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Abstract

 

Dirhams or medieval Islamic silver coins offer a unique and indispensable primary
source for the study of many fundamental issues pertaining to Afro-Eurasian history
during the Middle Ages that cannot be studied using any other evidence. When
found in hoards, or deposits of five or more dirhams, they are especially useful,
since historical numismatists can study the profiles of the contents of the hoards
to discern numerous questions. Thus, the 1656 hoards, containing almost half a
million dirhams, recorded to date show that close to three quarters of them were
deposited not in the Muslim world, but in northern Europe from 

 

c

 

.800 to 

 

c

 

.1100
and that they were brought there mostly via Russia. This finding brings many
questions that need answering in the future. One of the key conclusions of the
present study is that this silver gravitated to silver-scarce northern Europe and

 

was exchanged for items in great demand in the ‘House of Islam’ – furs and slaves.

 

Introduction

 

During the period 

 

c

 

.700 to 

 

c

 

.1100, Afro-Eurasia witnessed profound
historical changes. In the lands of Islam, the 

 

{

 

Abb

 

a

 

sids overthrew the
Umayyad Caliphate but, in turn, slowly succumbed to centrifugal forces.
The Khazars, who created the first state in European Russia in the 650s
and converted to Judaism in 837/38,

 

1

 

 were replaced during the tenth
century by the Rus’ or Orthodox East Slavic state along the Dnieper and
the Muslim Volga Bul

 

g

 

a

 

r am

 

i

 

irate along the middle Volga. In northern
Europe, Viking raiders and traders carried Scandinavian influences from
Dublin to Constantinople. Since the history of Afro-Eurasia has tradition-
ally been treated as the history of many distinct areas, the connections
which linked these diverse regions and developments are often ignored.
Nevertheless, between the eighth and the mid-eleventh centuries, events
in the lands of Islam, European Russia, northern and western Europe, and
Iberia were very frequently interrelated. What Vikings did in Russia, for



 

2 Circulation of Arab Silver in Medieval Afro-Eurasia

 

© 2007 The Authors

 

History Compass

 

 5 (2007):10.1111/j.1478-0542.2006.00376.x
Journal Compilation © 2007 Blackwell Publishing Ltd

 

instance, was of concern to Islamic potentates, Byzantine bureaucrats,
Slavic chieftains along the southern Baltic, as well as Anglo-Saxon and
Carolingian rulers.

Many of the key interrelations within medieval western Eurasia and
North Africa can best be understood by examining the hoards of Islamic
silver coins or dirhams from this period. These coins were the most common
currency used as a medium of exchange throughout much of western and
central Eurasia as well as North Africa, that is: domestically within 

 

D

 

a

 

r
al-Isl

 

a

 

m

 

 or ‘House of Islam’ and internationally. The earliest Muslim coins
essentially mimicked in weight and iconography late Sasanian drachms. After
the monetary reform of Umayyad Caliph 

 

{

 

Abd al-Malik in 698/99, with
several notable exceptions, dirhams carried only epigraphic legends and
were struck at the standard weight of 2.97 g. While the dirham’s weight
greatly varied after the mid-ninth century, the epigraphic legends remained
the norm. The restrictions on representing images (rulers and religious
figures) was usually maintained in accordance with Islamic law, thereby
freeing up space on the legends for Arabic (Kufic) inscriptions of the names
of rulers (caliphs, heirs-apparent, am

 

i

 

rs, governors, and rebels) under whom
the coins were struck, their dates of issue (always indicated in the 

 

Hidjra

 

calendar), and the location of the mint. Consequently, unlike most other
medieval coins, dirhams are datable to their exact year of production,
identifiable with their precise geographic area of issue, and attributable to
specific rulers. These features make dirhams excellent primary sources for
the study of medieval Afro-Eurasia, especially its economic history.

