriptive 
pattern, a sort of abstraction, is the same in all cases: sev­
eral "concrete" sanctuaries are selected, embodying what is 
typical of the culture described. The narrative about Greek 
temples, for example, is given as a description of three 
monuments; as for others, they are not even mentioned. 
though the author obviously knew that their number -
even within the Caliphate territory - was much greater. 

On the other hand, the very suggestion that it is possi­
ble to find in the text some information about a remote 
Western Slavonic object looks quite fantastic. Such a con­
cept can be explained only by the absence of any true un­
derstanding of the scope of the Arabic geographical litera­
ture in general. The majority of European capitals and big 
cities are not mentioned there [20] - even the evidence on 
Kiev and Novgorod, which were comparatively nearer. is 
very uncertain, - let alone a description of these places. 
Moreover. there is no other evidence that Arabic authors 
knew Baltic Slavs at all. As for Kovalevsky's attempt to 
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place these '"temples" in the Carpathian mountains, it is still 
quite unlikely, as the Arabs had only a vague idea about 
those lands relatively far from the Byzantine Empire which 
'"provided" the Muslim geographers with the information 
on adjoining territories (for this zone there is only seriously 
garbled lists of Slavonic tribes, such as that of al­
Mas"iidl (21 ]). 

Besides all that is mentioned above, the information of 
al-Mas"iidl was permeated with characteristic Arabic astro­
logical ideas and conceptions of the fire- and idol­
worshippers' temples. On the one hand, these concepts were 
based on Qur'anic and early Muslim traditional descrip­
tions of the Harranian '"Sabians" and Zoroastrians. On the 
other hand. it was strictly connected to the later philosophi­
cal tradition which interpreted Paganism in an astrological 
way. Of the more important philosophers of this type was 
Abii Ma'shar. known in Europe as Albumasar, and his fol­
lowers. In the end of the section on the "temples" al­
Mas"iidl mentions the work of Abi"1 Ma'shar Kitab a/-uliif 
("'The Book of the Thousands") as one of the sources of in­
formation on the "temples and the great structure, which 
was constructed in the world every thousand years. Besides, 
lbn Maziyyar (Baziyyar - the conjecture of Pellat), the 
disciple of Abii Ma'shar, has told about that ... And other 
authors besides them - who lived before them and after­
wards - had narrated a lot about what was built and about 
marvels of the Earth" (22]. 

Thus. some part of the information of this section was 
derived from the works of Abii Ma'shar and his followers, 
though it is not clear to what extent: obviously, it is true 
about specific kinds of ··millennium temples", as for other 
information it could be borrowed from other authors as 
well. The basic notion of this astrological school- that the 
stars and planets rule the world. and that the religions of all 
ancient people were a kind of star-worship - seems to be 
not accepted by al-Mas"f1dl himself who more likely fol­
lowed the traditional idea of the pagans as fire- and idol­
worshippers [23]. However, the more common astrological 
ideas widespread in that period can be found in Muriij al­
Jhahab. Consequently, it is important to take into account 
that the new information on the alien peoples and territories 
which appeared in Muslim East in the 9th-10th centuries, 
was permeated not only with traditional patterns concerning 
fire-worshippers and pagans in general, but with relatively 
new astrological ideas as well. 

Thus, it is possible to trace a series of traditional astro­
logical concepts in the chapter in question. First of all, there 
is the standard notion that the parts ("quarters") of the 
world are under influence of the corresponding planets, 
which could be supported by Abii Ma'shar's ideas about 
planet-worshipping by the pagans. Consequently, all the 
attributes of these astrological deities could be applied to 
"their" lands. The No1th - al-Jarbl, the fourth quarter of 
the world. - was connected, according to al-Mas'iidl, with 
Saturn (zu~1al) (24]. As for Saturn, he was the lord of all the 
black, as it is possible to derive from the verses mentioned 
by al-Mas'iidl: 

Their cider is heavenly Saturn. great chief. strong king. 
I lis nature is blackness and coldness. the black colour 

of the soul in grief. 
I lis influence I affects! 1he Negroes (af-=illllj) and black slaves 

(al- 'ahid). then lead and iron [25J. 

