
 

Comparative Slavery in Medieval Afro-Eurasia 
UC Davis History Project 

 
Unit: HSS Framework Question(s) 

Global Convergence: Was slavery always racial? 

 

Language, Literacy, Disciplinary Skill(s) 

- Comparison 
- Note Taking 

- Sourcing Primary Documents 
- Summarizing 

- Historical Significance: Reveal 

 

Investigation Question (IQ) 
Was slavery always racial? How were systems of slavery instituted in different medieval societies? How did these 
systems of slavery differ from each other and the racial slavery system imposed on the Americas by Europeans 
after 1492? 
 
Rationale/Context 
One of the major turning points in the seventh grade course is the global convergence at the end of the 
year when the people of the Atlantic World (followed by the Pacific) come into contact, and the 
Europeans initiate colonization and racial slavery in the Americas. With racism and settler colonialism 
still major factors in the United States 500 years later, these are important historical events and systems 
to help students unpack. Students may have some exposure to these systems from their 5th Grade study 
of Early American History, and from other popular culture, media, and educational resources. However, 
while slavery existed in many societies before 1492, these systems were very different than the racial 
slavery that developed in the Americas. Thus, the answer the end of the year question, “Was slavery 
always racial?” is no. This lesson is designed to provide a basic summary of the racial slave system of the 
Americas and then offer students evidence from three Medieval slave societies for comparisons. This 
model can be used to also compare other medieval slave societies not included in this lesson.  
 
Input/Primary and Secondary Sources  
- Background Summaries of Comparative Slave Systems 

o Routledge History of Slavery, edited by Trevor Burnhard and Gad Heuman (Abingdon, Oxon.: Routledge, 
2011) 

o Sandra R. Joshel, “Slavery and Roman Literary Culture,” pp. 214-240, Keith Bradley, “Slavery in the 
Roman Republic,” pp. 241-264, and Jane F. Gardner, “Slavery and Roman Law,” p. 414-437, in The 
Cambridge World History of Slavery, Volume I: The Ancient Mediterranean World, edited by Keith 
Bradley and Paul Cartledge (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011). 

o Ben Raffield,”The Slave Markets of the Viking World: Comparative Perspectives on an ‘invisible 
archaeology’,” in Slavery and Abolition 40:4 (2019): 682-705; Sarah Pruitt, “What We Know about 
Vikings and Slaves,” June 27, 2019, History, https://www.history.com/news/viking-slavery-raids-
evidence 

o Sites of Encounter in the Medieval World; Irwin, Robert.  The Middle East in the Middle Ages: The Early 
Mamluk Sultanate, 1250-1582.  London: Croom Helm, 1986. 

- Slavery Primary Sources 

https://www.history.com/news/viking-slavery-raids-evidence
https://www.history.com/news/viking-slavery-raids-evidence


 

o ROMAN Sources 
 Marble statuette of a Slave Boy with a Lantern, 1st or 2nd century CE, The Metropolitan Museum of 

Art #23.160.82,   https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/251415  
  “#22 Slave Tags,” in Daily Life in Ancient Rome: A Sourcebook, edited and translated by Brian 

K. Harvey (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2016), 209. 
 Roman Slaves Smyrna, 200CE, Ashmolean Musuem, Oxford, UK 

https://www.ancient.eu/image/4578/detail-roman-slaves-relief-slab/ 
 Plutarch, Life of Crassus 8-11, translated by Rex Warner, Livius.org, 

https://www.livius.org/sources/content/plutarch/plutarchs-crassus/plutarch-on-spartacus 
o Viking Sources 

 Anonymous of Rheinau, The Life of St. Findan, translated by Matthew C. Delvaux from the Latin 
text edited by Oswald Holder-Egger, MGH SS, 15, 1 (Hanover: Hahn, 1887), 503 [502-6], 
retrieved from Teaching Medieval Slavery and Captivity, 
http://medievalslavery.org/europe/source-anonymous-of-rheinau-the-life-of-saint-findan-
after-878-881/ (Retrieved 10/19/2020) 

 Inchmamock Hostage Stone, 9th-10th c., National Museum of Scotland, 
https://www.nms.ac.uk/collections-research/our-research/featured-projects/early-medieval-
scotland/bringing-the-past-to-life/hostage-stone/ 

 Balaban, John. "Ibn Fadhlan, On an Arab Mission, Encounters Vikings Volga River, 922 A.D." 
TriQuarterly, Oct. 2002, p. 161+. Gale Literature Resource Center, 
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A99373551/LitRC?u=ucdavis&sid=LitRC&xid=1e7b0b19.  
Accessed 17 Oct. 2020. 