The volume of information carried on dirhams and their great abun-
dance across a vast section of the Old World permits scholars to use them
as proxies to study subjects that are normally difficult, if at all possible, to
address using the oft-limited medieval written sources. Thus, one can
examine the mint emission of dirhams (in relative terms) by mint and year
of issue;

 

2

 

 the chronological and spatial framework of their distribution
indicating trade within and outside of the Islamic world;

 

3

 

 the direction of
commercial routes and the fluctuations in commercial relations over time;

 

4

 

the periods coins remained in circulation in specific areas and the monetary
markets;

 

5

 

 issues related to the nature of monetary economies of certain
regions or states;

 

6

 

 and, many other subjects connected to the economic
as well as political and even religious history of medieval western and
central Eurasia and North Africa.

 

7

 

Most dirhams are found together in groups or hoards. The approximate
time of a hoard’s deposit can be determined from the date of the most
recent coin (

 

=

 

 

 

tpq

 

), i.e. if the newest coin was struck in 800/801, the
hoard was probably buried in or very soon after 801.
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 It is thus possible
to determine the characteristics of the dirham hoards from a given region
at any given period and to trace how these characteristics changed over
time. Pursuing this analysis further, it is possible to reconstruct the circu-
lation of dirhams or hoards containing them throughout western Eurasia
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over the course of several centuries. Since each hoard is a random sample
of the coins in circulation at a specific time, the study of its compositional
profile can answer many key questions.

Up until very recently, the greatest obstacle to using dirham hoards as
a source for the study of Afro-Eurasian history has been the lack of a
single, comprehensive catalog describing all the hoards deposited through-
out all of western and central Eurasia and North Africa during the Early
and High Middle Ages. From the mid-1970s, the late Professor Thomas
S. Noonan of the University of Minnesota began to remedy this situation
by initiating the compilation of the complete dirham hoard catalog and
was joined in this project by Roman K. Kovalev in 1996. The corpus
contains dirham hoards (defined as a deposit of five or more coins with
dirhams) dating from 

 

c

 

.700 to 

 

c

 

.1100. Regrettably, Noonan was unable
to complete the catalog due to his untimely passing in 2001. One of the
authors of the study at hand is presently closing the corpus and intends
to publish it in the very near future.

 

9

 

The present study provides statistics of the most basic, but perhaps some
of the most interesting, data drawn from the catalog – namely, a discussion
of the total number of hoards and the dirhams they contain as well as
their spatial distribution from the entire region of Afro-Eurasia. In addition,
this inquiry will take into account the chronology of the hoards’ deposit
date by decades spanning the period from 670 to 

 

c

 

.1100. Taken all together,
this data will afford us to begin to understand to what areas and when
Islamic silver bullion in the form of dirhams gravitated to and traveled
throughout the Old World.

 

A Survey of Numismatic Data Used in the Study

 

At the present moment, the catalog contains information on 1656 dirham
hoards, which held a total of almost half a million (486,956) dirhams; see
Table 1. These hoards date by their 

 

tpq

 

 from the 670s to 1100 and occur
in a large region of Afro-Eurasia, which will be geographically divided into
macro regions. The macro regions include: (1) Near East; (2) Caucasus;
(3) central Asia; (4) Europe; and (5) North Africa and Sicily.

Due to the large volume of dirhams discovered in Europe, as will be
seen below, this continent was further broken down into micro regions:
(1) Iberia (Spain and Portugal); (2) European Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus;
(3) Sweden; (4) Finland; (5) southeastern Baltic (Lithuania, Latvia, and
Estonia); (6) Poland; (7) Germany and the Netherlands; (8) Denmark; (9)
Norway; (10) British and Celtic Isles; and (11) southeastern and central
Europe (Czech-Slovak Republics, Hungary, and Romania).

Before engaging in the discussion of what the numismatic evidence
tells us about the flow of Islamic silver bullion throughout Afro-Eurasia,
it is of use to consider how the data used in this study was assembled and
processed. Because the exact quantities of coins and their types discovered
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in some hoards are not reported in published and/or archival materials, it
is impossible to discern the specific number of dirhams deposited in some
coin assemblages. There are cases when all that is known about certain
hoards is that they contained ‘some’ dirhams, or only the total weight of
the deposit is recorded, or reports combine Sasanian drachms or west
European deniers with Islamic coins into one sum, thereby convoluting
their totals. These problematic hoards, while included in the final totals
of hoards containing dirhams, will be excluded from the database of
deposition by decade provided in Table 3.