Correspondingly, the North - and their peoples -
were considered to be comprehensively connected with the 
"black", and this pattern, duly, was applied to the Slavs. As 
a result, the chapter in question includes Negroes - an ab­
solutely fantastic and otherwise unexplainable idea - and, 
subsequently, the other black creatures like ravens and ants 
(the latter, however, owe their origin, as well, to another 
literary tale concerning the gigantic ants who dwell the 
coasts of the "Sea of Darkness" (i. e. Atlantic Ocean) and 
devour travelers (26]). Therefore all this information of al­
Mas'iidl is due to the Muslim astrological tradition and has 
nothing to do with real Slavs, so any attempt to consider 
this data as evidence, e. g. of traces of Slavic totemism, 
would be senseless. 

It is also worth mention that the general ideas concern­
ing the symbolic and magical meaning of the gems and 
precious metals can be easily found in the given passage. 
Besides all above, it seems to be very likely that the holes 
in the top of the first described "house" were considered by 
al-Mas'iidl as a "tool" for the astronomical/astrological ob­
servation of the sky. Mention of such "windows" can be 
found in other chapters of the book as well (e. g. in the de­
scription of the Antioch temple where it was noticed that 
once a year the newly born Moon appeared in one of the 
special upper "doors" of the building (27]). 

Thus, the only sort of information which we can extract 
from the passage in question is some general idea of Sla­
vonic sanctuaries as it existed in Muslim culture. To some 
extent, however, this culture could correctly reflect certain 
realities of the alien culture it described, as its source was, 
usually, a rendering of an eyewitness' narration about 
something quite typical of the described culture. The place 
of receiving the information could be the zone of intensive 
trade contacts - probably, Bulghar on Volga or Khazarian 
Itil, - where a Muslim merchant could hear a story about 
Slovenian "sanctuaries". The story-teller himself seems 
more likely not to have been one of the worshippers in 
these "sanctuaries", but an eyewitness-foreigner - a Rus 
or some non-local Slav. 

What, in this case, is the positive information present in 
the story? It is as follows: 

(I) In Slavonic lands there are (2) sanctuaries (3) lo­
cated on mountains [in all three cases], in which (4) human­
shaped idols were installed [in two cases]. In two cases the 
mountains (5) are surrounded by water. There are also (6) 
"precious" stones in those sanctuaries which are arranged in 
a special way [in two accounts]. Besides that, (7) by the 
feet of one idol there are special boxes containing bones 
of the dead [the second story]. A II the rest shou Id 
be considered as an influence of the standard patterns of 
Arabic literature and specific features of medieval Muslim 
mentality. 

I) The first fact leaves no reason for doubt. There was 
a clear distinction between the Slavs and, e. g., the Russes 
in Arabic literature, especially in the works of al-Mas'iidl. 
Besides, as it was mentioned, in such a context, usually, 
Arab authors meant the Eastern Slavs (more often the 
"Slovene" of the Novgorod area). 

2) "Sanctuaries" (lit. "honoured houses") - is a com­
mon definition applied to all pagan shrines described by al­
Mas'iidl, be they real "temples" or just "holy places". There 
is no reason to assume that they were actual "houses" (28] 
(i. e. buildings with walls and a roof). The author simply 
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could not imagine a sanctuary without any walls, so he calls 
them all "houses". As for the description of "marvellous 
holes" in the roof of the first "house" it is no less fantastic 
than the "foretelling" of its magic precious stones and 
drawings. It can be, very likely, an influence of the Arabic 
astrological ideas which associated those sanctuaries with 
"star"-worshipping. Thus, the story itself gives no founda­
tion for looking for temples constructed of stone or wood 
in Slavonic lands. However, the very connection of 
the sanctuaries in question with some "astronomical" 
elements of the cult may be - to some extent - relevant, 
but this question is quite uncertain and requires further 
analysis. 

