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Fig. 1. Line B of the Saltfleetby spindle-whorl inscription. Rights holder: Lincolnshire 
County Council (CC BY-SA).

Fig. 2. The Saltfleetby spindle-whorl inscription showing runes 5-13: ᛫ ok ᛫ einmtal. Rights 
holder Lincolnshire County Council (CC BY-SA).

only slightly. It is my judgement that the a- and n-runes in this inscription 
are intended to be one-sided (contra Hines 2017, 119; see e.g. figs 1 and 2). 
I would also suggest that Hines makes too much of the “Danish” (i.e. long-
branch) character of the inscription, disregarding the cogent arguments 
made by Michael Barnes (2006, 20–22) for an “alphabet continuum” which 
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recognises the diversity of rune forms found in actual inscriptions, rather 
than a rigid adherence to the concepts of “long-branch” and “short-twig” 
derived from modern standardised futharks. This approach may have con
sequences for understanding the inscription, as discussed below.

Interpretation
The most striking part of the inscription as read by Hines is the first word, 
which he interprets as the god-name Óðinn. A genuine runic reference to 
this heathen god in the Viking Age, anywhere, let alone in England, with 
its few inscriptions and general lack of evidence for the Norse gods (Jesch 
2011), does indeed “create astonishment” (Hines 2017, 125). It is perhaps 
equally astonishing if the second word does represent the god-name Heim­
dallr, as this name does not to my knowledge occur in any runic inscription 
(on the god more generally, see Cöllen 2015). Thus it is important to under
stand the Saltfleetby inscription as best we can, not least in view of the 
interest it has sparked among non-runologists, both academic and in the 
general public. Hines’s analysis and overall interpretation of the inscrip
tion are in general perfectly reasonable and quite cautious, and he recog
nises that some parts of it must remain uninterpretable for the time being. 
However, his conclusion that the inscription provides “evidence for a 
genuine ritual adherence to the pre-Christian deities” (Hines 2017, 125) is 
open to question. He arrives at this conclusion despite drawing attention 
to a complicating chronological paradox: “Archaeologically, it would be 
very surprising if the Saltfleetby inscription had been made as late as the 
post-Conquest period [i.e. after 1066] . . . although both runographically 
and philologically that would be a very comfortable dating”. This object 
itself is a spindle whorl of type A1, which could date from 600–1000, but 
perhaps most likely from the tenth century (Hines 2017, 122).1 Apparently, 
therefore, we have an eleventh-century inscription on a tenth-century 
object, although Hines passes rather lightly over the possibility that the 
inscription could have been added later to a pre-existing object. There is no 
shortage of runic inscriptions made on objects of an earlier date, however 
a dating of the inscription to the eleventh century “at the earliest” would 
make Hines’s argument (2017, 125) of “genuine ritual adherence to the 
pre-Christian deities” quite problematic.

1 Hines does not discuss the curved lines on the conical part of the spindle whorl. Whether 
these are ornamental or have some other significance, and whether they are contempora
neous with the runes are questions that deserve further investigation.
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We do not know when the Scandinavian settlers of Lincolnshire con
verted to Christianity, and no doubt the process was not even across this 
large county, but most historians would be surprised to find evidence 
of genuine paganism there in the eleventh century, let alone any later 
(Abrams 2000, 2014, Barrow 2000). Hines addresses this by proposing 
(2017, 125) that “the object and its inscription may represent individuality 
and non-conformity . . . rather than a hitherto unsuspected, general cultural 
cleft in that context”. However, the runological evidence considered 
below suggests that a better explanation would involve a later dating of 
the inscription, perhaps as late as the twelfth century, and an acceptance 
that a mention of Óðinn is not necessarily evidence for “genuine ritual 
adherence” to heathen deities.2

2 A similar question arises in connection with the Nordendorf I fibula (KJ 151) with an 
inscription in the older futhark. Dating to the sixth century, and from a female grave in 
southern Germany, this inscription also contains the south Germanic equivalent of Óðinn, 
namely wodan, and probably one, and possibly two, more god-name(s). Interpretations of 
this inscription vary between seeing it as evidence for heathen belief or for the renunciation 
of the old gods by a new Christian (Düwel 1992, 356–59).

Fig. 3. The Saltfleetby spindle-whorl inscription, showing the words oþen and ielba. 
Rights holder Lincolnshire County Council (CC BY-SA).
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Starting with that all-important first word, Hines notes (2017, 119) 
that oþen is “a known runic spelling of the name of the god” (fig. 3). 
What he does not mention is that the two instances of this runic spelling 
which indubitably refer to the god occur in medieval inscriptions from 
Bergen in Norway, one dated to the twelfth and one to the fourteenth 
century (discussed below).3 Hines does discuss the eighth-century skull 
from Ribe (DR EM85;151B; Søvsø 2013) which has the third indubitable 
runic reference to Óðinn, but does not mention that it spells the name 
as uþin, as indeed would be expected in the early Viking Age.4 Before 
turning to the two medieval Norwegian inscriptions, it is worth pausing 
to consider this and other relevant spellings. Other than on the Ribe skull, 
the name Óðinn does not occur as a simplex in any runic inscriptions 
from the Viking Age. It may however occur as the first element in two 
personal names, m. Óðinkárr which occurs in four Danish inscriptions, 
always spelled uþinkaur (DR 4, DR 81, DR 133, DR 239) and f. Óðindísa 
spelled oþintisu in an oblique case on Vs 24. The former name also occurs 
in a medieval inscription from Norway where it is spelled oþinkar (N 3).5