Another tricky type of hoard are those for which the exact quantity of
whole dirhams have been noted but not their fragments, which at times
can be in the hundreds if not thousands (especially from Poland and
Germany where fragmentation was quite pervasive). In cases when the
total weight of the fragments was not recorded, only the whole coins
were considered in the total dirham database. However, when the weight
of the fragments is available, we have ‘reconstructed’ the approximate
total of these fragments into whole dirhams by averaging out the reported
weight of the fragments with the standard weight of one dirham, which
weighed 2.97 g. While this method of estimating the total numbers of
dirhams is imperfect, it does offer us a ballpark figure that resolves the not
so insignificant problem of leaving out substantial numbers of coin frag-
ments deposited in all areas, but especially in those where fragmentation
was endemic, such as along the coast of the southern Baltic.

A further complication arises when conflicting accounts (both published
and archival) of the total quantity of dirhams discovered in hoards are
available. In such cases, to err on the side of underestimation, we have
chosen to count the lowest quantity of dirhams given in the reports.

 

10

 

Lastly, due to the imprecise data preserved about some of the reported
dirham assemblages, not all hoards could be broken down by decades because
of their broad 

 

tpq

 

. For example, all that is known about some hoards is
that their dates of deposit span several decades (e.g. 845/46–879/80)
because the latest coin’s mint date was partially erased or cut off. Even
worse are cases when all that is known is that they were deposited sometime

Table 1. The spatial distribution of hoards and dirhams from macro regions

Macro-region Number of 
hoards

Per cent of 
total hoards

Number of 
dirhams

Per cent of 
total dirhams

Europe 1348 81.4% 395,371 81.19%
Near East 121 7.3% 46,693 9.59%
Caucasus 56 3.4%  5145 1.06%
Central Asia 122 7.4% 38,134 7.83%
North Africa 

and Sicily
9 0.5%  1613 0.33%

Total 1656 100% 486,956 100%
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Table 2. The spatial distribution of hoards with 

 

tpq

 

 from 

 

c

 

.670s to 

 

c

 

.1090s and dirhams from micro regions

Region Total number of hoards/
per cent of total

Hoards datable 
to decades

Number of dirhams: 
Total without decade dates 
+ total with decade dates

Per cent of 
total dirhams

 

North Africa and Sicily 9/0.54% 7/0.58% 227 + 1386 = 1613 0.33%
Iberia 84/5.07% 65/5.36% 2376 + 39,077 = 41,453 8.51%
Near East 121/7.3% 114/9.41% 1486 + 45,207 = 46,693 9.59%
Caucasus 56/3.38% 39/3.22% 237 + 4908 = 5145 1.06%
Central Asia 122/7.36% 82/6.77% 9997 + 28,137 = 38,134 7.83%
Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus 278/16.78% 205/16.91% 92,184 + 114,934 = 207,118 42.53%
Sweden 587/35.43% 430/35.48% 15,852 + 64,358 = 80,210 16.47%
Finland 24/1.45% 21/1.73% 2 + 357 = 359 0.07%
Southeastern Baltic 83/5.01% 45/3.71% 2264 + 6439 = 8703 1.79%
Poland 158/9.53% 105/8.66% 23,583 + 13,780 = 37,363 7.67%
Northern Germany and 

the Netherlands
45/2.72% 31/2.56% 3782 + 7556 = 11,338 2.33%

Denmark 54/3.26% 39/3.22% 2329 + 5205 = 7534 1.55%
Norway 17/1.03% 15/1.24% 16 + 294 

 

=

 

 310 0.06%
British and Celtic Isles 9/0.54% 9/0.74% 0 + 159 

 

=

 

 159 0.03%
Southeastern and Central Europe 9/0.60% 4/0.41% 17 + 807 

 

=

 

 824 0.17%

 

Total number/per cent 1656/100% 1212/100% 154,352 + 332,604  =   486,956 100%
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Table 3. Deposition of dirhams by decade from micro regions: quantity (number of dirhams/number of hoards)

Decades Near East Caucasus Central Asia Iberia North 

Africa 

& Sicily

Southeastern

& Central 

Europe

Russia, 

Ukraine, 

and Belarus

Sweden Finland S. E.