3) The story about mountains also can be accepted 
without reservations. In other stories about "sanctuaries" 
mountains are normally not mentioned, i. e. it can not be 
explained as some literary stereotype. Meanwhile the height 
of these mountains can be no more than an exaggeration -
one of the elements of the 'ajii 'ib genre. On the other hand, 
this is an example of the interference of the standard liter­
ary geographical notion derived from the works of Ptole­
meus about some "high mountains" in the "land of 
al-~aqaliba", which replaced the Ptolemean "Germany" in 
the Arabic geographical tradition. A usual scholarly identi­
fication of those mountains with the Carpathians is no more 
than a purely conventional thing. because the notion of 
them was already quite vague and uncertain in the works of 
Ptolemeus; as for the Arabic tradition, it became nothing 
but literary cliche without any relation to reality. So, they 
could equally be either mountains or high hills. The latter is 
more probable, taking into account the typical character of 
the phenomenon described, which implies the absence of 
other "sanctuaries" in Slavonic lands (otherwise they would 
have been mentioned). Therefore there is no reason to lo­
cate the object described by al-Mas'iidi in the Carpathians, 
about which the Arabs knew practically nothing, - let 
alone the attempt to identify it with some concrete place, as 
Kovalevsky suggested [29]. 

Besides that, a purely linguistic misunderstanding 
could take place when an Arab was listening to the tale of 
the primary informer; the Slavonic(?) term used in the 
original story, which may have had a wider range of 
meanings, could have been understood as a "mountain" 
(iabal), though actually it could have been used to indicate 
a high "hill". 

4) The presence of "human-shaped" idols raises no 
doubts, as it is one of the specific features of the narrative. 
As for the concrete details of the description of the "bent 
old man" with a stick and the idol representing a maidser­
vant, they look like pure literary "decoration". Perhaps, the 
latter may be considered as an indication of the possibility 
that there could be a main idol and a secondary one 
(or ones). 

5) The water surrounding the sanctuaries, along with its 
miraculous nature, is most probably also a literary borrow­
ing, though this evidence should not be completely ignored. 
But if there was really some water behind this story (in the 
second case these are simply "waters", in the third - a gulf 
or a strait), it could mean only that the sanctuaries were lo­
cated near some "water" - a river or a lake, - less 
probably by the "sea". We have to take into account that. 
according to Arabs' views, the Slavs, as well as all other 
Northerners, were living on the shore of the "exterior sea" 
surrounding the dry land. It affected the interpretation of 

new information, turning any "water", wherever it was 
mentioned in the original story, into "sea". Besides, the 
waters, marvellous and "useful in all ways," can be a re­
flection of some real "sacred waters" (spring, pool, etc.) 
near the described sanctuaries. 

6) The presence of the stones in the sanctuaries is quite 
possible, as it is not a necessary traditiopal element of 
temple description, though their "preciousness" - all those 
gems and gold - obviously belongs to the peculiarities of 
the genre. Besides, the author and his readers could not. 
basically, imagine a probability of installing quite ordinary 
stones in such a sacred place. As for their relation with 
"foretelling the future", "sorcery" and some astronomical 
observation, it can be relevant to some extent, but it is im­
possible to tell anything precise on the basis of the source 
itself, as this information may be no more than a reflection 
of traditional Muslim ideas on the relation of pagans - and 
Slavs in particular - with "astrological" worship. 