In relation to this orthography it is worth noting the spelling of the 
personal name Loðinn. Although its first vowel, unlike that of Óðinn, 
is short, it follows the same pattern in that this vowel is generally 
represented by u in Viking Age inscriptions, i.e. luþin (possibly Sö 16, 
more certainly U 347, U 592, U 831, N 431), though once loþin (U 405), and 
always o in medieval inscriptions (loþin N B334 or loden N 69). Also with 
o, but additionally with a lowered vowel in the unstressed syllable (like 
Saltfleetby) are three other medieval instances of this name: loþen in N 70, 
lo͡þenn N 497, and loþæn in DR 92. Here we might also compare the past 
participle stroðinn spelled st͡roþen in N A322. From these forms we would 
expect the most likely medieval spelling of Óðinn to be oþen and that is 
indeed what we find in the two Norwegian examples already mentioned, 
twice in N B241 (the first time using a bind-rune o͡þen) dated 1375–1400 
and once in N B380 dated c. 1185 (both dates are archaeological datings as 
recorded in the Scandinavian Runic Text Database and may need revision 

3 Runic inscriptions discussed in this paper are referred to, where available, by the signum 
identifier in the Scandinavian Runic Text Database. Where statements are made about 
the number of examples of a particular spelling, for example, these are based on searches 
conducted in the Scandinavian Runic Text Database.
4 I follow runological practice in using ‘Viking Age’ to refer to inscriptions from before c. 
1050/1100 and ‘medieval’ for those dated to later than that.
5 On whether the first element in these names is actually the same as the god-name, see the 
brief discussion with references in Insley 1994, 85 note 187.
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in the light of further research). Furthermore, óðinsdaginn ‘Wednesday’ is 
spelled oþesndhen in the fourteenth-century N 179. Overall, the use of o 
for the stressed vowel is more likely to be medieval, though Vs 24 and U 
405 suggest that a (late?) Viking Age date cannot be completely ruled out.

Hines (2017, 120) notes that “The e in the second, unstressed syllable 
in oþen can be explained in terms of regular sound-change either as the 
‘harmonisation’ of the unstressed vowel to the middle back vowel [o:] in 
the first syllable or as reduction of [i] to [ə] under low stress” (referring 
to Seip 1955, 128, 132–37). However, he does not comment on the chro
nology of these sound changes, nor indeed on the fact that he is using 
Norwegian sound changes to explain an inscription he sees as most likely 
Danish (Hines 2017, 123). Seip (1955, 128) dates the first of these options 
(vowel harmony) to the twelfth century, but it is of course a phenomenon 
found in certain dialects of Norway and not across the Viking world, and 
in any case its age is uncertain. The second option, the reduction of the 
vowel in a position of low stress, is also dated to the twelfth century (Seip 
1955, 132) in a Norwegian context, but again more in some dialects than 
others. In runic inscriptions, Viking Age examples of -inn spelled as -en 
seem to be restricted to the reflexive possessive sinn (many examples). In 
unstressed syllables (mainly the suffixed definite article, or the suffix in 
dróttinn), there are many runic examples, mostly from Norway, but all are 
medieval (DR 169, N 170, N 179, N 291, N 309, N 319, N 393, N 606, N A49, 
N A208, N A322). On this evidence, oþen in the Saltfleetby inscription is 
looking more like a post-Viking Age form than one from the Viking Age, 
even the late Viking Age, and appears also to fit comfortably in a Norwe
gian context.

At this point it is worth a brief detour to note that the name Óðinn does 
occur in Viking Age sources from England, in texts written by Englishmen 
that nevertheless reveal their knowledge of Norse linguistic forms. The 
tenth-century chronicler Æthelweard, writing in Latin, used what Town
end (2002, 122) has called a “compromise form arising from the coex
istence of competing English and Norse forms of the same name”, namely 
Vuothen in which “initial OE w is preserved, but medial ON ð introduced 
in place of OE d.” Although Townend does not comment on the vowel 
of the second syllable, he seems to think it represents the same vowel as 
in Old English Wōden. While it is conceivable that Saltfleetby contains 
some similarly hybrid form, it seems unlikely that such a hybrid would 
show loss of the initial consonant in the stressed syllable while retain
ing the vowel of the unstressed second syllable. The late tenth- and early 
eleventh-century homilists Ælfric and Wulfstan both refer to Óðon or 
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Oðon in their Old English homilies De falsis diis, specifying that this name 
is in the Danish language (Townend 2002, 129 f., 138 f.). A further tenth-
century document (the Latin Historia de Sancto Cuthberto) has the form 
Othan (Townend 2002, 141 f.). These forms, if indeed they do represent 
Scandinavian speech, all lack the initial Old English w, and seem to confirm 
that the Saltfleetby form is not that of an English speaker. More like the 
Saltfleetby inscription is the earliest recorded spelling of the North York
shire place-name Roseberry Topping, which is Othenesberg in 1119 (Smith 
1928, 164; the process by which the current name is derived is explained 
in Rye 2014, 21 f.), as also noted by Hines (2017, 124). This is in a region 
with extensive Scandinavian settlement as suggested by the place-names, 
and it is likely that this spelling reflects the local pronunciation at the 
time. Somewhat earlier, Domesday Book for Lincolnshire records in 1086 a 
number of people called Odincar or Odincarl(e), with medial ð represented 
by d as is common in that text (Fellows Jensen 1968, xcii f., 203 f.).6