Baltic

Poland Northern 

Germany 

& the

Netherlands

Denmark Norway British 

and Celtic

Isles

 

670s 14/1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x
680s 2/1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x
690s 142/2 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x
700s x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x
710s x 10/1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x
720s 280/2 89/1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x
730s 287/4 13/1 12/1 26/1 x x x x x x x x x x x
740s 6893/10 x 93/1 413/2 231/1 x x x x x x x x x x
750s 3337/5 x x 87/1 79/1 x x x x x x x x x x
760s x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x
770s 506/3 187/1 110/2 x 7/1 x x x x x x x x x x
780s 867/4 135/4 428/3 x x x 31/1 9/1 x x x x x x x
790s 2363/5 x x 119/1 28/2 x x x x x x x x x x
800s 729/4 316/6 x x x x 409/7 8/1 x x 18/1 58/1 7/1 x x
810s 14,514/8 1722/4 843/1 170/1 x x 1644/13 63/5 x x 251/6 19/2 x x x
820s 3748/5 219/2 x x 370/1 x 2092/9 126/2 x x 336/1 x x x x
830s 295/1 429/3 247/1 50/1 x x 1004/4 319/5 112/2 500/1 119/3 x x x x
840s 952/1 236/2 271/2 x x x 3957/8 659/3 x x 6/1 2103/1 93/1 x x
850s x 154/3 x x x x 75/3 2347/9 157/1 6/1 x 152/1 13/1 10/1 x
860s 425/1 9/1 181/1 542/2 x x 3836/13 2997/13 x 126/3 143/1 450/2 11/1 7/1 x
870s 1782/2 40/1 x 1599/4 x x 5050/6 1751/7 893/2 38/1 x 147/2 x x x
880s 1040/4 x 4/1 405/3 x x 100/1 515/6 x x 766/1 x x x x
890s 224/2 x x x x x 340/2 1289/6 x x 308/1 x x x x
900s 224/1 114/1 x 165/1 x x 3851/7 621/9 x 6/1 940/2 x 5/1 x 36/1
910s 462/2 x x x x 21/3 3388/8 3456/20 x 349/4 1064/3 37/2 302/3 x 46/4
920s 21/1 x 981/2 x x x 1172/9 2011/20 x x x 432/3 183/4 105/3 40/2
930s 1467/5 23/1 150/2 x x x 14,067/11 4276/30 8/1 59/3 757/5 1281/1 294/2 18/1 x
940s 1306/7 112/1 x x x x 8588/8 4404/23 27/2 533/6 145/3 x 1169/3 39/1 18/1
950s 458/4 609/3 x 430/3 x x 6713/21 15,401/68 194/3 1280/5 620/12 x 521/5 61/1 19/1
960s 1005/5 x 380/3 122/1 671/1 x 2222/4 4186/23 x 1335/2 79/3 259/2 1856/4 x x
970s 306/4 5/1 257/3 821/3 x x 37,997/23 5424/18 10/2 590/4 5030/7 x 255/4 x x
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980s 126/3 x 100/4 x x x 2927/14 2460/4 5/1 440/3 164/3 x 118/1 x x
990s 721/5 x 76/2 20,838/3 x 786/1 1822/12 7410/50 11/1 x 979/17 1136/2 x 11/1 x
1000s 187/2 x 678/6 6422/10 x x 8477/11 800/24 x 91/2 1205/10 46/3 22/2 20/3 x
1010s 142/3 57/1 595/8 4200/17 x x 4276/1 551/20 13/2 347/4 197/6 983/1 335/3 9/1 x
1020s 283/3 434/1 3777/9 1052/2 x x x 928/23 15/1 699/1 409/6 359/3 11/1 6/1 x
1030s 96/2 x 985/9 54/1 x x 313/2 424/10 x 22/1 198/7 x 10/1 8/1 x
1040s x x 5057/6 138/2 x x 105/3 556/15 31/1 x 12/1 13/2 x x x
1050s 8/1 x 11,215/7 234/3 x x 137/2 956/9 x x 30/3 60/1 7/1 x x
1060s x x 85/2 x x x x 58/3 x x 2/1 x x x x
1070s x x 263/2 1000/1 x x 9/1 37/3 x 4/1 x x x x x
1080s x x 6/1 190/2 x x x 228/8 x x 2/1 21/2 x x x
1090s 9/1 x 1343/3 x x x 332/1 88/2 43/2 14/2 x x x x x