7) There is no doubt about the presence of burials in a 
sanctuary - possibly in some kind of "boxes", - by the 
feet of the idol or, at least, on the top of the hill. Judging by 
the context, not everyone was buried there, but only some, 
rather small part of the population. It is probable also that 
cremation was meant, as it would hardly be possible to 
"move the bones of the dead with a stick" if they were from 
ordinary inhumations. The practice of cremation, moreover, 
was, in Muslims' view - according to the traditional pat­
tern - characteristic of that region, so, perhaps, there was 
even no need to put stress on what was already evident. 
This information in general is trustworthy, as it is too un­
usual to be a literary cliche or some traditional idea. Nor is 
this produced by an astrological tradition. The suggestion 
of Kovalevsky that the "dead" are mentioned as "gloomy 
attributes" because of the above connection of the North 
with all of its blackness is nothing but overstatement not 
supported by the text [30]. And it obviously could not have 
been invented by al-Mas'iidi himself; medieval authors 
could repeat absolutely fantastic stories, but they were not 
expected "to invent" them. 

Thus, the analysis of the evidence given by Muslim 
authors, in view of their specific cultural environment and 
the way they accepted the facts told by their predecessors. 
allows us to distinguish some corpus of reliable information 
about the Slavs who worship idols set on the top of the 
"mountains"-"hills", perhaps with some stones installed 
there, that these are their only shrines, and that at least 
some of these "hills" are used at the same time as burial 
places. 

In my opinion, it is possible to locate this description. 
The only cultural phenomenon which may correspond to it 
is the so-called sopka borrows of North-western Russia (the 
"Slovene" lands of the "Novgorod area"), which are high 
mounds that look like natural hills. According to al­
Mas'iidi, on the top of some of these mounds idols were 
supposed to stand. Besides that, some people could be bur­
ied there, probably members of the "local elite". This last 
feature, however, requires a more detailed historical and ar­
chaeological investigation: it could also be interpreted. for 
example, as a sacrifice; besides, the members of quite dif­
ferent social groups could be buried on different levels of 
such sopkas [31]. Anyway, it must have been a typical phe­
nomenon of the 9th-first half of the I Oth century in order 
to have been evident to the primary informer of al-Mas'iidi. 
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Besides that, the 9th century sopkas are mainly huge 
mounds standing on the high bank of the Volhov River. It 
was difficult not to notice them from the river - further­
more it was virtually impossible to by-pass this area when 
moving from the nmth to the south (i. e. from the Baltic 
Sea to the Volga or to the Black Sea). They made the im­
pression of real "mountains" standing upwards amidst the 
surrounding flat plain. (Besides. there are some "sacred 
springs" not far from the complex of the sopkas of the Sta­
raya Ladoga on the River Volhov). 

It is virtually impossible to distinguish more precisely 
the period. when this information was received, and this is 
quite common problem for this kind of source. The work 
itself was written by al-Mas'iidi in 332/943, and revised in 
336/94 7 and 345/956, but the original account could be 
much earlier. If this description has indeed its origin in the 
works of Abii Ma'shar, as was supposed by Kova­
levsky [32]. the data in question would reflect the realities 
of the middle and the third quarter of the 9th century [33]. 
In such a case the above sopkas of the River Volhov were 
probably indicated. as the greater part of these huge 
mounds was constructed in the 9th century. If al-Mas'iidi's 
narrative was based on the information derived by the 
author from his conversations with Muslim merchants, 
when he was traveling in the Southern Caspian area, the de­
scription reflects the notion of all the sopkas of the 
Novgorod zone. In any case. neither variant contradicts the 
proposed interpretation. 

