CHAPTER l

The Varangian Guard
Much of the history of the Vikings in the Hast is concerned with
their attacks on the Byzantine capital of Constantinople. However,
their relations with the Empire were by no means entirely hostile,
and the tradition of Service in the Byzantine forces in the tenth,
eleventh and twelfth centuries must now be considered in its turn.
The history of Scandinavians serving in Constantinople and on
various campaigns abroad has been carefully traced by Sigfus
Blöndal in his valuable study, Vceringjasaga, a work all too little
known because it was published in Icelandic. His indefatigable
researches into Norse and Greek sources reveal the wide experiences open to those who entered the Emperor's Service,
especially to those in the Varangian Guard in close contact with the
imperial family and with the rise and fall of dynasties in the heart
of the Empire. It has been claimed that the work needs extensive
revision, because of BlöndaPs tendency to assume that Icelanders
were present on many occasions when the evidence is doubtful.1
However, his füll and careful documentation and ability to draw
from a wide ränge of sources render it a formidable achievement,
something which needs to be taken into account by any serious
Student of the history of the Varangians.
The tradition of reliance on barbarian troops from outside the
Empire was äs old äs the city itself, for Constantine showed great
honour to the Cornuti for the part which they played in the Battle
of the Milvian Bridge in AD 312. Not only are these Germanic
warriors depicted clearly on the Arch of Constantine standing
close to the Emperor, but the emblem of curving horns ending
in animal heads worn on their helmets was incorporated into
the Roman army, together with the Germanic battle-cry, the
1 Benedikz,
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barditus.1 Crack regiments were formed from the most valuable barbarian recruits, like the Bucellari and the Foederati. From the earliest
history of Constantinople there were certain picked companies
whose duty was to guard the city and palace, and the person of the
Emperor; these formed part of the Tagmata, the section of the
army stationed in and around the capital.2 The companies known
äs the Schools (Candidati), the Excubitors and the Arithmos were
included in this from very early days, and the Hikanatoi were
added äs a fourth cavalry Company by Nicephorus I in the early
ninth Century. There were also two infantry companies, the
Numeri and the Optimati, who guarded the walls. Other special
companies were created from time to time, especially in the
eleventh Century.
Of these the most important was the Schools, a cavalry troop of
young Greeks living in the capital, who could go home when not
on duty. They wore white trappings over their armour, and played
a major part in public ceremonies in which the Emperor was
involved. The Excubitors carried out police duties and made
arrests; they had a garrison in the capital and others in various
towns in Asia Minor, and used to accompany the Emperor on his
campaigns. The Arithmos were responsible for guarding the
palaces at night. It was possible for Scandinavians to find a place in
such regiments once contact with the capital was established in the
ninth Century, for it was about this time that the guard was
enlarged and mercenary troops admitted into it in large numbers.
The presence of the Rus in the imperial forces is recognised äs
early äs 911 in the treaty drawn up at this time (p. 92 above).
Vikings might serve along with Germans, Hungarians, Goths,
Lombards, Normans and Pechinegs, and there were also two
separate contingents of Turks from Central Asia known äs the
Pharangians, and a Company of Khazars. There seems little doubt
that from the tenth Century onwards the development and use of
the Tagmata became increasingly flexible, and it was no longer
wholly restricted to the capital.
The Imperial Bodyguard proper was known äs the Hetaireia,
divided into two sections, the Great and the Little Hetaireia; there
1Alfoldi,
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Bury (1911), 47; (1912) 227 ff.; Ennslin, 40 ff. For the separate companies
see Guilland (1967), and for a detailed summary see Glykatzi-Ahrweiler, 24 ff.
2

The Varangian Guard

179

seems for a time to have been a third' Middle' division äs well. The
Intention behind the division may have been to keep Christians
and non-Christians, or men from very different backgrounds,
apart.1 The Captain of the Guard was the Grand Hetairearch, an
office probably created by Michael III in the mid-ninth Century. It
was a position of great responsibility, since among the Captain's
duties was that of preserving the Emperor from treachery, which
was no easy task in plot-ridden Byzantium. He was usually a
member of some aristocratic Greek faraily, possibly a kinsman of
the Emperor.