 

Total

 

332,604/ 45,207/ 4908/ 28,137/ 39,077/ 1386/ 807/ 114,934/ 64,358/ 357/ 6439/ 13,780/ 7556/ 5205/ 294/ 159/
1212 114 39 82 65 7 4 205 430 21 45 105 31 39 15 9

 

Decades Near East Caucasus Central Asia Iberia North 

Africa 

& Sicily

Southeastern

& Central 

Europe

Russia, 

Ukraine, 

and Belarus

Sweden Finland S. E.

Baltic

Poland Northern 

Germany 

& the

Netherlands

Denmark Norway British 

and Celtic

Isles

Table 3. Continued
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in the ninth through the tenth centuries, because parts of their contents
were dispersed before they were analyzed and recorded. Such problematic
hoards were consequently omitted from Table 3, which offers a list of hoard
depositions by decades, but they were included into the overall totals from
each micro and macro regions, found in Tables 1 and 2.

In light of all of the above circumstances, we are left with a total of
1212 hoards with what can be considered accurate information on the
total quantities of dirhams, adding up to 332,604 coins, which can be
organized into decades spanning from 670s through the 1090s. This sum
will serve as the primary database for this study (see Table 3).

 

Volumes of Dirhams in Circulation

 

The almost half million dirhams recorded in the catalog are, of course,
only a small fraction of the actual number of silver coins minted by the
various Islamic dynasties at the 273 mints registered in the catalog between
the second half of the seventh and the late eleventh centuries. The volume
of dirhams that were in circulation in the medieval Islamic world and the
quantities minted by certain Muslim dynasties are truly remarkable even
by modern standards. For instance, we know from one extant annual budget
recorded by al-Mu

 

t

 

arrif that the 

 

{

 

Abb

 

a

 

sid Caliph H

 

a

 

r

 

u

 

n al-Rash

 

i

 

d (786–
809) received in Baghdad 365 million dirhams in revenues, not to speak of
the 5.18 million gold dinars, from the provinces in 795/96.11 But, this figure
is actually rather nominal, since Isma{il ibn Subaih reported to al-Rashid
himself that his annual income constituted 873 million dirhams, which
was ten thousand dirhams more than what the caliph’s father – al-Mahdi
(775–785) – received in his treasury.12 The figure 873 million appears to be
not too far off the mark since, according to al-Tabari, on his death in 809
al-Rashid left more than 900 million dirhams in the caliphal treasury.13 In the
following century, the Samanid dynasty in central Asia had an estimated
annual budget of 45 million dirhams, while the military alone received twenty
million dirhams a year from the Samanid amirs.14 Based on the surviving
dirhams and dirham hoards, Noonan had projected that just during the
tenth century some 125 million whole Samanid dirhams or 3750 kg of
silver was exported into northern Europe from central Asia.15 In fact, this
trade was so intense that there are good reasons to believe that Samanid
mints struck dirhams specifically for commerce with the North.16 In light
of Noonan’s projection, it can be calculated that the entire tenth-century
dirham export out of central Asia into northern Europe constituted less
than three annual Samanid budgets. While the budget does not necessarily
reflect the actual volume of dirhams available within the state at any given
time (since it also includes goods and services), it does illustrate the
magnitude of the Samanid economy. Thus, it is not unreasonable to believe
that some 1.25 million dirhams or 2.7 per cent of the annual Samanid
budget could be spent yearly in trade with northern Europe.17
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The availability of 1.25 million dirhams within the Samanid amirate
each year for export is also not at all outside the realm of probability. Al-
Hamdani (d.945), for instance, related that the huge silver deposits of ar-
Radrad in Yemen provided enough silver to produce some twenty thou-
sand dirhams weekly or about one million dirhams per year (equaling 3.1
tons of silver).18 While we do not know how these Yemeni silver mines
compared in their productivity to those operating in the Samanid lands,
there are good reasons to believe that the Samanid mines were among the
largest in the Islamic world. In this way, if just one, albeit vast, Yemeni silver
reserve could produce enough silver for the striking of one million dirhams
per year, it would not at all be unreasonable to suggest that the two dozen
or so primary and secondary mints operating under the Samanids could
produce at least 1.25 million dirhams each year for trade with northern
Europe during the course of the tenth century.19 In sum, while the almost
half million dirhams recorded in the catalog may seem very substantial,
especially for the period in question, the volume of dirham production
and circulation in the world of Islam was, of course, significantly greater.