 Anonymous, Laxdaela Saga, early 1200s, translated from the Old Norse by Matthew C. Delvaux. 
Published in Einar Ólafur Sveinsson, ed., Laxdœla saga, Íslenzk fornrit 5 (Reykjavik: Hið 
íslenzka fornritafélag, 1934), 22–25, c. 12. This translation CC BY-NC-ND 4.0. 
http://medievalslavery.org/europe/source-anonymous-laxdaela-saga-early-1200s/ 

o Mamluk Sources 
 A Mamluk soldier in training who carries two lances and rides a horse. British Library, Add. MS 

18866, fol. 109, Teaching Medieval Slavery and Captivity, https://medievalslavery.org/middle-
east-and-north-africa/ 

 Ibn Khaldun, Ibar [Muqaddimah], v, p. 371, quoted in Islam from the Prophet Muhammad to the 
Capture of Constantinople, edited and translated by Bernard Lewis (New York: Harper and 
Row, 1974), 98-99. 

 Arnold von Harff, The Pilgrimage of von Harff, Knight, ca. 1499, translated by Malcolm Letts 
(London: Hakluyt Society, 1946), pp. 120-122.  Slightly modernized by Shennan Hutton. 

 Translated from the French by Leia Hall. Pierre-Herman Dopp, ed. Traite d’Emmanuel Piloti sur 
le Passage en Terre Sante (1420) (Louvain: Editions E. Nauwelaerts, 1958), 52-56. This 
translation CC BY-NC-ND 4.0. Teaching Medieval Slavery and Captivity, 
http://medievalslavery.org/europe/source-recruitment-of-mamluks/ 

 Arnold von Harff, Account of the Travels of Arnolf von Harff in 1496-1499, 1564, Bodleian 
Library, MS Bodl. 972, fol. 072v, 
https://digital.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/inquire/Discover/Search/#/?p=c+3,t+arnold%20van%20har
ff,rsrs+0,rsps+20,fa+,so+ox%3Asort%5Easc,scids+,pid+44797a0d-80ee-4cec-8cf4-
1063294cfdd0,vi+38eb5c0d-c0cd-4a81-a5a9-e5bcf1c2d9df 

 
 
  

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/251415
https://www.ancient.eu/image/4578/detail-roman-slaves-relief-slab/
https://www.livius.org/sources/content/plutarch/plutarchs-crassus/plutarch-on-spartacus
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http://medievalslavery.org/europe/source-anonymous-of-rheinau-the-life-of-saint-findan-after-878-881/
http://medievalslavery.org/europe/source-anonymous-of-rheinau-the-life-of-saint-findan-after-878-881/
http://medievalslavery.org/europe/source-anonymous-of-rheinau-the-life-of-saint-findan-after-878-881/
https://www.nms.ac.uk/collections-research/our-research/featured-projects/early-medieval-scotland/bringing-the-past-to-life/hostage-stone/
https://www.nms.ac.uk/collections-research/our-research/featured-projects/early-medieval-scotland/bringing-the-past-to-life/hostage-stone/
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A99373551/LitRC?u=ucdavis&sid=LitRC&xid=1e7b0b19
http://medievalslavery.org/copyright-and-attribution/
http://medievalslavery.org/europe/source-anonymous-laxdaela-saga-early-1200s/
https://medievalslavery.org/middle-east-and-north-africa/
https://medievalslavery.org/middle-east-and-north-africa/
http://medievalslavery.org/copyright-and-attribution/
http://medievalslavery.org/copyright-and-attribution/
http://medievalslavery.org/europe/source-recruitment-of-mamluks/
https://digital.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/inquire/Discover/Search/#/?p=c+3,t+arnold%20van%20harff,rsrs+0,rsps+20,fa+,so+ox%3Asort%5Easc,scids+,pid+44797a0d-80ee-4cec-8cf4-1063294cfdd0,vi+38eb5c0d-c0cd-4a81-a5a9-e5bcf1c2d9df
https://digital.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/inquire/Discover/Search/#/?p=c+3,t+arnold%20van%20harff,rsrs+0,rsps+20,fa+,so+ox%3Asort%5Easc,scids+,pid+44797a0d-80ee-4cec-8cf4-1063294cfdd0,vi+38eb5c0d-c0cd-4a81-a5a9-e5bcf1c2d9df
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Process/Directions 
Part 1 – Connecting to Prior Knowledge 

1. As a warm-up ask students to define slavery. Help clarify students’ definition with information 
from “Background Summaries of Comparative Slave Systems.” 

2. Start students with what they are familiar with, the racial system of slavery in the Americas, 
information is also included in the Background. 

a. Emphasize the unique feature of the Atlantic Model Slavery in the Americas is a system of 
racial slavery that is imposed in the Americas by Europeans after the global convergence 
of 1492, as they captured Africans and transported them to the Americas to provide the 
labor needed to build the colonies. 

Part 2: Secondary Reading: Comparing Systems of Slavery in the Medieval World 
1. Using the Background Summaries, have students read the different systems of slavery and 

complete the “Comparing Medieval Slavery Systems – Note Taking Handout.” Options: 
a. Do the Atlantic Model in the Americas as a whole class to model. 
b. Break students into groups and have them only do one of the societies and then share the 

results with their peers. 
c. Have them work in stations and rotate so they do all of them. If you’re doing this online, 

students can work on a shared google document.  
2. Have a discussion that helps students consider how to use the information to answer the IQ. 