In an English context, however, the spelling oþen could also represent 
a different name entirely, namely Auðun, frequent in Old West Norse 
(Lind 1915, cols 102–06). In his discussion of this name, John Insley (1994, 
84–86) notes that it “is fairly frequent in English sources” despite being 
rare in Old Danish and Old Swedish, where it is generally late medieval 
(though see some probable Viking Age examples in Peterson 2007, 36), 
and posits an Anglo-Scandinavian form Ōðin. The possibility that Salt
fleetby represents this name should not be excluded and a Norfolk field-
name spelled Odenhou in the thirteenth century cited by Insley may be a 
relevant parallel (see also Rye 2013, 21, on this name as a possible etymon 
for Othenesberg/Roseberry Topping).

Also relevant to the dating of the Saltfleetby inscription is Hines’s 
comment (2017, 120 f.) that the masculine nominative singular ending of 
einmtalr is expressed by the fifth rune r rather than the sixteenth rune R 
and the fact that this usage is “common in later Viking-period inscriptions”. 
He seems to base this comment on his already-noted assumption that 
the inscription is in long-branch runes and therefore most likely to be of 
Danish origin. The phoneme /ʀ/ coalesced with /r/ much earlier in western 
Scandinavia than in the east and the product was represented by r, not ʀ 
(Larsson 2002, 132). This word, if it does indeed represent the god-name 

6 There is perhaps additional evidence for the knowledge of Óðinn in Viking Age Lincoln
shire in the form of the Winteringham pendant, another metal detectorist find apparently 
showing a one-eyed figure with two birds on its shoulders (PAS ID NLM-7F954A). 
Winteringham is some 85 km north-west of Saltfleetby, on the south bank of the Humber.

https://finds.org.uk/database/artefacts/record/id/636553
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Heimdallr, could as well be a medieval Norwegian spelling: compare alr 
for the adjective allr in N 122 and halr for the personal name Hallr in N 
A138 dated to 1225–75 and also in N A296 where it represents the noun 
or adjective hallr.

Finally, Hines points to the spelling of hjálpa as ielba (fig. 3) and asserts 
(2017, 121) that Saltfleetby “provides unusually, but not implausibly, early 
evidence” for the raising of “the erstwhile -ja-diphthong” as in the modern 
Scandinavian languages. How unusual the spelling is does depend on the 
date of Salfleetby. The verb hjálpa is very common in runic inscriptions 
and although forms with hialb- are predominant, there is a wide variety 
of spellings and both the loss of h and various representations of the rising 
diphthong can be found. Spellings in -ie- are common in Viking Age 
inscriptions, with at least fourteen reasonably certain examples (Ög 239, 
U 2, U 38, U 650, U 690, U 722, U 808, U 813, U 815, U 819, U 873, G 134, 
G 203, G 279). Similar are at least thirty-one reasonably certain examples 
with -ei-, -e- and, most frequently, -i- (Öl 4, Ög 228, Sö 14, Sö 19, Sö 125, 
Sö 174, Sö 181, Sö 212, Sö 255, Sö 347, U 108, U 126, U 160, U 319, U 323, 
U 338, U 341, U 518, U 645, U 681, U 691, U 696, U 758, U 759, U 857, U 954, 
U 1067, U 1155, Vs 5, G 276, DR 345) and five examples spelled ihlbi (U 319, 
U 323, U 338, U 518, U 681). While this progressive j-mutation is not well 
documented in Norwegian inscriptions, it does appear in manuscripts 
from the early 1200s onwards (Hagland 2013, 622). Thus, the particular 
form of Saltfleetby (i.e. ielba) is inconclusive regarding the date of the 
inscription. If Viking Age, it may suggest a carver using East Norse forms, 
in contrast to the other spellings discussed above, but if later, it would, 
like the other spellings, conform to a later, possibly more West Norse form 
of the language. It is worth noting that, in runic usage, the subject of the 
verb ‘to help’ is almost universally a Christian deity, figure or abstraction. 
An exception is the aforementioned Ribe skull, the exact interpretation of 
which is uncertain, but in which there seems to be a connection between 
the runic sequence ʜiᴀlb, whether noun or verb, and the three names 
preceding it, one of which is Óðinn, as already mentioned. Overall, the 
evidence suggests a later date rather than an earlier one, most likely 
medieval rather than Viking Age.