The Overall Patterns

One of the most obvious conclusions that can be drawn when examining
Table 1 is that most of the Islamic silver coins have been discovered in
hoards outside of the Muslim world, predominantly in Europe – 81.19
per cent of the total dirhams deposited in 81.4 per cent of the total hoards.
The number of dirham hoards and dirhams discovered in the Muslim lands
increases when subtracting Iberia from Europe and, quite properly, figuring
it into the Islamic world, thereby raising the numbers for the Muslim
lands from 18.81 to 27.32 per cent of the total. Regardless, based on the
available evidence, almost three quarters of all the silver coins minted
within the Muslim lands were deposited outside of Dar al-Islam, practically
all in heathen and early Christian northern and northeastern Europe. This
finding is rather striking, since this region of Eurasia is commonly con-
sidered one of the least economically developed, especially in comparison
to the main states found in its confines – the Byzantine Empire, Islamic
caliphate, and T’ang China. Below, we will briefly consider how, when,
and why this occurred.

‘The Silver Road’

The earliest written evidence of a commercial artery linking the Islamic
world with northern Europe is attested to by Ibn Khurdadhbeh, writing
between c.850 and 885. This master of the caliphal postal-intelligence
service in Baghdad reported in his treatise on the various routes and roads
of the Caliphate and beyond that a certain type of merchant, known as
the ar-Rus/Rus’, traveled by ship from northern Russia via the Northern
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Donets-Don river basins with their furs (beavers and black foxes) and
(Frankish) swords to the southern coast of the Caspian Sea via Khazaria and
then proceed south on camels to as far as Baghdad.20 More detail on this
route and its way back Ibn Khurdadhbeh did not record. However, in
several fundamental studies based on historical numismatics, Noonan had
been able to trace its geography and chronology. He established that the
ninth-century dirham trade between northern Europe and the Muslim
world began at the turn of the eighth-ninth centuries, that its source was
the Islamic Near East (Iraq and Iran), and that it could be initiated because
of the peaceful relations that had developed between the Khazar qaganate
and the {Abbasid Caliphate by c.800.21 Specifically, the find-spots of the
hoards and their compositional profiles trace a route that ran from the Near
East via the Caucasus to the lower Volga. From there it passed to the lower
Don via a portage and the Khazar fortress of Sarkel. Thereafter, it went
north up the Don to the Northern Donets, from where it continued
further north into the Oka system and then crossed to the upper Dnepr,
upper Volga, or Western Dvina and into the Baltic via the Lovat’ – Volkhov
– Lake Ladoga – Neva – Gulf of Finland water-system. Based on numismatic
finds and the unique graffiti found on some of the coins, Noonan had
established that this ‘Silver Road’ began to function as early as c.800,22

which nicely corresponds to the influx of silver into northern Europe (see
Table 3). Writing in 903, Ibn Rusta and, about a century and a half later,
Gardizi noted that the Rus’ sold their pelts only for dirhams (two to two
and a half dirhams per pelt).23 This then explains the vast quantities of
dirhams found in Russia and the Baltic with which the Rus’ maintained
commercial relations.

