A VIKING FUNERAL

The following passages were written by an Arab who traveled from North Africa to the Viking lands of Scandinavia to trade silks and spices in exchange for Viking furs and timber. He watched the funeral of a wealthy chieftain and described what he saw. He chieftain was being prepared for his journey to the other world, to Valhalla, which meant that he would have died in battle.

‘A funeral such as I saw is only for the rich; poor men are simply burnt in a small boat, but a richman’s wealth is split into three parts – one for the heirs, one to buy clothes and other equipment for the corpse, and one to buy ale for the funeral feast. It takes ten days to prepare the clothes and all that is needed, and during this time the body lies in a temporary grave with food, drink and a musical instrument beside it.

When a chieftain dies, his family say to his slave girls and servants: ‘Which of you will die with him?’ Then one of them says: ‘I will’. When this person has said this, he is forced to do it and is not free to go back on his word; even if he wanted to, it would not be allowed. It is mostly the slave girls who do this. So, when the man I am speaking of died, they said to his slave girls, ‘Which of you will die with him?’, and one of them said ‘I will’. From that moment the girl was never left alone; two other slave girls waited on her constantly and she drank and sang joyfully every day, and seemed to be looking forward to a coming happiness.

Then the dead man’s ship was dragged ashore from the river, propped up with stakes and surrounded with a great stack of wood on top of which it rested. There was a tent pitched on the deck of the ship, and men brought a bench to sit in it, and covered this bench with rugs and cushions of brocaded Byzantine silk under the guidance of an old woman whom they called the Angel of Death. She was old, hag-like, thick-set and grim-looking.

At the end of the ten days all was at length ready. The dead man was removed from his temporary grave, stripped of the clothes he had died in, and re-clothed in specially made garments of rich silk, trimmed with gold buttons and sable fur. The corpse was carried on board the ship and into the tent, where it was laid on the rugs and propped up on the cushions. Then they brought ale, fruit and sweet smelling plants and laid them by him. Then they brought a dog, cut it in two and threw it into the ship. Next, they brought all his weapons and laid them beside him. Then they took two horses and made them gallop round till they sweated, whereupon they cut them in pieces with swords and threw their flesh into the ship. In the same way they brought two cows, and these too they cut to pieces and threw into the ship. Then they brought a cockerel and hen, killed them and threw them in.

Then some men came who had shields and sticks, and they handed the slave girl a beaker of liquor; she sang over it and drank it up. The interpreter told me ‘Now with this she is bidding farewell to all her friends.’  Then the old woman, the Angel of Death, hurried her to make her drink it up and go to the tent where her master was. The men began to beat their shields with sticks so that no sound of her shrieking should be heard, for fear other girls should be frightened and not want to seek to die with their masters. They laid the girl beside her dead master and the woman called the Angel of death wound a cord with knotted ends round her neck, passing the ends out on either side and giving them to two men to pull. Then she stepped forward with a broad-bladed dagger and began to drive it in and pluck it out again between the girl’s ribs, while the two men choked her with the cord, and so she died.

After this whoever was the closest kinsman of the dead man came forward. He took a wooden stick and set light to it; then he walked backwards, with his back to the ship and his face to the people, holding a lighted stick in one hand. By this means the wood under the ship was set on fire. Then people came forward with wood and timber; each brought a stick with its tip on fire and threw it onto the wood lying under the ship, so that the flames took hold, first on the wood, and then on the ship, and then on the tent and the man and woman and everything inside the ship. In fact not much time passed before the ship and everything in it had turned to ashes.

Soon afterwards a mound of earth was piled up over the ashes and a wooden post set on top of it, inscribed with the dead man’s name.

Heading: The Funeral of My Chieftain

Imagine you belong to a Viking Clan, whose chief was recently killed in battle.

Write a diary, starting with the day he died and including the preparations for the funeral, the day of the funeral itself and the putting up of the mound after wards.

Make it as real as possible, describe how you felt and what you saw and heard, as well as anything you took part in.

Use the information on this sheet to help you with the facts, but don’t copy whole sentences – PUT IT IN YOUR OWN WORDS. You don’t have to have something in your diary for every day but don’t leave out any part of the funeral preparations.

Use Viking days of the week to set it out e.g

Thorsday: Erik Redbeard, our great chief died in battle today etc 


TO HELP WITH YOUR DIARY

                                           Names
Include


  Male

Female

Days of Week

Bringing home the body         Bjorn

Frieda


Moonday

Splitting the money

  Olaf

Erika


Tyrsday

Choosing the slave girl
  Leif

Ingrid


Wodensday

Choosing the Angel of death  Sven

Thora


Thorsday

Getting the boat ready
  Erik

Ragnhild

Freyjasday

Killing the slave girl

  Gudrod



Saturday

Burning the ship






Sunday

Putting up the earth mound

