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Myths and Legends: Ragnarök, a Viking tale of
the battle of the gods

Odin leading the gods into battle during Ragnarok. Drawing by Johannes Gehrts. Image from the public domain.

Ragnarök is a mythic tale of the end of the world. It was written about 1,500 years ago by the

Norsemen. These were people who lived in the far north of Europe, in Scandinavia. Some

Norsemen became Viking warriors who started raiding and exploring new lands. In Old

Norse, Ragnarök means "The Fate of the Gods."

The Tale

Ragnarök begins with a time of war. For three years, the world is filled with fighting and

wickedness. Brother battles brother and sons attack their fathers. Then, the Great Winter, Fimbul

Winter, begins, and for three years there is no summer, spring or fall.

Fimbul Winter's Fury

The two sons of Fenris the Wolf are the ones who begin the long winter. They are the wolves

known as Sköll and Hati. Sköll swallows the sun and Hati swallows the moon. The earth and

mountains tremble and trees are ripped from their roots.
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As the earth shakes, Fenris and his father, the

trickster god Loki, break free of their chains. They

prepare to battle the gods.

Loki sets off on a ship made from dead men's

fingernails, with a crew from the underworld. The ice

giant Rym comes from the east, together with all the

other frost giants.

The snow drifts in from all directions, the winds blow

hard and the air becomes freezing cold. The sun does

no good and there is no summer for three years in a

row.

Preparing For Battle

As the gods and men rise to battle, the heavens are

split open. The fire giants of Muspell ride forth, led by

Surtr. All these forces head toward the fields of

Vigrid. 

The guard, Heimdall, rises to his feet and sounds the

alarm to awaken the gods and announce the final

battle of Ragnarök. The heroes of Aesir arm

themselves and march upon Vigrid.

The Gods Battle

In the third year of the Great Winter, the gods battle

to the death. Odin, the leader of the gods, fights

Fenris the wolf. The final moment of the great battle is

when Thor, the thunder god, fights a great

serpent. Thor slays the serpent by crushing its head

with his hammer. Afterward, Thor falls dead because

of the serpent's poison. Before dying himself, the fire

giant Surtr throws fire to burn the Earth.

Rebirth

The end

of the

gods and

of Earth

does not

last

forever. The gods who did not fall in the last great battle gather on the Plains of Ida. Among them

are Vidar, Vali and the sons of Thor, Modi and Magni. The great hero Baldur and his twin, Hodr,

come back from the underworld. 
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The newborn Earth rises from the sea once more, green and glorious. Two humans, Lif and

Lifthrasir, were spared Surtr's fire. Together they bring forth a new human race.

Interpretation

The Ragnarök story might help explain some things

about the Vikings. Beginning 1,300 years ago, many of

the young men of Scandinavia left the region.

Scandinavia is the name of the area in the far north of

Europe. The Norsemen who left, called Vikings,

conquered much of Europe, and even reached North

America 1,000 years ago. 

Scholars say that maybe the Ragnarök legend gave the

Vikings a reason to leave the old world behind. Some

say the legend's happy ending was only added after

the Vikings became Christians 1,100 years ago. 

Ragnarök As A Folk Memory Of Environmental Disaster

Bo Gräslund and Neil Price are historians. They say that the Ragnarök legend might be based on a

real event. About 1,500 years ago, a great volcano erupted, leaving a thick fog all over Europe.

Known as the Dust Veil, this fog made the summers shorter for a few years.

Scandinavia may have been the most affected by the Dust Veil. In some regions, most of the

villages were abandoned. Gräslund and Price believe Ragnarök's Great Winter is a folk memory of

that event. 

The rebirth of the world at the end of the legend may also be based on real events, Gräslund and

Price say. It may show what it felt like when the Dust Veil finally lifted.
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Quiz

1 Read the introduction [paragraph 1].

Ragnarök is a mythic tale of the end of the world. It was written about 1,500 years ago by the
Norsemen. These were people who lived in the far north of Europe, in Scandinavia. Some
Norsemen became Viking warriors who started raiding and exploring new lands. In Old Norse,
Ragnarök means "The Fate of the Gods."

Which of the following is the MOST accurate explanation of the introduction?

(A) Ragnarök was created about 1,500 years ago to help Norsemen understand the end of the world.
Norsemen were Vikings.

(B) Some Norsemen fought as Vikings. The Vikings created Ragnarök when they started raiding and
exploring new places.

(C) The Norsemen created the legend of Ragnarök about 1,500 years ago. The Norsemen were people
who lived in Scandinavia.

(D) In Scandinavia, it is very cold and dark, so the Norsemen created Ragnarök to help them understand
the darkness and cold.

2 Read the section "Ragnarök As A Folk Memory Of Environmental Disaster."

Which sentence from this section BEST demonstrates that Ragnarök could have been based on real events?

(A) They say that the Ragnarök legend might be based on a real event.

(B) In some regions, most of the villages were abandoned.

(C) Gräslund and Price believe Ragnarök's Great Winter is a folk memory of that event.

(D) The rebirth of the world at the end of the legend may also be based on real events, Gräslund and Price
say.

3 Read the sections "Rebirth" and "Interpretation."

Which of the following explains the connection between these two sections?

(A) "Rebirth" describes Ragnarök's understanding of how the world is reborn after the gods battled to the
death. "Interpretation" explains that this section may have been added to Ragnarök after the Vikings
converted to other religions.

(B) "Rebirth" explains how the Earth is reborn after being burned. "Interpretation" suggests that this section
was only added to Ragnarök because the Vikings wanted a happy ending.

(C) "Rebirth" describes how the world was able to return to normal after a three-year winter. "Interpretation"
gives background information about real-life events that inspired this section of Ragnarök.

(D) "Rebirth" explains how Lif and Lifthrasir survived Surtr's fire. ''Interpretation" suggests that this section of
Ragnarök inspired Vikings to leave their old ways behind.

4 MOST of this article is written using chronological order.

Why do you think the author organized the information this way?

(A) to present the events of Norse history clearly to readers

(B) to highlight the most important parts of the Ragnarök legend first

(C) to explain the connection between the Ragnarök legend and the Dust Veil

(D) to accurately describe what life was like for the Norsemen