Part 3: - Analyzing Primary Sources 

1. There are four sources for each society. The Primary Source Analysis Handout (or the google 
slide activity) asks students to do three things:  

a. Sourcing: analyzing the author and context using the strategy of SOAP. 
b. Asking students to summarize or describe the source.  
c. What does this source reveal about the slave society?  This helps students consider the 

historical significance of this evidence and how it helps answer the IQ.  
2. Students can either work in groups and just do one, or they can work in stations. And optionally 

they can present to each other and take notes on the others using the Notes on Sources for 
Systems of Slavery Handout. 

3. Lead a discussion to help students discuss how the evidence helps answer the question.  

 
Output/Student Assessment  
Part 4: Assessment 

1. Depending on if this lesson is taught all at once as a mini-unit or spread out throughout the year as 
you address different societies and regions of the world, you may have a different assessment.  

2. For this I would have students practice writing claims, by answering one or more of the IQs with a 
CLAIM in a complete sentence. I would also review their comparison chart and primary source 
analysis to identify their understanding.  

  



 

Background Summaries of Comparative Slave Systems 

Definition of slavery: a form of exploitation in which one person owns another person.  The enslaved 
person has an uncertain position somewhere between that of a human being and that of a piece of 
property. Slaves are a marginal group that are considered at the bottom of the social hierarchy. The slave 
is helpless, degraded & dehumanized.1 

 

Atlantic model of slavery in the Americas (some variances by region)  

Slave traders kidnapped Africans and took them to the coast where Europeans bought and shipped them 
across the Atlantic to the Americas, in what was termed the Middle Passage. Approximately 10-12 million 
Africans, landed in the Americas between the seventh and nineteenth centuries. Due to the dark color of 
their skin, these enslaved Africans were easily recognized by white Europeans as foreigners. Europeans 
defined this difference as a separate and inferior race according to later disproven theories of biological 
racism. Slavery was an inherited status, with the children of an enslaved mother were enslaved 
themselves, even if their father was free. They worked on large plantations and in mines and lived in 
large communities. Although some worked at trades or as domestic servants, most were agricultural 
laborers. Enslaved people were commodified as property, similar to livestock, and bought and sold in 
markets. The European-based legal systems in the Americas deprived them of civil rights. For example, 
laws prohibited enslaved people from legally marrying or getting an education. The masters could free 
their enslaved people, but they were still considered inferior as freed people. Their masters controlled 
them by violence. Enslaved people in the Americas resisted slavery in many ways, from slowing work, to 
escape, to slave rebellions. The largest and most successful insurrection occurred on the French colony of 
Saint-Domingue, where formerly enslaved people rebelled from 1791 until the former colony earned its 
independence in 1804 as the new nation of Haiti. This became known as the Haitian Revolution.2 

 

Roman Slavery 

Rome was a slave society, dependent economically on slave labor. The Roman won many wars and 
enslaved people taken captive during those wars.  People also become slaves from being kidnapped by 
pirates or bandits, not being able to pay their debts, being punished legally, or being abandoned as an 
infant. Although there aren’t enough sources to tell us how many people were enslaved during Rome’s 
long history, the total was in multiple millions.  In the Italian part of the Roman Empire, slaves made up 
around 30% (3-4.5 million) of the population (7.5-14 million.)3 Slaves were foreigners from all the lands 
in and around Rome. Although the Romans called groups of foreigners races (such as the race of the Gauls 
or the Briton race, Roman slavery was not based on race. The majority of them were European, West 
                                                           
1 Trevor Burnhard and Gad Heuman, “Introduction,” in Routledge History of Slavery, edited by Trevor Burnhard and Gad Heuman 
(Abingdon, Oxon.: Routledge, 2011), 1, 7 [1-16]. The Routledge History of Slavery is available to read online from the UCD library 
VPN. 
2 Gwyn Campbell, “Slavery in the Indian Ocean World,” Betty Wood, “The Origins of Slavery in the Americas, 1500-1700,” and Trevor 
Burnard, “The Atlantic Slave Trade,” in Routledge History of Slavery, edited by Trevor Burnhard and Gad Heuman (Abingdon, Oxon.: 
Routledge, 2011), 52-97.  
3 Although some estimates place it closer to 10-15%; some go as high as 40%.  Teachers should emphasize to students that we do 
not have reliable sources, such as censuses, and birth and death records, before the 17th century  All of these estimates are guesses 
based on very shaky evidence. Walter Schiedel, “The Roman Slave Supply,” pp. 287-310, in The Cambridge World History of Slavery, 
Volume I: The Ancient Mediterranean World, edited by Keith Bradley and Paul Cartledge (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2011). 



 

Asian or North African, with just a few from sub-Saharan Africa. Anyone who opposed the Romans could 
become a slave.  Slavery was an inherited status, because the children of a slave mother became slaves 
themselves. Slaves did almost every kind of work in Rome. Many were agricultural workers, on large 
plantations and smaller farms. They were domestic servants, shopkeepers, artisans, and managers. 
Educated slaves were tutors to their masters’ children. Slaves were chattel, property or commodities that 
were bought and sold in markets. Legally, slaves were “things” not people. Slave marriages were not legal, 
and families could be separated, although some Roman lawyers argued that slave families should remain 
together. Slaves could be educated if their masters wished.  Many slaves were freed by their masters, and 
they became Roman citizens, but they still owed loyalty and duties as a client to their former masters.4  
There are many examples of resistance to slavery, including huge slave revolts in the 2nd and 1st centuries 
BCE.  The most successful was the revolt led by Spartacus from 73-71 BCE. There is also evidence of many 
slaves running away. These revolts were harshly punished by Roman armies. 