Discussion

Since we have relatively little comparative material, we cannot rule out 
either a Scandinavian speaker from Lincolnshire or a visiting Scandinavian 
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as the carver of the inscription, though given the very local nature of the 
object (Hines 2017, 122), any such person carving in Norway or Denmark 
must be less likely. As to whether this person was pagan or Christian, we 
cannot know for certain, though it is worth noting that the two Norwegian 
inscriptions which mention Óðinn are from well within the Christian 
period. Explicitly Christian is N B241 (a six-sided rune stick dated to the last 
quarter of the fourteenth century), in which Óðinn is called upon to reveal 
the name of a thief fyr kristni ‘for (the sake of) Christianity’ and concludes 
with (a conjectural) Amen. N B380 (a rune stick dated to ca. 1185) is closer in 
date to Saltfleetby and is a simple invocation to the two best-known gods:

hæil ⁝ se þu : ok : i huhum : goþom | þor : þik : þig⁝gi : oþen : þik ⁝ æihi :

Heil(l) sé þú ok í hugum góðum. Þórr þik þiggi, Óðinn þik eigi.

May you be healthy and in good spirits.7 May Þórr receive you, may Óðinn 
own you. 

This seems very close in spirit and function to the Saltfleetby inscription.
There is evidence that Scandinavians in England did not shy away from 

referring to their heathen gods in certain contexts even when they were 
Christians (Jesch 2001, 319 f.; 2004; Abrams 2014, 337). Both Óðinn and 
Heimdallr are thought to be depicted on Viking Age but Christian sculp
tured monuments from northern England and the Isle of Man (as argued 
by Kopár 2012, 12, 64, 72, 79, 91 f., 103, 110–23, and Wilson 2018, 106–09; 
Cöllen 2015, 173 f. is more skeptical about depictions of Heimdallr). More
over, much Old Norse literature shows that the Icelanders and Norwegians 
did not forget the old deities for a long time after their conversion. Both 
these parallels and the runic evidence suggest that the Saltfleetby inscrip
tion could easily have been carved by a Scandinavian-speaking Christian 
resident of either Lincolnshire or Norway in the twelfth century (with 
Denmark possible but less likely). That there were contacts between these 
two regions we know from the career of Earl Rǫgnvaldr of Orkney, who 
knew and used runes, and sailed from Bergen to Grimsby, less than 30 
kilometres north of Saltfleetby, in the 1140s, and who also referred to Old 
Norse mythology in his poetry (Jesch 2015, 147–50). Slightly later, perhaps 
around the year 1200, the undoubtedly Christian bishop of Orkney Bjarni 
Kolbeinsson specifically invokes Óðinn in his skaldic poem Jómsvíkinga­
drápa (Jesch 2015, 148). But probably the direct connection with Norway 

7 The translation in the Scandinavian Runic Text Database ‘Hail to you and good thoughts’ 
is incorrect.
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is the most relevant: Norwegian merchants were frequent enough in 
Grimsby in the third quarter of the twelfth century for King Henry II to 
issue a writ enforcing the right of the reeves of Lincoln to take tolls from 
them (Douglas and Greenaway 1981, 1039 f.).

Even if this suggested redating of its inscription to the twelfth century 
is correct, the Saltfleetby spindle whorl remains mysterious. If this dating 
is incompatible with the archaeological dating of the object, do we have a 
later inscription added to an earlier object, or should we ask the archaeol
ogists to revisit the dating of the object? In this matter I am not competent 
to judge, but regardless of its date, other questions suggest themselves. 
Why is there apparently an invocation to Heimdallr, a god not otherwise 
invoked in runic inscriptions? Who or what is Þalfa? Can any sense be 
made of the last eight runes? There is certainly still much food for further 
thought. Until further elucidations, I hope at least to have shown that we 
should not automatically assume that the mention of a Norse god in a 
runic inscription is necessarily evidence for heathen belief and custom, 
and that such mentions could happen well after the official conversion to 
Christianity, even in the Viking diaspora.
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Abstract
This article gives an account of a rune-inscribed bone spindle whorl which was 
found by a member of the public in Orkney in January 2017. The inscription 
will presumably be designated as OR 24. The circumstances of the find are 
briefly discussed and the artefact described and depicted. Thereafter follows 
a transliteration and commentary on the reading and an interpretation of the 
text, which seems to be a futhark inscription with some notable oddities. 

Along with the spindle whorl bearing OR 24, the finder also handed in a 
quartzite pebble from the same site, which is decorated with a painted rune-
like mark. The article discusses whether the painted mark is intended as a rune, 
and whether the artefact is Norse at all. The conclusion is that the mark is most 
probably not intended to be runic and that the artefact is likely to be Pictish 
rather than Norse.