No separate band of Varangians seems to have been formed until
988, when Basil II received a large contingent of' Scythians' at the
time of Vladimir's baptism. There appear to have been earlier
attempts to persuade Olga to send mercenaries to the capital
(p. 253 below). The force sent in 988 was to support the Emperor
and his brother against the rebellion of Bardas Phocas, according
to Yahya of Antioch, a reliable source.2 This was part of the agreement by which Vladimir received the Emperor's sister Anna in
marriage, and his capture of Cherson may have helped to ensure
that the Byzantines kept their part of it (p. 152 above). According
to Greek sources, äs many äs 6,000 men were sent to assist the
Emperor,8 and Psellus teils of their arrival from the Taurus
(Russia), and of the effective use made of them: *
' These men,finefighters,he [Basil] had trained in a separate corps,
combined with them another mercenary force divided by companies, and sent them out to fight the rebels. They came upon
them unexpectedly when they were off their guard, seated at table
and drinking, and after they had destroyed not a few of them, they
scattered the rest in all directions.'
This encounter formed part of the Battle of Chrysopolis,
fought in the summer of 988, and the use of picked foreign soldiers
in this way was a counter-offensive against Phocas, who had been
using young Iberians:5 'the finest fighters . . . in the flower of
Blöndal (1954), 57.
2 Minns, 536-7.
References are listed by F. Dölger, Regesten der Kaiserurkunden des oströmischen Reiches (Munich 1924), I, 771, 99.
* Psellus I, 12, 34-5 (Sewter's translation).
3 Ibid. I, 16, 36.
1
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their youth, tall men and men of equal height äs though they had
been measured with a ruler.'
It is clear that Vladimir's adoption of Christianity marked a
turning-point in the history of the eastern Vikings; there must
now have been many bands under Scandinavian leaders eager to
seek wealth and fame in some new field now that the great armies
of Svyatoslav had been defeated and disbanded. It was often
difficult for them to obtain their pay from the princes of Gardar
(p. 149 above), and no doubt the marvels of life in Byzantium and
the opportunities for fighting there with good pay had been much
talked of since Olga's visit to the capital in 958. The emperor was
always ready to recruit reliable companies of fighting men, and
Basil II was a fine warrior leader, likely to appeal to the Varangians. Evidently it was part of this 'Scythian' force from Russia
which he used in his own bodyguard, since, äs Psellus puts it, he
was 'well aware of disloyalty among the Romans'.
In Greek sources the Varangians are sometimes referred to äs
Tauro-Scythians (although this term may have been used fairly
loosely) and sometimes äs the 'axe-bearing barbarians', or those
who' dangle their swords from their right shoulders'. Such was the
picture which they presented to the Greeks, since their technique
was to feil their opponents with their axes, and then despatch them
with their swords.1 Every Emperor could, however, arrange his
bodyguard äs he himself wished, and the unpopulär Michael V
(1041-2) according to Psellus preferred to make use of young
Scythian eunuchs whom he had bought äs slaves and who were
probably Slavs or Pechinegs.2 On the other hand it is clear that he
did not disband the existing Guard.
The Varangians continued äs a mainly Scandinavian Company
until the second half of the eleventh Century, when after the
Norman Conquest English äs well äs Danish nobles who decided to
leave England were absorbed into it. Our evidence for this change
is rather vague, and Blöndal thought that it had been exaggerated,
and that Scandinavians remained in the majority until 1204, when
after the sacking of the city by the Crusaders the guard virtually
ceased to exist.3 Anna Comnena writes of'barbarians from Thule'
1 Buckler,

367.
2 PseUus V, 15.
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in the late eleventh Century, but this might refer to Scandinavia or
north Russia äs well äs to England. According to Saxo, Danes were
in the forefront in the early twelfth Century (p. 257 below) and the
Emperor appears to have gained new recruits from Scandinavia
from those who came äs pilgrims under the leadership of Sigurd of
Norway and Rognvald of Orkney. There seems no doubt that
through the eleventh and twelfth centuries the duty of guarding
the Emperor's person at home and on campaigns abroad feil
chiefly on the Varangians and Vardariots, a body of Christian
Turks from Macedonia. The period of the Varangian Guard was
comparatively brief, but it was a tradition of which the Icelanders
were extremely proud, and its impact on saga literature of the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries has caused echoes in romantic
fiction of late times, and tends to be exaggerated in populär books
on Byzantium.