In this way the evidence of Muslim authors, if correctly 
interpreted in the light of archaeological facts, may give us 
valuable information on the functions of East Slavonic sop­
kas in the early Slavonic culture. in which they served as 
sanctuaries and places of burial. There is no place here to 
bring forward all available archaeological evidence to con­
firm it. It is enough to mention that recently obtained ar­
chaeological data correspond with the evidence of al­
Mas'iidi. The archaeological investigations during last 
dozen years seem to confirm this interpretation. Several ex­
cavated mounds of sopka type revealed traces of post-hole 
and "surface burials" (i. e. bones remnants from crema­
tions) - such as that on the top of the mound in Duba-

viki [34) or on some sopkas of the Rivers Oredej [35) and 
Lovat [36). An oak "box" with cremated bones - a parallel 
to al-Mas'iidi's description - was found on a sopka by the 
village of Skovorodka (Strugokrasnenskiy region of the 
Pskov district) [37). Besides that, if we regard the sopkas as 
cult centres, it is possible to suggest that the "traces of fu­
neral feast" often mentioned by archaeologists should be 
interpreted as traces of animal sacrifices, as described in the 
third account of al-Mas'iidi. It does not exclude, however, 
the possibility of a funeral feast as well, but even in such a 
case its religion function was similar to the sacrifice men­
tioned by al-Mas'iidi. 

Anyhow, it is clear, that the sopkas could not be exclu­
sively burial places, as their number is obviously insuffi­
cient for this. The commoners were most probably buried 
in some other way, such as, for example, the "cremation on 
the surface of the earth" [38); as for the sopkas, they could 
be reserved for a higher social stratum, possibly, for local 
- or, e. g., supra-tribal, "central", - aristocracy. There is 
no wonder, therefore, that the Arab authors report on the 
cult functions of the sopkas [39]. 

In this way, based upon the evidence of al-Mas'iidi 
confirmed by archaeological data, we may suggest that in 
the system of the East Slavonic culture the sopkas func­
tioned, first of all, as cult centres, not only as borrows. (The 
latter idea, considering the sopkas as almost the only burial 
places of the Novgorod Slavs, was current in archaeological 
literature about ten years ago, when I first suggested my 
present explanation of the relevant passage from al­
Mas'iidi.) 

Thus, the example brought forward here demonstrates 
that the evidence of Muslim authors can be used to expand 
the database on the history of Eastern Europe and its popu­
lation. However, the process of extracting this information 
implies, on the one hand, a very special attitude to the 
sources in question; it can be successful only if we take into 
account the cultural patterns and mental stereotypes of the 
environment in which they were created. On the other 
hand, being rather vague and uncertain, the derived infor­
mation requires some other archaeological or historical 
confirmation to be safely used for historical reconstruction. 

Notes 

I. For example. the only Russian translation which can be ""safely" used by non-orientalists. with no risk of misunderstanding its 
context. is the works by A I'. Kovalevsky. see his P111eshestvie lbn Fadlana na Volg11 (The Voyage of lbn Fa\llan lo the Volga 
(Moscow-Leningrad. 1939) and Kniga Akhmeda /bn Fadlana o ego p11lesheslvii na l'o/g11 v 921-922 gg. (The Book of Ahmed lbn 
Fa\)lan on his Voyage to the Volga in 921-922) (Kharkov, 1956)). Also sec B. N. Zakhoder, Ka>piiskii svod svedenii o Vosloclmoi Ev­
rope (The Caspian Corpus of Evidence on Eastern Europe), Pt. 1-2 (Moscow, 1962-1967). 

2. That was practically the only type or··pagans" - except the almost fabulous and, anyhow, less important 1-larranian "Sabians" -
encountered by Muslims in the course of their conquests. 

3. S. I. Luchitskaia. "Arab glazami franka. Konfessional'nyT aspekt vospriiatiia musul'manskoT kul'tury" ("Arab by the eyes of the 
Frank. The Confessional Aspect of Perceiving Muslim Culture"), Odysseus (Moscow. 1993). pp. 26-31. 

4. For example. constant reproduction of certain erroneous views of ancient authors on animals and plants, endless copying of handi­
craft "recipes". etc. 