Keywords: spindle whorl, Orkney, futhark inscription, bone, quartzite pebble

Introduction: finds and site

Two interesting artefacts from the same site in Orkney were found in 
early January 2017: a rune-inscribed bone spindle whorl (fig. 1) and a 

painted pebble (fig. 8). These artefacts were both found in spoil and handed 
in on 9 January 2017 by a member of the public who had been out walking 
through an area mined for sand on the island of Burray in the vicinity of 
grid reference ND 48439, 97919. The finder brought the two artefacts in 
with more bones, bone fragments and shells, all originating from the same 
site but bearing no trace of paint or carving. Most interestingly, among 
these non-inscribed objects was also a second spindle whorl, identical to 
the rune-inscribed whorl but lacking an inscription. The finder alerted the 
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University of the Highlands and Islands and the Orkney Museum to the 
discovery. The present author examined both artefacts at the Archaeology 
Institute of the university, using a stereo microscope, in January 2017 
while awaiting a decision on Treasure Trove. 

The area where the objects were found is known as a multi-period 
site, having previously yielded prehistoric, Iron Age/Pictish and Norse 
material. Artefacts of particular beauty and interest are the “Peedie Pict”, 
a human figure wearing a thigh-length tunic carved on the phalanx 
of an ox, and four antler pieces decorated with lines and ring-and-dot 
motifs, which could date from any time between the beginning of our 
time-reckoning and the 1200s (Lawrence 2005). Nevertheless, the area is 
not recognised by the general public as a site notable for archaeological 
interest and is not among Orkney’s visitor attractions. 

The site is predominantly sandy and affected by coastal erosion. It has 
also been greatly disturbed by modern activity, having for many years 
been used for commercial sand extraction. In this process, sand is indus
trially sieved and the residual material dumped in refuse piles. It is my 
understanding from speaking with the finder that the artefacts were 
found in one of these refuse piles. The assemblage must therefore be 
regarded as unstratified but not an isolated find. It is thus now impossible 
to determine if the two bone spindle whorls are associated; they may 
be unrelated (Julie Gibson, Orkney County Archaeologist, pers. comm., 
19 Jan. 2017). This also means that the artefacts were not exposed for 
long and were in all probability preserved in sand until relatively shortly 
before their discovery.

The preservation conditions for bone are generally favourable in Orkney 
in sandy ground, and archaeological excavations in similar environments 
have uncovered well-preserved bone artefacts. For example, an assemblage 
of 561 bone tools and tool fragments dating from the Neolithic to the early 
Iron Age were found in good condition at Tofts Ness on the island of San
day, some of which bore finely cut marks (Dockrill et al. 2007, 170, 325). 
At the Links of Noltland in Westray — a similarly sandy, coastal site — ani
mal bone material was also found “in excellent condition” (Moore and 
Wilson 2011, 41).

Comparable to the painted pebble, preserved prehistoric paint also 
occurs on stone elsewhere in Orkney. Yellow, red and brown pigment was 
identified at the Neolithic site of Ness of Brodgar (Thomas 2016, 134 f.). 
Pebbles similar to this one, with decoration in brown pigment, have been 
found in archaeological excavations at Buckquoy (Ritchie 1976–77, 197), 
Howe (B. Smith 1994, 192) and Burrian (Sharples 1998, appendix 2).
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The rune-inscribed spindle whorl will in the following be described in 
some detail and a reading and interpretation of its inscription (OR 24) will 
be given. Thereafter, the painted pebble will be considered.

OR 24 Burray runic spindle whorl
The inscription OR 24 is on a bone spindle whorl which was after initial 
examination by Orkney County Archaeologist Julie Gibson determined to 
be made from a cow’s femur (fig. 1 a). It is in the shape of a hemisphere, 
with the inside bone structure visible where it has been cut away from 
the rest of the bone (fig. 1 b) while the curved outer surface has a smooth, 
polished appearance. The maker has chosen to use the natural hemisphere 
of the head of the femur to create the utensil. The maximum diameter 
of the spindle whorl at its base is 40 mm, and the height 23 mm though 
incomplete. The femur is perforated by a hole which has been drilled from 
both sides, measuring 10 mm in diameter.

The whorl has indeed been used for spinning (Gail Drinkall, Curator of 
Archaeology, Orkney Museum, pers. comm., 9 Feb. 2018), as the smooth 
outer surface shows signs of wear and contains a myriad of small cracks 
and lines in addition to the deliberately incised runes. The runes, which 
run around the entire circumference, will be described in more detail 
below.

In overall appearance, the spindle whorl strongly resembles medieval 
Norse examples found in the excavation at Quoygrew, Westray, Orkney, 
which were also made from femur heads (Ashby 2012, 242). Spindle whorls 
made from the head or caput of a femur usually, but not exclusively, 

Fig. 1. The runic bone spindle whorl, a (left) outer face, b (right) cut face. Photo: Orkney 
Museum, © Orkney Arts, Museums and Heritage.
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bovine are known from the British Iron Age (ending A.D. 100) onwards 
but enjoyed a renewed burst of popularity from the 800s to the 1100s  
(MacGregor 1985, 187). The type and form of the whorls themselves, how
ever, cannot be used as a chronological indicator; only when found in 
secure archaeological contexts can they be dated.  In Orkney, excavations 
at the multi-period site of Pool on the island of Sanday did not produce 
femur head whorls until phase 6.4, calibrated to 210–660 AD (A. Smith 
2007, 498 f.), while at Quoygrew, Westray they occur in deposits from the 
1200s to the 1500s (Batey 2012, 242). Further afield, at Coppergate in York, 
thirty-six of the fifty-four femur head spindle whorls came from Anglo-
Scandinavian deposits dating from the mid- to late 900s to mid- to late 
1000s, the remainder being derived from contexts from the 1100s to the 
late 1400s (Walton Rogers 1997, 1741).1

Reading of the Inscription

The outer surface of the whorl on which the runes are carved has a circum
ference of around 125 millimetres at the broad end. The tops of the runes 
are located at this end, which is closest to the cut, straight face, while the 
bases of the runes are located at the narrower end, near the edge of the 
perforation. 