It was not äs easy to get into the Imperial Guard äs the sagas
tend to imply in such Statements äs: 'They were well received äs
soon äs it was known that they were Norsemen',1 although there
were probably no obstacles in the way of fighting men who wanted
to enter the army or navy. There appears to have been a System for
recruiting men from other regiments or from the fleet if they
showed outstanding qualities, and some Scandinavians probably
served in their own ships and were later promoted to Service in the
Guard. There was an entrance fee to be paid by a new member,2
and this was a considerable sum; possibly the treasury helped with
loans, since it was known that the money earned in the Guard was
good and included rieh gifts to the imperial household. The rate of
pay is difficult to calculate, because of various unknown factors
involved. One pound in gold was equal to seventy-two gold
coins, and in the Book of Ceremonies 3 there is reference to sixteen
pounds being the entrance fee for the Great Hetairia, ten for the
Middle Hetairia, and seven for the companies of Pharangians and
Khazars, two bodies of foreign guardsmen. The pay seems to have
been äs much äs forty gold coins a year for the Little Hetairia and
forty-four for the Greater, so that the original entrance fee would
1 Grettis

Saga, 86.
For the principle of the roga, which complicated the award of Offices in the
tenth and eleventh centuries, see Lemerle (I owe this reference to Professor
Grierson).
3 Book of Ceremonies (ed. Niebuhr, Bonn, 1829), I, 692-3.
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be recovered after some years in service.1 In addition to the salary,
there were special gifts like those given at Easter, gifts at the coronation of an Emperor, and a share in the booty taken on campaigns.
There is a tradition that Harald of Norway was accused of not
giving up the correct amount of booty to the Emperor (p. 222
below), while Snorri has the puzzling Statement in Heimskringla
that after an Emperor's death the Varangians had the right to go
through the palace 'where the taxes were hoarded' and take what
they could for themselves.2 He has interpreted the term polütasvarf
äs 'palace spoils', but he may be in error here, since it appears to
come from a Slav word for the collection of tribute (p. 51 above).
A good deal of money came in at the accession of a new Emperor,
when donations were sent, while landowners had to pay dues for
the support of foreign mercenaries, and it is conceivable that
Harald was concerned with the collection of this. Snorri believed
that he had been in Constantinople for the crowning of three
emperors and that this proved most profitable for bim. Harald also
won an enormous amount of booty on his various campaigns and
sent large sums home to Yaroslav, his future father-in-law (p. 227
below). The impression of the good pay received by the Guard
made on visitors to the palace is shown by Liutprand's comment in
Antapodosis:3 'The palace at Constantinople is guarded by
numerous companies of soldiers in order to secure the Emperor's
safety, and every day a considerable sum of money is spent upon
these men's pay and rations.'
Scandinavians could hold various offices in the Guard, although
the highest ranks were ükely to be reserved for members of noble
Greek families. Blöndal thought it possible that Nabites, leader of
the Guard under Alexius I, could have been a Scandinavian;4 the
name is not Greek, and could conceivably be formed from some
Scandinavian nickname such äs 'Near-Biter'. A certain Ragnvald
from Uppland in Sweden, commemorated on a runic stone, is said
to have been leader of the war-troop in the land of the Greeks and
may have held some office in the Guard in the eleventh Century
1 Bury (1912), 228; he reckoned that the salary represented an annuity of
about 2t to 4 per cent.
s Heimskringla, Haralds Saga Sigurdarsonar, 16.