Viking Slave Trade 

In the 9th and 10th centuries, people from the Scandinavian Peninsula and the area now in the nation of 
Denmark left their homelands in small groups of ships in order to raid and plunder other lands. Because 
they were not Christian, they did not pay attention to Christian rules, such as not enslaving other 
Christians. This is important, because some of the lands they raided were Christian, and the people who 
wrote about the Vikings were Christian monks. They gave the Vikings very bad press! In those places, 
Vikings raided areas that were not well defended by states or local lords.  The Vikings stole valuable 
objects and people, mostly women and children. The Vikings sold these captives as slaves.  Some slaves 
ended up in Scandinavia or some other place in Europe, and others ended up being sold to slave traders 
in the Byzantine Empire and the Abbasid caliphate, thousands of miles away from their homes. Since the 
Vikings were also merchants, their trade networks exchanged amber, furs and slaves for silver, glass, 
silks and spices from the Middle East and Mediterranean region. So slaves were not transported in large 
groups, but in small numbers with other merchandise.  Because there are very few surviving sources 
from this time period, historians cannot estimate how many people the Vikings enslaved. The evidence 
does show that slaves were from northern and eastern Europe. So many people from Eastern Europe 
were enslaved that the name of their group – the Slavs – became the root of our word “slave.”  Because 
most of the slaves were women, they worked in households as domestic labor. This means that they lived 
and worked among free people, rather than in large groups of other slaves.5 Under Viking law, slaves, 
called “thralls,” were property and could be bought and sold.  Controlling the slave population was easier 
for the Vikings because women and children were weaker and less likely to run away, and the slaves did 
not live in large groups. Some slaves resisted by escaping.6 

                                                           
4 Sandra R. Joshel, “Slavery and Roman Literary Culture,” pp. 214-240, Keith Bradley, “Slavery in the Roman Republic,” pp. 241-264, 
and Jane F. Gardner, “Slavery and Roman Law,” p. 414-437, in The Cambridge World History of Slavery, Volume I: The Ancient 
Mediterranean World, edited by Keith Bradley and Paul Cartledge (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011). 
5 Teachers should make the point that these societies gendered labor and that so much time-consuming labor critical for survival 
was gendered female that an unmarried man could not live without a woman.  In addition, just one woman would find it difficult to 
provide the amount of labor required by herself.  This made a huge market for domestic labor. These slave women were also 
sexually used, sometimes became concubines; their children might have been enslaved or recognized as free. Their descendants 
gradually merged into the local population. 
6 Ben Raffield,”The Slave Markets of the Viking World: Comparative Perspectives on an ‘invisible archaeology’,” in Slavery and 
Abolition 40:4 (2019): 682-705; Sarah Pruitt, “What We Know about Vikings and Slaves,” June 27, 2019, History, 
https://www.history.com/news/viking-slavery-raids-evidence (Accessed October 20, 2020), (this would be a good background text 
for students.) 

https://www.history.com/news/viking-slavery-raids-evidence


 

 

The Mamluk Sultanate 

The kind of slavery practiced in the Mamluk Sultanate (and in a few other places, such as the Ottoman 
Empire) was very different from other kinds of slavery, however, because Mamluk slaves became the 
most powerful people in the country.  The Mamluk sultans ruled Egypt from 1250 to 1517. They had an 
unusual type of government.  The Mamluks were slave-soldiers. Under Muslim law, Muslims could not 
enslave other Muslims. As a result, there was a great demand for slaves who belonged to religions other 
than Islam. Slave traders captured young boys around the age of thirteen.  Most of these boys came from 
the Mongol khanates, north of the Black Sea or from the Caucasus mountains.  Many of the slave traders 
were from Genoa, and Genoese ships carried the boys to Egypt where they were displayed at slave 
markets in Cairo.  Older Mamluk slaves then trained the boys to fight, educated them, and converted them 
to Islam.  When the boys became adults, most served as soldiers, but some were chosen as government 
officials. Skilled Mamluks became officials of the government—including the sultan himself. Even the 
generals were slaves.  Slaves were masters of other slaves.  Mamluks were given the task of working for 
the Mamluk Sultanate to defend the country from the Crusaders and the Mongols, to keep order, and to 
defend Islam. Although they were foreign slaves, Mamluks in Egypt had higher status than native 
Egyptians. Mamluks could marry, and their children were free (but they couldn’t become Mamluk 
officials.) Slaves held this special status because they had been trained over many years to become 
experts.  The Mamluks’ unusual form of government was surprisingly stable. Because the Mamluks were 
raised from boyhood to be loyal to the Mamluk state (and not to their families), they made the state 
stronger and the powerful Egyptian families weaker.7   
 

 

  

                                                           
7 Sites of Encounter in the Medieval World; Irwin, Robert.  The Middle East in the Middle Ages: The Early Mamluk Sultanate, 1250-
1582.  London: Croom Helm, 1986. 