The twelve runes are made by relatively shallow cuts with a sharp fine-
pointed instrument, perhaps a knife blade, and, with the exception of rune 
1, in single cuts. The staves vary in height from 11 to 28 mm. The tops of 
the staves are all close to the top edge, with 3 mm as the greatest distance 
from the edge. The bottoms of the staves end at a distance varying from 0 
to 12 mm from the perforation.

1  This paragraph, from “Spindle whorls made from” onwards, is a contribution by Gail 
Drinkall, Curator, Orkney Museum.

1 2 43 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
Fig. 2. The author’s free-hand sketch showing a flattened view of the inscription, necessarily 
distorted by the linear presentation of a hemisphere
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The runes follow the curved surface around the whorl, necessitating an 
angle between the staves of neighbouring runes: as the whorl is narrower 
at the bottom than the top (i.e. the flat, cut end), the staves cannot all be 
truly parallel if they are to continue evenly around the circumference. 
The maximum distance from one stave to the next measured at the top 
is 23 mm and at the bottom 11 mm. The significance of this will become 
apparent in the discussion below of rune 8.

The runes are in the younger futhark, of the type commonly found 
in Norway (Barnes 2012, 62, fig. 17); see runes 3, 9 and 12 in particular. 
The runes of OR 24 have been transliterated below in accordance with 
the principles given in Barnes 2012. A space where no runes are clearly 
decipherable is marked by …, countable but unidentifiable runes by an 
asterisk, and tentative identification (i.e. uncertain reading) is shown by 
round brackets.

As the inscription extends around the circumference of the spindle 
whorl, it is not immediately apparent where to begin reading. There is, 
however, a b which has been very deliberately cut with double lines 
(thanks to Julie Gibson for passing on this observation). This technique 
brings to mind the double lines of OR 11 on an inscribed bear’s tooth 
from the Brough of Birsay. The b is preceded by a 13 mm space where 
the surface is very worn and in which there may or may not have been a 
further rune (see below for discussion of a possible stave 13 here). In the 
absence of any other clues as to where to commence reading, this b has 
been chosen as a starting point. 

The transliteration of the inscription is as follows (cf. fig. 2, a free-hand 
sketch by the author of the inscription):

… b ymþ (o) r k h n i ɴ(s)
1 5 10

Initially, however, it would be prudent to emphasise the general uncer
tainty that must attach to any reading of the runes due to their very fine 
lines and the overall wear and tear on the surface of the object.

The stave of rune 1 (see figs 3 and 7) is at 12 mm the shortest full stave. 
Both stave and pockets of the ‡ b (the upper not as clearly) are cut with 
double lines.

Rune 2 (see fig. 3) measures 16 mm and has two branches extending 
downwards from either side of the stave from a point 5 mm above the 
base. In accordance with the Norwegian “mixed” younger futhark (Barnes 
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Fig. 3. Detail of the spindle whorl showing runes 1–4/(5). Photo: Orkney Museum, © 
Orkney Arts, Museums and Heritage.

Fig. 4. Detail of the spindle whorl showing runes 5–8. Photo: Orkney Museum, © Orkney 
Arts, Museums and Heritage.

a

b

d c

Fig. 5. The spindle whorl, a (left), showing runes (6)/7–8; b (right) runes 6–8, enhanced. 
Photos and enhancement: Ragnhild Ljosland.
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Fig. 6. Detail of the spindle whorl showing runes 8–12. Photo: Orkney Museum, © Orkney 
Arts, Museums and Heritage.

Fig. 7. Detail of the spindle whorl showing runes 10–12 and 1, and in addition a line 
between runes 12 and 1, which may be the remains of a further stave. Photo: Orkney 
Museum, © Orkney Arts, Museums and Heritage.

2012, 62) and the Maeshowe inscriptions (Barnes 1994), this rune has been 
transliterated as ᛣ y. 

Rune 3 is 19 mm tall and has two branches extending upwards, one on 
either side of the stave and connecting with the stave 6 mm from the top, 
thus ᛉ m. 

