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THE SAGA OF
RAGNAR
LODBROK:
LEGEND, LEGACY,
AND THE RISE OF A
VIKING ICON

For  centur ies,  the
name  Ragnar  Lodbrok
has evoked images of
fearsome  longships,
bloody  axes,  and  the
untamed  spirit  of  the
Viking  Age.  But  the
man behind  the  myth
is  far  more  complex
than the simple raider
often  portrayed  in
popular  culture.  The
S a g a  O f  R a g n a r
Lodbrok is not a single
historical account but a

rich  tapestry  woven
from Old Norse poetry,
Icelandic  sagas,  and
c e n t u r i e s  o f  o r a l
tradition.  It  is  a  story
that  blurs  the  l ine
between  history  and
fantasy, chronicling the
life of a legendary king
and warrior who dared
to  challenge  empires
a n d  w h o s e  d e a t h
sparked a revenge that
reshaped  medieval
Europe. In this article,
we  wil l  explore  the
or ig ins  o f  Ragnar
Lodbrok,  h is  most
famous  adventures,
the historical basis for
the  sagas,  and  the
enduring  legacy  that
continues  to  captivate
audiences today.
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The
Origins of
Ragnar
Lodbrok:
A Hero
Forged in
Myth
Like  many  legendary
figures  from the  Viking
Age, Ragnar Lodbrok’s
early life is shrouded in
m y s t e r y  a n d
supernatural elements.
According to the Þáttr
af Ragnars Sonum (The
Tale of Ragnar’s Sons)
and the Ragnars Saga
Loðbrókar, Ragnar was
the son of the Swedish
king Sigurd Ring,  who
himself  is  often linked
to  the legendary  hero

Sigurd  the  Dragon
Slayer.  This  familial
c o n n e c t i o n
immediately  elevates
Ragnar into a world of
myth,  where  dragons,
m a g i c ,  a n d  f a t e
intertwine.
The most famous story
of  Ragnar ’s  youth
involves  his  marriage
to  the  shield-maiden
L a g e r t h a ,  a  t a l e
popularized  by  the
History Channel series.
In the sagas, Ragnar’s
first  wife  is  actually
Thora  Borgarhjort,  a
n o b l e w o m a n  h e
r e s c u e s  f r o m  a
s e r p e n t — o f t e n
described  as  a  small
dragon.  Ragnar  earns
t h e  n i c k n a m e
“Lodbrok”  (meaning
“Hairy  Breeches”  or
“Shaggy  Breeches”)
after  he  fashions  a
special pair of fur-lined
trousers  to  protect
h i m s e l f  f r o m  t h e
creature’s venom. This
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v i c t o r y  w i n s  h i m
Thora’s  hand  and  his
first  taste  of  kingship.
However,  Thora  dies
young,  and  Ragnar
la te r  mar r i es  the
legendary  Aslaug,
daughter of Sigurd and
the  valkyrie  Brynhildr.
A s l a u g  i s  o f t e n
depicted as a wise and
prophetic  woman  who
bears  Ragnar  many
sons,  including  the
f a m o u s  I v a r  t h e
B o n e l e s s ,  B j o r n
Ironside, Sigurd Snake-
in-the-Eye, and Ubbe.

The Great
Raids:
Ragnar
Lodbrok

and the
Siege of
Paris
The  Saga  Of  Ragnar
Lodbrok  wou ld  be
incomplete without his
legendary  raids  on
France.  Whi le  the
historical  accuracy  is
debated,  the  Annales
Bertiniani  and  other
Frankish  chronicles
record  a  major  Viking
raid on Paris in 845 AD
led  by  a  ch ie f ta in
named  Reginherus,
widely  believed  to  be
Ragnar  Lodbrok.  This
was  no  mere  coastal
sk i rmish;  i t  was  a
massive  fleet  of  120
ships and thousands of
warriors sailing up the
Seine River.
Ragnar’s  intelligence
and  tactical  cunning
were on full display. He
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exploited  the  divided
Frankish  k ingdom
under Charles the Bald,
attacking  on  Easter
Monday when defenses
were  low.  Paris  was
sacked, but Ragnar did
not simply pillage and
burn.  He  famously
demanded  a  massive
r a n s o m  o f  7 , 0 0 0
pounds  of  silver  and
gold—a Dane-geld that
the Frankish king was
forced  to  pay.  This
triumph  solidified
Ragnar’s reputation as
a  brilliant  strategist
and  one  of  the  most
feared  Vikings  of  his
t i m e .  T h e  s a g a
embellishes  this  with
stories of Ragnar’s twin
s o n s  w h o  f o u g h t
alongside  him,  adding
a layer of family drama
to the historical event.

