
Vikings ascending a river into the Rus hinterland.
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Varangian Guard 
Imperial Axe Bearers

The eleven hundred year 
history of the Eastern Roman 
or Byzantine Empire (337-

1453) includes the exploits of many 
memorable military units, none 
more celebrated than the Varangian 
Guard. Referred to by Greek sources 
as “axe-bearing barbarians,” this 
multinational imperial unit was 
comprised primarily of Scandinavian 
and Anglo-Saxon warriors. The 
Varangians were active from 988 
to the mid-14th century, serving 
Byzantine emperors as a bodyguard 
in Constantinople, and as formidable 
troops on campaign. Indeed, through 
their numerous exploits and long 
term of service, the Varangian Guard 
is one of the most famous corps of 
mercenaries in military history. 

by Brian Todd Carey

Origins
Beginning in the late eighth 

century, Swedish Vikings, known 
first to the Finns and then Eastern 
Slavs as the Rus or Rhos, made their 
way down the rivers and estuaries 
of Eastern Europe in an attempt 
to establish trading links with the 
Byzantine Empire. The most famous 
of these passages, later called “the 
Varangian Way,” traversed Russia 
by way of the Dnieper, then crossed 
the Black Sea to Constantinople. 

Under the command of their first 
leader, Rurik (c.830-c.880), the Rus 
soon became involved in the Slavic 
civil wars, eventually dominating 
the native Slavic peoples and 
setting up powerful regional trading 
centers in Novgorod and Kiev. In the 

course of the tenth century, more 
Scandinavian adventurers, now 
known as Varangians (Varingjar in Old 
Norse, Varjazi in Eastern Slavonic, 
or Varangoi in Greek), joined the Rus 
and expanded the territory of Kiev.

Like the term Rus, the etymology 
of Varangian is debatable, although 
one widely accepted theory is that the 
word comes from var (plural varar), 
which means “faith” or alternately 
“vow of fidelity” in Old Norse, making 
them essentially a group of warriors 
who had sworn oaths of allegiance 
to the local prince, king, or emperor. 
This sentiment is echoed by the 
eleventh century Byzantine princess 
and historian Anna Komnenos when 
she wrote the Varangians “regard 
loyalty to the emperors and the 
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protection of their persons as a family 
tradition, a kind of sacred trust.”

One of the most famous 
physical descriptions of the early 
Rus comes from the Arab Muslim 
traveler and historian Ahmad Ibn 
Fadlan, who visited the region of 
Volga-Kama Bolghar (an Islamized 
Bulgar state at the confluence of 
the Volga and Kama Rivers) in 922. 
There Ibn Fadlan remarked on the 
Rus in terms strongly suggestive 
of their Scandinavian origins. 

“I have seen the Rus as they came 
on their merchant journeys and 
encamped by the river. I have 
never seen more perfect physical 
specimens, tall as date palms, 
blond and ruddy; they wear 
neither tunics nor caftans, but 
the men wear a garment which 
covers one side of the body and 
leaves a hand free. Each man 

has an axe, a sword, and a knife, 
and keeps each by him at all 
times. The swords are broad and 
grooved, of Frankish sort…”

Rus expansion into the Balkans 
and the Black Sea area in the ninth 
and tenth centuries coincided with 
the revival of the Byzantine Empire 
under the Macedonian Dynasty 
(867-1057). Three hundred years 
of territorial contraction in the 
face of expanding Islamic Arabic 
Caliphates and aggressive Central 
Asian (Pecheneg, Khazar, and Bulgar) 
khanates had pushed the Byzantines 
into a defensive stance. By the middle 
of the ninth century, the empire was 
a shadow of its former self, consisting 
of the southern tip of the Balkans, 
the region around the Aegean littoral, 
Anatolia, and parts of southern Italy. 

As early as 860 a large fleet of 
Viking Rus raiders appeared in front 

of Constantinople, ravaging the 
unprotected suburbs on both sides of 
the Bosporus while Emperor Michael 
III (r. 842-867) was campaigning in 
the east. The Rus returned in 907 
and laid siege to the capital, lifting 
it only after the Byzantines paid 
tribute. Just three years later in 911, 
Varangian soldiers assisted the 
Eastern Romans in their attack on 
Arab-controlled Crete, initiating a 
long relationship with Byzantium. 

A peace treaty followed in 927 
stabilizing Byzantine-Rus relations 
for four decades. The Macedonian 
emperors took advantage of this 
interlude to recapture territory in 
eastern Anatolia from the Abbasid 
Caliphate, while using diplomacy 
to manage the Bulgar threat in the 
Balkans. Under Nikephorus II Phokas 
(r. 963-969), the Byzantines invited 
their Rus ally to invade Bulgarian 
lands in the Balkans from the north. 

A Romantic depiction of a Rus funeral, 
as described by Ahmad ibn Fadlan.