Rune 4 has a 16 mm tall stave with a pocket spanning 11 mm from 
top to bottom. The bottom stroke of the pocket is easier to discern than 
the top stroke, but both are visible through a stereo microscope. The top 
stroke of the pocket connects with the stave at the top edge of the worked 
surface of the whorl, but it is possible that some of the surface has been 
lost here so that the stave of the ᚦ þ may once have extended further. 
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On rune 5 (see fig. 4) a branch extends down to the left 18 mm from the 
top of a 28 mm tall, shallow-cut stave.  The low-set position of the branch 
would allow for a second branch above it, thus possibly Í, although in its 
current worn state a second branch is difficult to trace with certainty. This 
rune has therefore been transliterated as (o). 

Rune 6 is an r r with a clearly visible pocket and branch. The stave is 
24 mm tall. 

Rune 7 has a branch extending upwards to the right; this does not fully 
connect with the stave, which measures 16 mm, but there is little doubt 
that this is meant as ¯ k.

A point of particular interest is the execution of rune 8,  h (see fig. 5 
a), and it will therefore be discussed at some length. Its two branches are 
long, in fact similar in length to the stave. For ease of reference, each of 
its three strokes has been enhanced and labelled as b, c, and d in fig. 5 b. 
Of the three strokes, c is the longest at 20 mm, d is 17 mm and b 16 mm. 
The stave of its left neighbour, rune 7 ¯ k (marked in fig. 5 b as stroke a), 
stands at a 32° angle to stroke c in rune 8.  Although this is a large angle, 
it is not unique in the inscription; compare for example the 30° angle be
tween the staves of runes 5 and 6. 

The angle and stroke lengths raise the question of which stroke is intended 
as the stave of rune 8. Being marginally longer than the other two, stroke c 
may be interpreted as the stave. The 32° angle may be explained by the curv
ing of the surface, which necessitates a certain angle between staves in any 
case. The interpretation of stroke c as the stave is strengthened by the fact 
that c and the stave of rune 9 on its right are nearly parallel, set at a distance 
to each other of 10 mm at the top and 8 mm at the bottom of the stave.

Alternatively, stroke b might be interpreted as the stave of h, but if so, 
we would be dealing with a horizontal stave. Stroke b is almost perpen
dicular to a, the potential implications of which will be discussed below. 
The reading of rune 8 as h is nevertheless unproblematic.

Rune 9 (see fig. 6) has a 17 mm tall stave and a single branch extending 
downwards to the right and connecting with the stave 9 mm from the top, 
thus N n. 

There are no visible traces of a branch on rune 10, only a clear 16.5 mm 
tall stave and thus i i. 

Rune 11 (see figs 6–7) has a branch which crosses the stave downwards 
from left to right, as for a long-branch n (n), meeting the stave 8.5 mm 
from the top. The branch is clear on the left-hand side, but less clearly 
intentional and also shorter on the right. This has been transliterated as ɴ 
to signal the varying form, different to rune 9.
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Rune 12 occurs in a worn area and consists of a vertical stroke 11 mm in 
length, finishing 12 mm above the perforation, which may be interpreted 
as c s. 

There are no clear remains of further runes between 12 and 1; however, 
this area is worn and there is a very faint vertical line 8 mm to the right 
of rune 12, which may or may not be the remains of a further stave2 (fig. 
7). If it were to be interpreted as a stave, one would expect it to be that of 
a t. Between this faint line and rune 1, b, there is a space of only 4 mm, 
something that would fit well with a preceding t-rune with no branches 
to the right, T.

Discussion and interpretation

The transcription of the text is as follows: …bymþ(o)rkhniɴ(s)
The overall interpretation of the inscription seems reasonably straight

forward: It is a futhark inscription, albeit missing some characters and 
with others in an unexpected order. The sequence þ(o)rkhni (runes 4–10) 
should make this interpretation reasonably certain.

As an unstratified find from a multi-period site, it is difficult to determine 
the age of the artefact and inscription. The hemispherical shape is fairly 
typical of Norse spindle whorls; see Ashby (2012, 229–44) for examples 
from Orkney. The difficulty is narrowing the time frame to the Viking Age 
or the Scandinavian Middle Ages, or further within these periods. Radio
carbon dating of the bone material has not been attempted and is unlikely 
to yield much information because the calibration curves are too flat in 
that time period and can thus provide only very broad datings. Chemical 
analysis of the bone in order to determine the cow’s diet and possible 
exposure to radiation could possibly reveal a modern origin. Such analysis 
has, however, not been undertaken.

Comparable to the text of the Burray spindle whorl are two other futhark 
inscriptions from Orkney (OR 11 and OR Barnes 6), and comparable to the 
artefact type is one other rune-inscribed spindle whorl (OR 3). 

The spindle whorl, OR 3, reads (Barnes and Page 2006, 158, where ï 
signifies a dotted i-rune):

∗∗ka∗∗∗r(r)ïs∗run∗∗
. . . reis[t] rún[ar]

2 Thanks to Michael P. Barnes for his observations after a brief inspection of the artefact 
in September 2019 regarding a possible stave 13 (transmitted in an e-mail of 26 Sept. 2019 
to James Knirk).
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The provenance of the spindle whorl is unfortunately not known. It was 
bought in Stromness in 1896 but was said at the time to hail from Shetland. 
This would tally with the material, steatite, which is found naturally in 
Shetland but not in Orkney.