 

Sources for Roman Slavery 

Rome Source #1 – Marble Statuette of Slave Boy, 1st or 2nd C. CE, Roman Empire 

Context:  Carved in the first or second century CE, this little statue shows an enslaved boy waiting outside a house 
for his master to come out and go home.  He has a lantern that he would carry to light the way while his master 
walks. In the city of Rome, there were many enslaved people from all over the empire and the lands beyond. One 
way that children became enslaved was when their parent(s) did not want them or could not afford to raise them. 
After parents abandoned unwanted children, slave traders picked them up, raised them and then sold them as 
slaves. The entire Roman economy depended on enslaved people, who did most of the work. 

 
Image Citation: Marble statuette of a Slave Boy with a Lantern, 1st or 2nd century CE, The Metropolitan Museum of Art #23.160.82,   
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/251415  

  



 

Rome Source #2 – Slave Tag Inscriptions, date unknown, Roman Empire 

Context: These short statements were inscribed on metal tags enslaved people wore on necklaces around their 
necks. Petronia and the unnamed enslaved person belonging to Gemellinus the physician had previously tried to 
run away from their masters. Enslaved people were considered legal property of their masters, who could beat, 
torture, abuse, or kill them. Archaeologists do not know when this tags were made. The codes starting with CIL are 
the identifying numbers of the translators and editors who published these transcriptions. 

 

 

 

 

Vocabulary: 
 

Apprehend – arrest, catch 
Via Lata – the name of a street in Latin. Via means street or road. Lata means wide or broad. It was “Broad Street.” 
 
 
CIL 15.7176 (Rome) 
 

I am Petronia. Apprehend me because I have fled. Return me to the house of Teodotens to 
my master Vitalio. 
 

 
 
CIL 15.7187 (Rome) 
 

Apprehend me because I have fled and return me to the Via Lata to Gemellinus the 
physician. 
 

 
Citation: “#22 Slave Tags,” in Daily Life in Ancient Rome: A Sourcebook, edited and translated by Brian K. Harvey (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2016), 
209. 

 
 
  



 

Roman Source #3 - Relief of Roman Slaves from Smyrna, 200 CE, Roman Empire 
 
 
Context: A marble relief panel from Smyrna showing Roman slaves in chains. 200 CE.  
 

 

 
Citation: Roman Slaves Smyrna, 200CE, Ashmolean Musuem, Oxford, UK https://www.ancient.eu/image/4578/detail-roman-slaves-relief-
slab/ 
  

https://www.ancient.eu/image/4578/detail-roman-slaves-relief-slab/
https://www.ancient.eu/image/4578/detail-roman-slaves-relief-slab/


 

Roman Source #4 – Plutarch, Life of Crassus 8-11, 75 CE, Roman Empire 

Context: There were three major slave revolts against Rome, all in the first century BCE.  The most serious one 
lasted for three years between 73 and 71 BCE.  Spartacus and his army of 70,000 formerly enslaved people looted 
cities, devastated the countryside, and held off the mighty Roman army. 

The rising of the gladiators and their devastation of Italy, which is generally known as the war of Spartacus, 
began as follows. 

A man called Lentulus Batiatus had an establishment for gladiators at Capua. Most of them were Gauls 
and Thracians. They had done nothing wrong, but, simply because of the cruelty of their owner, were kept 
in close confinement until the time came for them to engage in combat. 

Two hundred of them planned to escape, but their plan was betrayed and only seventy-eight, who realized 
this, managed to act in time and get away, armed with choppers and spits which they seized from some 
cookhouse. On the road they came across some wagons which were carrying arms for gladiators to another 
city, and they took these arms for their own use. 

They … elected three leaders. The first of these was Spartacus…. [T]hen, the gladiators repulsed those who 
came out against them from Capua. In this engagement they got hold of proper arms…  

[Altogether the Roman government sent three armies against them, but the rebels defeated each Roman 
army.  Slaves ran away and joined them until there were 70,000 rebel slaves following Spartacus. Spartacus 
and some others just wanted to escape from Italy and go back home to Thrace.  This wasn’t very easy, 
however, because they would have to go around the city of Rome.  The rebel slaves fought for three years 
against lots of Roman forces sent against them.  They were finally defeated by a huge Roman army, led by 
Crassus, a famous Roman commander. Crassus finally trapped Spartacus’ army.] 

… Spartacus, realizing that he had no alternative, drew up his whole army in order of battle. 

First, when his horse was brought to him, he drew his sword and killed it, saying that the enemy had plenty 
of good horses which would be his if he won, and, if he lost, he would not need a horse at all. Then he made 
straight for Crassus himself, charging forward through the press of weapons and wounded men, and, 
though he did not reach Crassus, he cut down two centurions who fell on him together. 

Finally, when his own men had taken to flight, he himself, surrounded by enemies, still stood his ground 
and died fighting to the last.  