3 Liutprand, Antapodosis, I, 12, 42 (Wright's translation).
4 Blöndal (1939/2), 145 ff.
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(p. 238 below). Harald Sigurdson himself officially held the rank
of Manglabites and later äs a reward for his Services in the Bulgarian campaign he was given that of Spatharocandidatus. The
duty of the Manglabites was originally to walk before the Emperor
in procession, carrying a jewelled whip on a belt, used to restrain
the crowd; the man holding such an office was entitled to wear a
sword with a gold hilt. The rank of Spatharocandidatus has been
compared with that of colonel, although it was not necessarily a
military rank. Among the wives of officials who welcomed Olga of
Kiev on her visit to the palace, the wives of Spatharocandidati are
ranked sixth, and the appointment evidently comes fairly high in
the list of fourteen grades of court officials. All were originally
associated with important offices, but by the tenth Century they
had degenerated into mere titles to mark the rank of the recipient.1
A Byzantine general writing between 1075 and 1078 2 warned the
emperor against promoting foreigners to high offices at court,
stating that neither Romanus III nor Basil II had ever promoted
a Frank or Varangian to a higher rank than Spatharius. He mentions Harald Sigurdsson äs a Northerner who rose to such a rank
and was quite contented with it. This implies that in the late
eleventh Century some Varangians at least may have risen to higher
office in the Guard. There were certainly a number of sections in
the Guard itself, so that a man might rank äs a leader without
holding command of the Imperial Guard äs a whole. Harald's
Position on his campaigns was presumably that of the commander
of a Company of Scandinavians under a Greek general.
The Imperial Guard had its quarters in the Great Palace and
seems to have occupied part of the buildings originally reserved for
the Schools and Excubitors, but they may have been lodged in
different places at different times. The buildings for troops were on
the east side in the tenth Century, reached through the Brazen House,
before proceeding to the Palace of Daphne. When the Varangian
Guard was fully established, it probably took over some of the
duties of the Excubitors and shared their quarters, which in Icelandic sources are said to be in Skipt.3 There was an Icelandic
1 Ensslin,

19; Ostrogorsky (1968), 367-8.
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tradition that Harald Sigurdson and his men were lodged on an
upper floor:1
1 In Constantinople there are two suites of rooms in the palace
occupied by the Imperial Guard, one above the other... the Greek
soldiers and Varangians disagreed about these rooms and the
matter was settled by drawing lots; Nordbrikt (Harald) and the
Varangians obtained the upper rooms, and from that time it has
been the rule that these upper rooms have been occupied by
Norsemen.'

At one time they seem to have been lodged in Numera, a building
near the Hippodrome used äs a prison in the ninth and tenth centuries, where again they were on an upper floor. Michael Glykas
was said to have been imprisoned there, and he left a poem referring to the noise made by the Varangians at night, which disturbed
him greatly, while he complained that Numera, deep Underground,
was smoky, evil-smelling and 'worse than Hades'.2 The buildings
occupied by the Guard in the palace are thought to have been
arranged round a large courtyard with porticos, the court either
open or roofed in to provide more room for those off duty. In a
story of Liutprand telling how the Emperor Leo tested his guard,
they are said to have been lodged twelve in one room.3 Carvings of
shields on the wall where the palace of the Bucoleon once stood,
near the sea wall, led to a theory that the Varangians were quartered there, but the idea that the shields were marked in some cases
with Scandinavian bind-runes appears to be a mistaken one.4
The Emperors valued the Varangians above all for their loyalty
and courage, their fighting qualities and ability to carry out commands emciently and without question. It is somewhat unrealistic
to accuse them of acting äs thugs and assassins;5 in an age of considerable ruthlessness and in the records of Byzantine history in
particular, their actions do not stand out äs particularly brutal, and
a strong Emperor obviously had to have a reliable force of men
1 Fornmanna

Spgur, Haralds Saga Siguröarsonar, 6, 147-8.
Guilland (1969), 41.
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befand fam to protect himself from the kind of treatment meted
out to the unfortunate Nicephorus by fas wife's lover. There is no
doubt that the Guard was respected and feared. We have the vivid
picture by Anna Comnena of the effect of such tough guardians of
the Emperor's person on a man who had been plotting treachery.
When John Solomon was found to have been taking part in a plot
against Alexius I and he was brought before the Emperor, she
describes the scene thus:l
'The soldiers who from of old were bis appointed bodyguard came
to the Emperor's tent first, some wearing swords, others carrying
spears or their heavy iron axes on their shoulders, and ranged
themselves in the form of a crescent at a certain distance from fas
throne, embracing fam, äs it were; they were all under the sway of
anger . . .'