The Blood

Eagle and
the Death
of
Ragnar:
The
Catalyst
for the
Great
Heathen
Army
The most dramatic and
pivotal  event  in  The
S a g a  O f  R a g n a r
Lodbrok  is  his  death.
A c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e
legend,  Ragnar’s  later
raids on England were
less  successful.  When
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his fleet was destroyed
by  a  storm,  he  was
captured by King Ælla
of  Northumbria.  The
saga  recounts  that
Ælla,  to humiliate and
execute the legendary
Viking, ordered Ragnar
to be thrown into a pit
of  venomous  snakes.
As  the  serpents  bit
him, Ragnar is said to
have  recited  a  death
song, the Krákumál, in
wh i ch  he  b rave l y
recounted  his  exploits
and  prophesied  that
his sons would avenge
him.  His  final  words
were: “The young pigs
would now grunt if they
knew  the  suffering  of
the  old  boar.”
This brutal execution is
historically  unverified,
but  it  serves  as  the
per fect  nar rat ive
catalyst.  Upon hearing
of their father’s death,
R a g n a r ’ s
sons—especially  Ivar
the  Boneless,  Bjorn

I rons ide ,  Ha l fdan
R a g n a r s s o n ,  a n d
Sigurd  Snake-in-the-
Eye—swore  a  blood
oath  to  avenge  him.
They  amassed  the
legendary  “Great
Heathen  Army,”  a
massive  coalition  of
Norse  warriors  that
invaded England in 865
AD. Unlike previous hit-
and-run  raids,  this
invasion  was  a  full-
scale military conquest
aimed  at  destroying
the  four  Anglo-Saxon
kingdoms.  The  saga
claims that Ivar forced
Ælla  to  suffer  the
“ b l o o d  e a g l e , ”  a
gruesome execution of
dubious  histor ical
accuracy  but  which
perfectly  symbolizes
the  ferocity  of  the
revenge.  The  invasion
l e d  t o  t h e  f a l l  o f
Northumbria,  East
Anglia,  and  Mercia,
reshaping  the  political
map  of  England  for
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centuries.

Historical
vs.
Legendar
y: The
Archaeolo
gical and
Written
Evidence
Scholars  have  long
deba ted  whethe r
Ragnar Lodbrok was a
single  historical  figure
or  a  compos i te  o f
several Viking leaders.
The  name  “Ragnar”
appears  in  various
forms  in  different
sources—Reginherus,
Ragnar,  Ragnarr—and
the  t imel ine  of  his

supposed life  (the 9th
century)  overlaps with
multiple  documented
Viking chieftains. Some
historians  argue  that
the saga’s Ragnar is a
mythological amalgam,
a  “Viking  super-hero”
c rea ted  f r om  the
exploits  of  figures  like
Horik  I,  Reginherus,
and  even  Sigurd  the
Dragon Slayer.
Yet  archaeological
discoveries  provide
tantalizing  hints.  The
Viking camp at Repton
and the mass graves of
the  Great  Heathen
A r m y  h a v e  b e e n
excavated,  revealing
evidence  of  a  large-
s c a l e  i n v a s i o n
consistent  with  the
saga’s  timeline.  Coins
and runestones  depict
scenes from the sagas,
including  warriors
fighting  serpents.
While  we  may  never
prove  the  literal  truth
of the snake pit or the
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hairy  breeches,  the
core  of  The  Saga  Of
Ragnar  Lodbrok—a
mighty  Viking  king
whose sons conquered
England—contains  a
powerful  kernel  of
historical  reality.  The
Lindisfarne Stone, with
its  depiction  of  Viking
r a i d e r s ,  a n d  t h e
Cuerdale  Hoard  of
Viking  silver  further
support  the  idea  that
the  saga  reflects  a
genuine  era  of  Norse
expansion and conflict.

The Sons
of
Ragnar:
Legacy
and

Expansio
n
E v e n  m o r e  t h a n
Ragnar  himself,  his
sons  left  an  indelible
mark on history. Bjorn
Ironside  became  the
legendary  ruler  of
Sweden  and  led  raids
into the Mediterranean,
reaching as far as Italy.
Ivar  the  Boneless,
despite  his  disability,
w a s  a  b r i l l i a n t
strategist  and is  often
cred i ted  w i th  the
tactical  leadership  of
the  Great  Heathen
Army. Sigurd Snake-in-
the-Eye  became  King
of Zealand and married
into  English  royalty.
Ubbe  Ragnarsson  led
fleets  to  Ireland  and
Wales.  The  saga  thus
serves as a foundation
myth for  many of  the
m o s t  i m p o r t a n t
dynasties of the Viking
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Age.
In  addition  to  their
military conquests, the
sons  of  Ragnar  also
represent  a  transition
f r o m  r a i d i n g  t o
se t t lement .  They
e s t a b l i s h e d  t h e
Danelaw  in  England,
c lea red  l ands  fo r
f a r m i n g ,  a n d
integrated  with  the
local  population.  This
b l e n d  o f
cultures—Norse  legal
codes,  Anglo-Saxon
customs, and Christian
conversion—shaped
the future of  England.
The  saga’s  emphasis
on  family,  revenge,
and  honor  provided  a
moral  framework  for
these  early  medieval
kingdoms.