 

Citation Plutarch, Life of Crassus 8-11, translated by Rex Warner, Livius.org, https://www.livius.org/sources/content/plutarch/plutarchs-
crassus/plutarch-on-spartacus  

https://www.livius.org/articles/concept/gladiator/
https://www.livius.org/articles/person/spartacus/
https://www.livius.org/articles/place/capua/
https://www.livius.org/articles/people/thracians/
https://www.livius.org/sources/content/plutarch/plutarchs-crassus/plutarch-on-spartacus
https://www.livius.org/sources/content/plutarch/plutarchs-crassus/plutarch-on-spartacus


 

Viking Slave Trade Sources 
 
Viking Source #1 ‒ Life of St. Findan, late 9th century 
 
 

There was a certain man by the name of Findan, Irish by descent… A sister of this man, along 

with other women, was led captive by gentiles who are called Northmen, laying waste to many 

places of the Irish island.... Findan’s father then commanded his son to take money, redeem his 

sister, and return to him. Findan, after gathering some companions and an interpreter, desired 

to fulfill his father’s commands while also keeping a brother’s love in his pious heart. Along the 

way, however, he soon fell into the hands of pagans, was thrown into fetters, and without delay 

was taken to their ships, which were lying nearby on the shore. 

 
 
Citation: Anonymous of Rheinau, The Life of St. Findan, translated by Matthew C. Delvaux from the Latin text edited by Oswald Holder-Egger, 
MGH SS, 15, 1 (Hanover: Hahn, 1887), 503 [502-6], retrieved from Teaching Medieval Slavery and Captivity, 
http://medievalslavery.org/europe/source-anonymous-of-rheinau-the-life-of-saint-findan-after-878-881/ (Retrieved 10/19/2020) 
 
  

http://medievalslavery.org/europe/source-anonymous-of-rheinau-the-life-of-saint-findan-after-878-881/
http://medievalslavery.org/europe/source-anonymous-of-rheinau-the-life-of-saint-findan-after-878-881/
http://medievalslavery.org/europe/source-anonymous-of-rheinau-the-life-of-saint-findan-after-878-881/


 

Viking Source #2 -- Inchmamock Hostage Stone, 9th-10th c., Scotland 
 
Context: An inscription on slate from 9th-10th c., from the monastery of Inchmamock, on an island off western 
Scotland.  It might show a Viking raider, with wild hair and a long mail shirt, leading a captive person by a rope 
around his neck.  The raider is leading the captive to a boat. The captive may be a monk with a reliquary (a 
container for a relic) hanging from his belt. See video here. 

 

 
 
Citation: Inchmamock Hostage Stone, 9th-10th c., National Museum of Scotland, https://www.nms.ac.uk/collections-research/our-
research/featured-projects/early-medieval-scotland/bringing-the-past-to-life/hostage-stone/ 
  

https://vimeo.com/74373735
https://www.nms.ac.uk/collections-research/our-research/featured-projects/early-medieval-scotland/bringing-the-past-to-life/hostage-stone/
https://www.nms.ac.uk/collections-research/our-research/featured-projects/early-medieval-scotland/bringing-the-past-to-life/hostage-stone/


 

Viking Source #3 -- Ibn Fadhlan, On an Arab Mission, Encounters Vikings on Volga River, 922 A.D. 

 

The Rus, as they are called, camped above the river 

trading furs from a log hall, axed out by slaves 

... 

Each morning when the men stir out of sleep 

a slave girl brings a ... bowl 

first to the chief who washes his face, then 

rinses his mouth, spits, and blows his nose 

into the bowl which she carries around until 

each has washed in the same filthy water. 
 

  
 

Citation: Balaban, John. "Ibn Fadhlan, On an Arab Mission, Encounters Vikings Volga River, 922 A.D." TriQuarterly, Oct. 2002, p. 161+. Gale 
Literature Resource Center, https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A99373551/LitRC?u=ucdavis&sid=LitRC&xid=1e7b0b19.  Accessed 17 Oct. 
2020.  

 

  

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A99373551/LitRC?u=ucdavis&sid=LitRC&xid=1e7b0b19


 

Viking Source #4 -- Anonymous, Laxdæla Saga, early 1200s 

Context: Laxdæla Saga, one of the greatest romances of medieval Iceland, was written in the early 1200s. It 
provides unique details on the Viking-Age enslavement of a woman in the mid-900s. … Icelandic adventurer 
Hoskuld purchases Melkorka from Gilli, a merchant with an Irish name who adopted a Russian nickname. Although 
the regular price for an enslaved girl was one mark of silver, Gilli charges three. This would be about 1.5 pounds of 
silver. Large Viking-Age hoards might weigh as much as 150 pounds, typically dominated by silver coins from the 
east. 

One day, when Hoskuld was going out to enjoy himself with some other men, he saw a single colorful tent 
far off from the other booths. Hoskuld approached the tent and went into it, and a man sat there before 
him in clothes of rich cloth and he had a Russian hat on his head. 

Hoskuld asked the man his name. He answered, “Gilli, but many know me when they hear my nickname. I 
am called Gilli the Russian.” 