5. /'11/esheslvie lhn Fadla11a na Volg11. p. 71. A similar account is included. for example. in the work of al-Mas'iidi Muriij al­
tllw/1t1b. Les prairies d'or. ed. l'ellat (Beirut. 1965-1979), § 457 (henceforth cited as Pcllat)], who, evidently, did not know the book of 

lbn Fa~lan. 
6. The main task set before lbn Fa~tlan. a secretary of the diplomatic mission, was to control how the prescriptions of Islam were fol­

lowed in recently converted Bulghius and to give advice on religious matters. His power, as a Muslim authority. was quite considerable. 
naturally. the muezzin was in fear of being punished for his negligence. 
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7. A perfect example of this kind is the Geographical Dictionary of al-Yiiqiit, which contains the description of a number of cities and 
villages that ceased to exist in the I 3th century. The author included in his book passages from the earlier authors alongside the contempo­
rary information. Al-Yiiqiit travcled a lot and, thus, could know that those places did not exist anymore - or were in decline. - though 
he often did not point it out. as he considered it unimportant (he mentioned occasionally that some towns were destroyed by the Mongols, 
however, that is not a rule. but rather an exception). 

8. The rich adab literary tradition included information on Arabic poetry. genealogies. history. geography. etc. Its aim was to provide 
the reader with all the knowledge necessary for a cultured person. 

9. Its purely entertaining limction became prevalent only in the period of the decline of medieval Arabic literature. i. e. from the 
14th century. 

10. Pella!. ii. chapter 66 (§§ 1386-1388), pp. 389-90. I give here my literal translation of this chapter. 

11. Some St. Pctersburg manuscripts. for example, the manuscripts in the collection of the St. Petersburg Branch of the Institute of 
Oriental Studies (under call number D-157 (see jig. I) and D-175) contain a variant w!Jal. i. e. "Saturn". instead of rajul ("man"). though 
none of printed editions accessible to me gives this form. Some Russian scholars (A. Y. Garkavi. Ska=aniia musul'manskikh pisatelei o 
slavianakh i rnsskikh (Muslim Authors Account on Slavs and Russes) (St. Petersburg. 1870). p. 139 and A. P. Kovalevskii, "Al-Masudi o 
slavianskikh iazycheskikh khramakh"". Voprosy istoriografii i istochnikovedeniia slaviano-germanskikh otnoshenii (Moscow. 1973). 
p. 80) accepted this variant. It seems to be virtually impossible. however, to establish at which stage this variant appeared: it is a common 
mistake from the point of view of Arabic script and the copyist could do it quite easily. We cannot reject this interpretation of the text. 
however. it is very unlikely that we will ever be able to establish with assurance the original word used by al-Mas'iidI. Anyhow. we would 
be able to suggest which variant is more probably right only after comparing most of surviving variants of this text. 

12. This word was used to indicate Christian coffins. Egyptian sarcophagi. etc. Here it means probably some "reservoir'' or "box". 
where the bones of the dead were placed. 

13. That is the interpretation of the editor. but-in case of another vocalisation- it could mean "the smoke" (of the sacrifice). 

14. Al-Mas'iidi meant his longer books which have not survived. 

15. This is the same word as in the § 1386 (al-makhi'Jriq). but its meaning seems to be different in this place ("machinations. ruse"". 
not "holes"). 

16. The last sentence reflects a typical "scientific" idea on the origins of idol-worship. A more detailed explanation was given by al-
Mas'iidi at the beginning of the chapter on sanctuaries (for example. Pella!.§ 1371). 

17. A. Y. Garkavi. Ska=aniia n111s11/manskikh pisatelei. p.171. 

18. Kovalevskii. "Al-Mas'iidi o slavianskikh iazycheskikh khramakh", pp. 84, 86. 

19. Pellat. §§ 459-461. 

20. Except some information about Italy and Rome, the only evidence on Western European cities at that time was a vague reference 
in Muruj al-dhahab by al-Mas'iidi (Pella!.§§ 910-911) to 150 cities and the capital of all Francs (i. e. Europeans) - Bawira. which. 
possibly. corresponds to Paris (conjuncture "Bariza". see El'. Ill, p. 1044. is quite probable). As for the account of Ibrahim b. Ya'qiib (of 
354/956) on Western Europe. it was preserved only in relatively late Western Muslim. tradition and merely partially. as a quotation in the 
work of al-Bakri (the second half of the 11 th century), but in the East it was not even known (the "Cosmography" of al-Qazwini cited by 
al-Bakri is a much later work which dates to the end of the 13th century). 