When Solomon was threatened with torture if he did not confess,
he
'looked fixedly . . . at the barbarians Standing in a circle round the
Sebastokrator, brandisfang their one-edged axes on their shoulders, and forthwith feil to trembling and revealed everything'.
Anna emphasises the loyalty of the Guard and tfas cannot be put
down to mere romantic idealism on her part, since she gives it äs a
valid reason why her father Alexius, when not yet Emperor and
plotting to gain the throne from the aged Nicephorus III, did not
venture to attempt to win them over.2 He was warned that they
would not listen to any talk of treachery and that their loyalty was
equal to that of the Immortals, the finest regiment in the army, a
special Company of picked Greeks formed by Michael VII to fight
the Turks, and called after the famous warriors of Darius the
Persian:
' The Varangians too, who carried axes on their shoulders, regarded
their loyalty to the Emperors and their protection of the imperial
persons äs a pledge and ancestral tradition, handed down from
1 Anna
2
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father to son, which they keep inviolate, and will certainly not
listen to even the slightest word about treachery.'
Alexius went by this advice and turned instead to a Company of
German troops for support. This was in 1081, when the Guard is
thought to have included many recruits from England, but it is
interesting to find Anna assuming considerable continuity among
its members and a tradition of loyalty passed down from father to
son. The loyal Varangian, however, must have found himself in
difficulty on many occasions in the troubled history of the capital,
when the successful overthrow of an emperor took place, and it
must have been hard to see where his duty lay. One example of this
was the deposition and blinding of the cruel and foolish young
Emperor Michael V in 1042, although äs he had chosen his own
special bodyguard the Varangians were presumably not pledged to
support hirn (p. 221 below). Another was in 1057, when Michael
VI was forced to abdicate in favour of the general Isaac Comnenus,
and Varangians fought on both sides; four of them are said to have
attacked Isaac at once, but he was a fme swordsman and managed
to defend himself from his horse and beat them off (p. 243 below).
When Nicephorus II was murdered by John Tzimisces in 969, the
conspirators, aided by his faithless wife Theophano, forced their
way into his bedroom and there found the Emperor asleep on the
floor in his purple robe. By the time the bodyguard came to his
defence, it was too late to save him, and in the fierce fighting
seventy of them are said to have fallen. This was before the time of
the Varangians and the gruesome story may have been in the mind
of Basil II when he formed his new Company not long afterwards.
Revolts and conspiracies were frequent in Byzantium, and in the
mid-eleventh Century Nicephorus Bryennius (either the father or
the grandfather of the husband of Anna Comnena) and his brother
John, two populär leaders, tried to win over the guard to revolt
against the Emperor, Nicephorus Botaniates, but failed. It seems,
according to Attalaleiates, that some Varangians joined them, but
the main body refused and sent one of their number to remonstrate
with the rebels, whereupon John ordered that his nose should be
cut off. Alexius, then a Domestic of the Schools, put down the
revolt, and Bryennius was captured and afterwards blinded,
although both brothers were later pardoned. Some time afterwards
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the Varangian who had been mutilated is said to have met John
Bryennius and killed bim; what his fate was has not been recorded.1
Discipline in the Guard had to be preserved and the men are
represented äs having their own laws and power to impose
penalties on those who broke them, unless the Emperor intervened. Cedrenus has a story of one of the Varangians seducing a
woman during a stay in Asia Minor, in the area later known äs
Lydia, where the Guard were on winter quarters in 1034 during a
campaign. She killed him with a 'foreign sword', which may have
been the man's own weapon, and when this was known the Varangians met together and decided that the woman should inherit the
possessions of the dead man, while his body was treated äs that of a
suicide and thrown out with no burial rites.2 There are two stories
in the Icelandic sagas of vengeance killings by Icelanders of members of the Guard; they may be fiction, but could possibly be based
on some incident which happened at Constantinople. The more
convincing is that in Grettis Saga,3 the account of the avenging of
Grettir the Strong, killed with his younger brother in 1031. The
deed was carried out by another brother, Thorstein Asmundarson,
known äs drömundr. This nickname does not seem to be understood by the saga-writer, who says that it means 'slow in movement', but Thorstein must have taken the name frorn a type
of Greek ship known äs drömundr in Old Norse (p. 264 below),
and perhaps was so called because he served in the Greek navy.