Based on the surviving dirham hoards discovered in eastern Europe and
the Baltic, the volume of the silver transfer from the Caliphate to silver-
scarce Europe was very significant and, with little doubt, had a profound
impact on the economic rise and development of Europe, both its western
and eastern ends. This question deserves more serious consideration in
scholarly literature,24 but the issue that we will presently turn to is what
Europe sent to the Islamic world in exchange for its silver.

Northern European Furs and Slaves for Dar al-Islam

The fashion for fur developed in the Islamic world from an early period.25

While it appears that the Umayyad rulers had a disdain towards wearing
furs – perceived as ritually dirty26 – and very little is know about the use
of furs during the earliest periods of Islam, very soon after the {Abbasid
dynasty took power in c.750 furs became a standard item of luxury among
the Muslim elite. Thus, according to Ibn A{tham al-Kufi, ‘in 758 Yazid –
the {Abbasid governor of Arminiyah – received a dowry from the Khazar
qagan which included amongst many other commodities ten carriages covered
with gold and silver plaques, sables, and silks’.27 The famous {Abbasid poet,
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Ibrahim al-Mosuli (743–804), received a sable coat from one of the eunuchs
of Caliph al-Mansur (754–775) sometime early in his career.28 In Bagh-
dad, {Abbasid courtiers also wore furs during the reign of al-Mahdi
(775–785).29 In fact, the early {Abbasid elite, including the caliphs, extensively
used furs in their dress on an everyday basis. Harun al-Rashid, for example,
is said to have had 4000 sable robes in his treasury.30 Sables were also used
at the early {Abbasid court to decorate palanquins.31 In his work, MurUdj
al-dhahab (complied in c.934), Mas{udi noted that

Arab and Persian kings take pride in their black furs, which they value more
highly than those of sable-martens, fanak (?) and other similar beasts. The kings have
hats, kaftans (khafatin) and fur coats (dawawij ) made of them, and it is impossible
for a king not to possess a caftan or a fur coat lined with these black burtasi.32

Earlier he noted that ‘One black pelt reaches the price of 100 dinars or even
more; red ones are lower in price’.33 In his work Dhakhar ’, Ibn al-Zubayr
mentioned that Isma{il ibn Ahmad (892–907) – the Samanid amir – sent
sable (sammUr) hats to the {Abbasid Caliph al-Mu{tadid in 893.34 The same
author added that Caliphs al-Ma}mun (813–833) and al-Muhtadi (869–
870) owned kaftans lined with black and white fox fur, each priced at
500 dinars.35 The use of furs among the elites in the Islamic world con-
tinued into the later Middle Ages. In 1025, for example, the Qara-Khanid
Qadir-Khan gave the Ghaznavid Amir Mahmud ‘sables, minever, ermines,
black fox and marten furs’.36 In sum, beginning with the second half of
the eighth century, the wearing of fur became well established in the Islamic
world and furs were in great demand for centuries to come. As a result
of this fashion, furs gravitated to the Islamic markets stretching from the
Near East to central Asia during the entire course of the Middle Ages.

While some furs no doubt came to the Islamic world, especially its
western regions, from northern Europe via western Europe and the Medi-
terranean,37 there is little question that the overwhelming majority of them
were carried via Russia by Rus’ merchants. Thus, aside from the accounts
of Ibn Khurdadhbeh, Ibn Rusta, and Gardizi already noted above which
speak of the Rus’ trade of fox, beaver, sable, marten, and squirrel pelts, when
speaking of Khazaria the Muslim author Ibn Hawqal wrote in 977–980 that

a large part of these furs, even the best of them, is obtained in the lands of the
Rus’, and the more expensive pelts are imported from the lands of the Gog and
Magog peoples; [these pelts] come to the Rus’ due to their proximity to the
peoples of the Gog and Magog and their trade with them.38

These ‘Gog and Magog’ lands lay in the fur-rich Perm’ regions of north-
eastern European Russia, at the foothills of the Urals, and were inhabited by
various foraging Finno-Ugrian tribes who were expert hunters and trappers.39