Modern

Interpreta
tions: The
Saga in
Popular
Culture
In  the  21st  century,
The  Saga  Of  Ragnar
L o d b r o k  h a s
e x p e r i e n c e d  a
r e m a r k a b l e
resurgence,  largely
thanks to the television
s e r i e s  V i k i n g s
(2013-2020),  in  which
t h e  c h a r a c t e r  o f
Ragnar,  p layed  by
Travis Fimmel, became
a global icon. The show
drew  heavily  on  the
saga  whi le  adding
layers of psychological
complexity,  political
intrigue,  and  family
drama.  It  introduced
millions  of  viewers  to
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Norse  mythology,
shield-maidens,  and
the  harsh  realities  of
Viking  l i fe.  The  TV
series  also  sparked
renewed interest in the
original  saga texts,  as
v iewers  sought  to
understand the source
material  behind  the
e p i c  b a t t l e s  a n d
character  arcs.
H o w e v e r ,  i t  i s
important to note that
t h e  s h o w  t o o k
significant  liberties
w i t h  t h e
s a g a — c o n d e n s i n g
timelines,  altering
character relationships,
and  inventing  new
plotlines. Nevertheless,
the  essence  of  the
legend  remains:  a
rest less  k ing  who
always pushed further,
who  defied  fate,  and
whose legacy lived on
through  his  children.
The  popularity  of  the
series  has  also  led  to
increased  tourism  at

Viking  historical  sites,
such as the Ribe Viking
Center in Denmark and
the Jorvik Viking Centre
in York, England.

Why the
Saga
Endures:
Themes
of Hubris,
Fate, and
Glory
The enduring appeal of
Ragnar  Lodbrok  lies
n o t  i n  h i s t o r i c a l
accuracy  but  in  the
universal  themes  his
story explores. Ragnar
is a classic tragic hero:
brilliant, ambitious, and
ultimately  undone  by
h i s  own  p r ide .  He
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defies kings,  gods,  and
fate  i tsel f ,  yet  h is
death is a direct result
of  his  overconfidence.
Th i s  makes  h im  a
compelling  character
across  cultures  and
centuries.
Moreover,  the  saga
provides a window into
t h e  V i k i n g
worldview—a  world
governed  by  wyrd
( f a t e ) ,  w h e r e  a
warrior’s  reputation
was  more  valuable
than gold, and where a
violent  death  was  not
a n  e n d i n g  b u t  a
gateway  to  Valhalla.
The saga of Ragnar is
also a story of family:
the  bond  between
father  and  sons,  the
r i v a l r y  b e t w e e n
brothers ,  and  the
choices  of  powerful
women like Aslaug and
L a g e r t h a .  T h e s e
relationships  feel  as
relevant today as they
did  a  thousand  years

ago.

Conclusio
n: The
Everlastin
g Echo of
the
Lodbrok
Name
The  Saga  Of  Ragnar
Lodbrok  is  far  more
than a collection of old
tales;  i t  is  a  l iv ing
legend  that  continues
t o  s h a p e  o u r
understanding  of  the
Viking Age. Whether he
was a single historical
king  or  a  composite
character  invented  to
explain the rise of the
Great  Heathen  Army,
Ragnar’s  story  has
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become  a  powerful
s y m b o l  o f  N o r s e
heritage, courage, and
ferocity.  His  name
e c h o e s  i n  t h e
r u n e s t o n e s  o f
Scandinavia,  the  lost
chronicles of  medieval
monasteries,  and  the
vivid  reimaginings  of
modern  television.  As
long as  people  dream
o f  a d v e n t u r e ,  o f
defying the odds,  and
of leaving a legacy that
outlasts  death,  the
s a g a  o f  R a g n a r
Lodbrok  will  be  told
again and again.

Key
Takeaways:
Ragnar Lodbrok’s
story blends
historical Viking
raids with
mythological
elements.
The siege of
Paris in 845 AD is
a documented
event likely
linked to Ragnar.

His death by
snake pit in
Northumbria
spurred the
invasion of the
Great Heathen
Army.
His sons—Ivar,
Bjorn, Sigurd,
and Ubbe—were
real historical
figures who
conquered parts
of England.
Modern media,
especially the TV
series Vikings,
has revitalized
interest in the
saga.

Read the original1.
Ragnars Saga
Loðbrókar for the
most authentic
version.
Visit the Jorvik2.
Viking Centre in
York for exhibits
on the Great
Heathen Army.
Explore the3.
Lindisfarne
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Gospels and the
story of the first
Viking raid on
England.
Watch the TV4.
series Vikings
with an
understanding of
its historical

liberties.
Study the5.
runestones of
Sweden, such as
the Karlevi
Runestone, for
contemporary
references.