According to the saga, Thorstein followed Grettir's slayer,
Thorbiorn Angle, to Norway, but found he had left for Constantinople and taken a place in the Guard under the Emperor Michael
Katalak. Thorstein left his property in Norway and set out in
pursuit of the man whom he had never met. He also obtained a
place in the Guard, but did not find Thorbiorn until one day there
was a' Weapon-Thing', by which is meant a check on the weapons
each men possessed before they left on a campaign. Thorbiorn
produced the short sword which he had taken from the dead
Grettir, a much prized possession, and it was admired by those
standing round, who asked how it had got a nick in the blade.
1 Blöndal (1939/2) takes this Version from Attaleiates and Scylitzes. Another
version is that the Varangian attacked Nicephorus and so precipitated the revolt.
2 Cedrenus II.
3 Grettis Saga, 86.
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Thorbiorn then boasted how he had slain the great champion
Grettir the Strong and cut offhis head. On hearing this, Thorstein
asked to see the weapon, and when he had it in bis hand he struck
at Thorbiorn and cut into his head down to the jaw, so that the
man feil dead. At this the palace Steward, called gjaldker, arrested
Thorstein and asked why he had committed such an act of violence
at the 'holy Thing'. This phrase is based on Icelandic tradition,
but it is a suitable one in the context, since violence in the palace
would constitute a breach of the peace äs serious äs if committed
during the Icelandic Thing or Assembly. Thorstein then told his
story, and was supported by many persons there:
'. . . saying that the deed was excusable when a man had come äs
far from home äs Thorstein had done in order to take vengeance.
The councillors there admitted that this was reasonable, but äs
there was no one present who could verify what Thorstein said,
their law stipulated that anyone who slew a man was bound to
forfeit his life, with no alternative.'
The rest of the tale, telling how a rieh woman called Spes feil in
love with Thorstein and paid a ransom for him, deceiving her
husband with a false oath and later marrying her lover, is a wellknown populär tale, possibly suggested by the Tristram story but
probably of eastern origin.1 Whatever its source, the story is
clumsily worked into the last part of the saga, and is given a serious
ending, since Thorstein and Spes finally separate in order to live
holy lives, which has a somewhat incongruous effect. The part of
the story where Thorstein is rescued by a woman who hears him
singing in his dungeon may have been suggested by the story of
Harald the Ruthless, well known in Iceland (p. 223 below). The
incident where Thorstein escapes through a trap-door in a room
built over the sea so that he is not found with Spes also resembles a
tale told of Harald escaping from a room of a similar kind where he
had been with the Empress's sister Maria in Morkinskinna.2 However, this does not detract from the interest of the first part of the
tale, which seems to show some knowledge of life in the Guard,
and which is not in itself improbable.
1 One version
2

is a Sanskrit one; see Schlauch (1934), 87 ff.
Morkinskinna, 12, 79.
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The second tale of vengeance is found in Heidarviga Saga, which
survives in an incomplete form.1 According to the original Version,
retold from memory by Jön Olafsson, Gest Thorhallarson killed
Viga-Styr in 1007, under considerable provocation, and the dead
man's son pursued him to Constantinople. When a wrestling
match took place among the men of the Guard, Thorstein wrestled
with Gest and then wounded him with a short sword which he had
hidden under his cloak, but the wound was not serious. The
Varangians separated them and, äs in the other tale, the penalty for
such an action was death. The ending, however, is a different one,
for Gest himself intervenes, offering half of his earnings together
with half those of Thorstein äs a ransom, and explaining why the
latter feit bound to avenge his father. Several men there knew
Thorstein's family and supported his plea for mercy, which was
finally granted. Gest gave Thorstein some money for his journey
home, and he himself stayed in Constantinople and never returned
to Iceland. Again the story seems to show some knowledge of conditions in the Guard and mentions both Varangians and Norsemen
äs taking part in the wrestling.