In sum, Northern Russia was a key supplier of pelts for the Islamic world
and the Rus’ acted as the chief provider of this commodity that they carried
there via European Russia beginning with the first years of the ninth century.
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Another key commodity the Rus’ provided to the Islamic world was
human cargo – slaves. As with the demand for furs, the demand for slaves
began with the rise of the {Abbasids in c.750. Thanks to the devastating
plague that appears to have killed from twenty five to thirty five per cent
of the population in urban areas of North Africa and the Near East in
745–752, demand for labor sharply rose in the Islamic world.40 A decade
after the plague, the {Abbasids had consolidated their political power,
relocated the caliphal capital from Damascus to the new city of Baghdad
in 762 which was much better geographically located for trade between
the Caspian Sea and the Persian Gulf than the Mediterranean, and initiated
an unprecedented production of dirhams throughout their realm which
reached a crescendo by the late 770s.41 Having established peaceful relations
with the Khazar qaganate by c.800, the caliphate launched a massive
commerce with northern Europe via the North Pontic-Caspian steppe
lands of Khazaria and the Russian riverways, sending its silver northwards
in exchange for slaves, furs, and other northern goods.42

Thus, as early as 811–813 European slaves or ßaqaliba were employed
in Baghdad as caliphal guards (al-Jaradiyyah)43 and, according to Ibn Khur-
dadhbeh, the ar-Rus/Rus’ who came to Baghdad to trade in the ninth
century were assisted by local ßaqaliba who acted as their translators.44

While there are no direct references to the sale of slaves by the Rus’ to
the Islamic world in the ninth century, it is clear that they were involved
in trafficking humans in the region along the Danube during that period.45

Furthermore, according to Jahiz (d.870) we know that ßaqaliba came from
the lands of the Khazars.46 In light of the intense and, indeed, symbiotic
commercial relations existing between the Khazars and the Rus’ during
the ninth century,47 it is most reasonable to conclude that many, if not most
of these slaves, were brought to Khazaria by the Rus’ from northern Europe.
Indeed, writing in 903, Ibn Rusta (and later Gardizi) speaks of the Rus’
raids for slaves and their sale to the Islamic world.48 Since there is no
reason to believe that these activities just began in 903, it is more than likely
that the Rus’ had been involved in the slave trade in the ninth century.

As with furs, the slave trade must have been quite substantial. Just to
give an example of the magnitude of the slave domestics employed by the
{Abbasid rulers: Harun al-Rashid was said to have had more than two
thousand singing and dancing servant girls in his harem.49 In his late
tenth-century description of the caliphal palace in Baghdad, recalling the
days of the earlier {Abbasid Caliph al-Muktaf i (902–908), Halal as-Sabi
noted that his residence was staffed with ten thousand black- and white-
skinned (ßaqiliba) servants.50 The next caliph, al-Muqtadir (908–932), had
at the palace eleven thousand male servants – seven thousand black-skinned
and four thousand white ‘ßaqaliba’ – and four thousand slave and free
women.51 Of course, the royal palaces and state bureaucratic apparatus were
not the only employers of slaves in the Islamic lands. No doubt, they were
also employed in industry, agriculture, and domestically.
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Conclusion

Dirhams or medieval Islamic silver coins provide a unique and indispensable
primary source for the study of many key questions pertaining to Afro-
Eurasian history during the Middle Ages. The 1656 dirham hoards con-
taining almost half a million dirhams from across Afro-Eurasia recorded in the
catalog used for the present study can shed much light on questions that
cannot be answered using any other sources. Among the many questions that
arise out of the statistics that this data offers is the general question of how,
when, and where these silver coins traveled in and out of the Muslim world.
While this study is a preliminary inquiry into the much larger question of
what happened to the millions of dirhams struck in Dar al-Islam, it is already
clear that most of them (almost three quarters) were carried to northern
and northeastern Europe via the Russian riverways, mainly in exchange
for furs and slaves beginning with c.800. What impact this massive outflow
of silver had on the medieval Islamic civilization and the European econ-
omy, not to mention the social and political implications of the infusion
of such wealth into Europe, should be the topic of upcoming studies.
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