21. Pellat. §§ 905-909. 

22. Pella!.§§ 1419. 

23. Though. for example. Kovalevsky, who studied this narrative, considered that al-Mas'iidi followed Abii Ma'shar in this respect 
(see A. P. Kovalevskii, "Al-Mas'iidi o slavianskikh iazycheskikh khramakh", p. 83). 

24. Pellat, § 1330. 

25. Pellat. § 172. 

26. Kovalevskii. "Al-Mas'iidi o slavianskikh iazycheskikh khramakh", p. 83. 

27. Pellat. § 418. 

28. Initially the word bay/ meant "tent": later it was applied to "house. dwelling. structure" in general. 

29. Kovalevskii. "Al-Mas'iidi o slavianskikh iazycheskikh khramakh". pp. 84. 86. 

30. Ibid .. p.83. 

31. The sopkas were rather complicated structures, composed of several levels of stone constructions covered by soil. 

32. Kovalcvskii. "Al-Mas'iidi o slavianskikh iazycheskikh khramakh'', p. 82. 

33. Abii Ma'shar died in 272/886 when he was about one hundred years old (El'. I. p. 139.) 

34. Excavated by Sergey Kuzmin in 1990-1991. see Sergei Kuzmin, "Sopka okolo derevni Novye Duboviki" ("Sopko by the vil­
lage Novyc Duboviki""). Arkheologiia i istoriia Pskova i Pskovskoi zem/i (Pskov. 1992). pp. 52-5. 

35. Sergci Kuzmin, "Oredezhskie sopki" ("The Oredezh sopkas""). Naselenie Leningradskoi oblasti: Materialy i issledovaniia po is­
torii i traditsionnoi k11/'ture (Leningrad. 1992). pp. 16--26. 

36. Excavated by Konetsky. see S. Y. Konetskil. "Novye isslcdovaniia v urochishchc Gubcnskaia Luka" (''New investigation in the 
Gubcrnskaya Luka urochishche"). Novgorod i Novgorodskaia zem/ia: /storiia i arkheo/ogiia (Novgorod. 1992). pp. 20-4. 

37. Excavated by Sergcy Kuzmin in 1988. see Serge! Kuzmin. "K voprosu o pogrebal'noi obriadovosti kul'tury sopok" ("On the 
problem or burial rites in the archaeological culture of sopkas""). Arkheologiia i istoriia Pskova i Pskovskoi =emli (l'skov. 1989). 
pp. 48-50. 
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38. Corresponding "superticial burials" were found recently. sec. for example. Sergcl Kuzmin and Elena Mikhallova. ""Gruntovyl" 
mogi\'nik u derevni Kotorsk" (""Ground" burial place by the village of Kotorsk"), Drevni/ Pskov: lssledovaniia srednevekovogo goroda 
(St. Pctcrsburg. 1994). pp. 50-2. 

39. Similarly. for example. the principal function of the Egyptian pyramids was not "burial" but "cult". The very existence and the 
size of the pyramids and the cult ceremonies connected with them ensured the prosperity or Egypt. 

Illustrations 

Fig. I. Al-Mas't1dI. .\/11nl1 a/-dlwhah. a manuscript from the collection or the St. Peters burg Branch of the 
Institute of Oriental Studies (call number D-157). A.H. 1148/A.D. 1735-1736. fols. 155b-156a, 
22.0 x 32.5 cm. 