The Greek historian Attaleiates has a tale of how the Emperor
Nicephorus Botaniates (1078-81) and his secretary were once
attacked on a staircase by some drunken Varangians.2 The
Emperor defended himself well and was helped by some members
of the court until men from a Greek Company came to his aid. The
ring-leaders were not put to death but sent away to distant garrisons outside the city, and most of the soldiers were pardoned,
which says much for the Emperor's generosity. According to
Psellus, the Emperor before Nicephorus, Michael VII, also let
some members of bis bodyguard remain unpunished when they
had been intending to injure him, although no details are given.3
Perhaps they too were drunk; there is no doubt that there was
much drinking in the Guard, äs we can see from the admonition
given to the Danes serving the Emperor by King Eirik of Denmark (p. 258 below). In this connection the story of one of the
Varangians' famous exploits has a ring of truth about it. This tale
is placed in a number of different contexts in Icelandic sources,
1 HeiSarviga

Saga (Islenzk Fornrit 3, Reykjavik 1938), 11, 243.
Attaleiates, 294-6.
3 Psellus (Michael VII), 2.
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being found in several versions of the kings' sagas;1 it is confirmed
in Greek sources, in the works of the historians Cinnamus and
Nicetas. The incident in fact took place in the reign of John II
Comnenos, son of Alexius I, near Esk Zagna in Macedonia about
1121, during the final battle against the Pechinegs who had caused
so much trouble to the Empire, but in some of the Icelandic
accounts it is placed in the reign of King Kirjalax, or Alexius I,
and in one case associated with Harald the Ruthless.2 According to
Cinnamos, the Pechinegs defended themselves vigorously against
the Byzantine troops, and entrenched themselves with their wives
and children behind their wagons covered with ox-hide. The
Greeks were unable to break through, and at the moment of crisis
the Emperor was forced to call on bis 'axe-bearing Britons, a
people who of old had been in the Service of the Emperor', while
according to Nicetas he called upon bis Guard, armed with long
shields and double-bladed axes, and they won the victory, whereupon the Emperor instituted a festival of thanksgiving, said to be
kept up until the writer's own time. In the sagas it is said that
troops of Greeks, Franks and Flemings failed to pierce the
Pechineg defence, until the Emperor grew angry. His men told
him that he ought to make use of bis 'wine-bags' (vinbelja), by
which they meant his Varangians. In Flateyjarbök this insulting
term is replaced by the more innocuous 'friends', but three versions retain 'wine-bags'.3 The Emperor retorted that he did not
intend to waste his jewels, and then Thorir Helsing, said to be the
grandson of the Icelander Ketil jambi but not known elsewhere,
declared that they would gladly leap into tlie fire if it would please
the Emperor. The Varangians then called on St Olaf for help,
promising to build him a church. After this the Pechinegs saw a
small Company of men approaching, led by a rider on a white
horse (a typical Byzantine motif), and they were unable to resist the
attack.
Dawkins' illuminating study shows how tangled are the sources
dealing with the Varangians in the sagas, but also how, behind the
1 Dawkins (1937) gives the various prose sources where the tale can be found,
but omits the poem Geisli (Skjaldedigtning, El, 52 ff.) where it is also included.
2 Morkinskinna, 65-6.
3 Olafs Saga ins helga (Copenhagen 1825-37), 5, 136; Saga Olafs konungs
(Christiania 1853), 242; Heimskringla, Häkonar Saga Herdibreids, 21, where the
story is given along with that of King Olaf's sword, both taken from Geisli.
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various versions connected with different periods and historical
characters, there may be a substratum of historical truth. As he
concludes, it shows how 'perfectly true incidents in Greek history
could be made use of by the writers of the sagas'. The tradition
that a church was built by the Varangians and dedicated to King
Olaf, which is linked to this story, appears to be another example
of oversimplification and of bringing in a favourite saga motif
whenever possible. It would scarcely have been possible for the
church to have been built after this battle (p. 205 below), and in any
case the church of the Varangians appears to have been dedicated
to the Holy Virgin and not to St Olaf, although there may have
been relics of the King kept there. Yet the part played by the
Varangians at a crucial point in the battle and the existence of a
church associated with them in the capital are both corroborated
by Greek evidence.