Hoskuld said that he had often heard him spoken of; he called him the wealthiest of men who had been in 
the merchant trade. Then Hoskuld spoke: “You must have something to sell us, that we would like to 
buy.” 

Gilli asked what the group would like to buy. 

Hoskuld said that he would like to buy an ambátt [a female slave], “if you have one to sell.” 

Gilli answered: “You think you can put in the wrong if you ask me for something that you expect me not 
to have, although it has not been determined how that will play out.” 

Hoskuld saw that across the tent there was a screen. Then Gilli lifted the screen and Hoskuld saw that 
twelve women sat before him in the tent. Then Gilli said that Hoskuld should go over there and see if he 
wanted to buy any of these women. 

Hoskuld did so. They sat all together across the tent. Hoskuld considered these women carefully. He saw 
that a woman sat out at the side of the tent. She was poorly dressed. He thought the woman seemed 
beautiful, so far as he could see. 

Then Hoskuld spoke: “How expensive would this woman be, if I wanted to buy her?” 

Gilli answers: “You’ll pay three marks of silver for her.” 

“It seems to me,” says Hoskuld, “that you would make this female slave be rather costly since that is the 
value of three.” 

Then Gilli answers: “You speak the truth, since I value her more than the others. Choose another from 
these eleven and pay a mark of silver for her, and leave this one in my possession.” 

… [Hoskuld goes on to buy the woman, Melkorka, who later tells him that she is the daughter of an Irish 
king.  She was 15 years old when she was captured.] 

Citation: Anonymous, Laxdaela Saga, early 1200s, translated from the Old Norse by Matthew C. Delvaux. Published in Einar Ólafur 
Sveinsson, ed., Laxdœla saga, Íslenzk fornrit 5 (Reykjavik: Hið íslenzka fornritafélag, 1934), 22–25, c. 12. This translation CC BY-NC-ND 4.0. 
http://medievalslavery.org/europe/source-anonymous-laxdaela-saga-early-1200s/   

http://medievalslavery.org/copyright-and-attribution/
http://medievalslavery.org/europe/source-anonymous-laxdaela-saga-early-1200s/


 

Mamluk Sultanate Slavery Sources 
 
Malmuk Source #1 -- A Mamluk soldier in training who carries two lances and rides a horse. (Date?) 
 
 

 
 
Citation: A Mamluk soldier in training who carries two lances and rides a horse. British Library, Add. MS 18866, fol. 109, Teaching Medieval 
Slavery and Captivity, https://medievalslavery.org/middle-east-and-north-africa/ 
 

  

https://medievalslavery.org/middle-east-and-north-africa/


 

Mamluk Source #2 -- Ibn Khaldun, The Muqaddimah, around 1384 

Context: Ibn Khaldun (1332-1406) was a North African Muslim historian who wrote an important history of the 
world, the Muqaddimah.  In this excerpt, he described Mamluk slave-soldiers. 

 

The slave merchants bring them [the slave boys] to Egypt in batches . . . 
and the government buyers . . . choose from each group . . . and place them 
in government barracks where they give them good and fair treatment, 
educate them, have them taught the Quran, and . . . they train them in 
archery and fencing, in horsemanship. . . and in striking with the sword, 
until their arms grow strong and their skills become firmly rooted.  When 
the masters know that they have reached the point when they are ready to 
defend them, even to die for them, they double their pay. . . .  

 

 

Citation: Ibn Khaldun, Ibar [Muqaddimah], v, p. 371, quoted in Islam from the Prophet Muhammad to the Capture of Constantinople, edited 
and translated by Bernard Lewis (New York: Harper and Row, 1974), 98-99. 

  

Vocabulary 
barracks: soldiers’ 
quarters 
masters: also Mamluk 
slaves 



 

Mamluk Source #3 -- Arnold von Harff, Pilgrimage, around 1499 

Context: Arnold von Harff was a Latin Christian knight from Germany.  From 1496 to 1499, he traveled to Egypt, 
Syria, and Palestine on a pilgrimage and wrote a travel account.   

 

I heard it told as a truth that the old Sultan Cathubie [Kait-Bey], who died within the last two years, was 
born in Circassia and was with his father, a shepherd, his age being then fifteen years.  One day he was . . . 
with another lad watching the sheep . . . when four Mamluks came riding up and caught them both, and 
carried them to Cairo, where they were both sold for ten ducats.  Kait-Bey did so well in combat, fighting, 
and defense, and showed such wisdom, that he rose daily to higher status and came at last to be chosen 
Sultan. . . . 

These Mamluks, when they walk or ride in the streets, always have a large stick in their hands and a 
sword at their sides.  When . . . anyone in the street comes too near or touches them, they strike him to 
the earth, so that everyone is forced to give way to them. . . 

 

 

Citation: Arnold von Harff, The Pilgrimage of von Harff, Knight, ca. 1499, translated by Malcolm Letts (London: Hakluyt Society, 
1946), pp. 120-122.  Slightly modernized by Shennan Hutton. 

  



 

Mamluk Source #4 -- Emmanuel Piloti, Recruitment of Mamluks, 1420 
 
Context: Emmanuel Piloti was a Venetian merchant and traveler who spent much time trading in Alexandria, the 
chief Mediterranean port of the Mamluk sultanate of Egypt and Syria. In 1420, he wrote this description as part of a 
proposal to launch a new crusade against the Mamluk Sultanate. 
 
 

[The sultan] promises to purchase them [the slaves] all, and pay for them immediately, and also to send 
out to buy everywhere.... And those he obtains are held at the school, beneath masters, for at least 4 
years, so that they can submit to and learn to love the faith of Muhammad…. ….before leaving Turkey, and 
the court of the Great Turk, which is in Nandrinopoli (Adrianople) and Gallipoli, one may find many great 
pagan merchants, who deal in no other merchandise than young male slaves and young female slaves of 
the age that they may do the will of the sultan, in order to deliver them to Cairo. Those merchants find no 
less than 100 to 200 souls, and carry them to Gallipoli, and load them on ships belonging to pagans, and 
sometimes on ships belonging to bad and ill-disposed Christians. ...and from there they are carried to 
Cairo…. And a great difference is made from one nation to the other; such that those with the highest 
estimation are Tartars. Because one Tartar will be worth one hundred and thirty or one hundred and 
forty ducats, a Circassian will be worth one hundred and ten or one hundred and twenty ducats, a Greek 
90 ducats; Albanian, Slavs, Serbs, from 70 to 80 ducats, more or less, according to the heads…. the sultan 
acquires every year 2,000 souls … [I]t never fails that he has in his citadel less than 5 or 6 thousand 
young male slaves, housed in a great palace, which contains 3 or 4 floors and is covered with beautiful 
mats of woven rushes instead of carpets. And there the great masters, which are tavassi [ṭawāshī], that is 
to say they are castrated [eunuchs], are the chiefs and governors of this quantity of slaves…. each 
possessing his own separate hall and his own separate school. In this way, each of these schools is held 
by the school masters, and each master has 25 boys under his government…. [After the boys are trained 
as soldiers, they compete in fighting against each other, with the sultan observing]  And when any of 
them [the Mamluks] proves himself skilled in such movements of the lance, the sultan provides and gives 
him the honor of 20 horses and more, according to his pleasure, and the rent of a village, so that he can 
sustain the expense of those 20 horses…. 
 

 
 
Citation: Translated from the French by Leia Hall. Pierre-Herman Dopp, ed. Traite d’Emmanuel Piloti sur le Passage en Terre Sante (1420) 
(Louvain: Editions E. Nauwelaerts, 1958), 52-56. This translation CC BY-NC-ND 4.0. Teaching Medieval Slavery and Captivity, 
http://medievalslavery.org/europe/source-recruitment-of-mamluks/  
  

http://medievalslavery.org/copyright-and-attribution/
http://medievalslavery.org/europe/source-recruitment-of-mamluks/


IQ: How were systems of slavery instituted in different societies? How did the systems of slavery in the medieval world compare?  Was slavery always racial? 

 

Comparing Medieval Slavery Systems – Note Taking Handout 
 Slavery in the Americas Roman Slavery Viking Slavery Mamluk Slavery 

Approximate 
Dates & 
Location 

Sixteenth through Nineteenth 
centuries 

North and South America 

   

Who were 
enslaved/ 

where did they 
come from, and 

how did they 
become 

enslaved?   

Africans, primarily men, by 
kidnapped, slave traders. Born 

into it. 

   

About how 
many people 

were enslaved 
in each society?  

10-12 million people taken from 
Africa to the Americas 

   

What work did 
enslaved people 

do? How were 
they treated? 
Was anything 
unique about 
this system?  

Foreigners of African descent, 
identified as a separate and 

inferior race, based on racism. 
Bought and sold as property. 
Worked on large plantations, 
mines, domestic servants. No 

civil rights. 

   

Examples of 
resistance and 

revolts? 

    

Could enslaved 
people become 

free? (if so how) 

Masters could free slaves, but 
very few did. And they were still 

seen as inferior even as free. 

   

  



IQ: How were systems of slavery instituted in different societies? How did the systems of slavery in the medieval world compare?  Was slavery always racial? 

 

Primary Source Analysis 
 

Source Title: Summary in Your Own Words or Description 
of the Source  

What Does the Source Reveal about the System of 
Slavery? 

Source (Author, Artist, or Creator ) 
 
 

  

Occasion(Context: Place, Date, 
Circumstances)  
 
 

Audience (Who was this made for?) 
 
 

Purpose (Why was this made?) 
 
 



IQ: How were systems of slavery instituted in different societies? How did the systems of slavery in the medieval world compare? Was slavery always racial? 

 

Notes on Sources for Systems of Slavery 

Roman Slavery Viking Slavery Mamluk Slavery 
Statuette of Slave Boy 

 
 
 

Life of St. Findan Mamluk Soldier 

Slave Tags 
 
 
 

Inchmamock Hostage Stone The Muqaddimah 

Relieve of Roman Slaves Ibn Fadhlan Encounters Vikings Pilgrimage 

Life of Crassus Laxdæla Saga Recruitment of Mamluks 

 