The two futhark inscriptions from Orkney read: 

OR 11: fuþork∗

OR Barnes 6: fuþorkhniastbynu

OR 11 is on a bear’s tooth from the multi-period Pictish/Norse site called 
the Brough of Birsay (Barnes and Page 2006, 187–91). Its runes are cut 
with double lines like the b of OR 24, and the tooth is perforated at one 
end, presumably for suspension. Barnes and Page (p. 191) tentatively 
date it to the 800s or 900s, although it is “not impossible” that it may 
be as late as the 1100s. OR Barnes 6 is one of the Maeshowe collection 
of inscriptions from the 1100s carved on the inside walls of a Neolithic 
tomb (Barnes 1994, 79–81). Interestingly, this futhark also contains the 
sequence by, but one should perhaps not overemphasise this connection, 
as mistakes near the end of the futhark are somewhat common.

The runes in OR 24 appear largely as expected in a medieval context 
from Orkney, in keeping with for example the Maeshowe collection; un
fortunately they include no dotted runes, which could have supported the 
hypothesis of a medieval (that is post-Viking Age) origin. 

Double lines, as seen in rune 1, b, were according to Barnes and Page 
(2006, 191) most common in mainland Scandinavia in the 1100s and 1200s, 
although not unknown earlier.

One rune that may offer a clue to the age of the inscription is rune 
8, h (see fig. 5). As noted above, the three strokes are of roughly equal 
length. This variant of h, i.e. with lengthened branches, is common in the 
relatively late runic tradition of Iceland; Bæksted (1942, 41) notes that 
“former med særlig lange, evt. krumme bistave betegner uden tvivl yngre 
typer”. This innovation in the shape of h is first recorded in IS IR;147 
Höskuldsstaðir, dated to 1383 or shortly thereafter. 

The majority of occurrences of this type of h date from the 1400s to the 
1600s in the late Icelandic runic tradition. Good examples are two grave
stones from Eyvindarmúli: IS IR;87B 1 (dated by Bæksted to 1500–1600), 
and IS IR;89. The informal IS IR;90 in Paradísarhellir contains further exam
ples: both text 3, hallr, and text 14, hier:kom:sira:steinmadr, evidence h 
with lengthened branches, though the dating of individual inscriptions on 
the rune-covered natural rock surface in the cave is uncertain. A casually 
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carved runic alphabet in Roman alphabet order, IS IR;158, on a chair from 
Grund in the county Eyjafjarðarsýsla dated to 1551, also includes an h 
with very long branches. Good examples from the 1600s include the grave 
stone IS IR;86 Teigur 1 (from 1600–1650), and the fragment IS IR;87A 
Teigur 2, which shows h with lengthened branches between framing 
lines. Also from the 1600s are IS IR;145 and IS IR;146, both from Holt. (See 
the plates in Bæksted 1942 for photographs of all of these inscriptions.)

As regards the remote possibility that the stave of h in OR 24 may in 
fact be horizontal (i.e. stroke b), there are two early modern Icelandic 
parallels: on the grave slab IS IR;133 from Breiðabólstaður, dated 1681, 
and in a manuscript from the 1600s, AM 193, IV 8vo (Bæksted 1942, 41). 
This type of h with horizontal stave also occurs twice in IS IR;111 on the 
lost grave prism from Hvammur (also known as Hvammur 1), dated in 
the Scandinavian Runic Text Database (Samnordisk runtextdatabas) to the 
medieval period. The drawing reproduced in Bæksted 1942 shows that the 
horizontal stave is in both instances here shorter than the two branches.

Relevant also is IS IR;207B, a spindle whorl from Stóramörk bearing 
the text: mariafuþorkhniastbmly. The h has long branches although the 
stave is marginally longer than either branch.

Despite the shape of the h, however, there are problems with inter
preting the runes of OR 24 as showing Icelandic influence. Although h ap
pears possibly to be of an Icelandic type, the s (rune 12) and y (rune 2) do 
not. Icelandic s is full height, often with a large circle or lozenge shape at 
the bottom which is sometimes cut through by the stave. Rune 12 in Or 24, 
which may be read as s, shows none of these characteristics: it is not full 
height and lacks a point, circle or lozenge. The surface of the spindle whorl 
is rather worn here, however, so parts of the rune might have worn away. 
Rune 2, y, is however much clearer. This rune is of the Norwegian type, ᛣ, 
and not the Icelandic type � (see Bæksted 1942, 50, for a table comparing 
Norwegian and Icelandic rune forms). It may therefore be advisable not 
to overstate the connection with Iceland that rune 8 h seems to suggest.

The painted pebble

The second find from Burray is a small, quartzite pebble with an almost 
perfectly circular circumference, 26.5 mm maximum diameter and 13 mm 
high.

In size, shape, stone type, dye, and general appearance, the artefact 
strongly resembles the fifty-five Pictish painted pebbles that have been 
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found at broch sites and post-broch sites in Scotland, often within second
ary phase activity at broch sites. This artefact type is particularly promi
nent in Shetland and Caithness. Five Pictish painted pebbles have previ
ously been found in Orkney, from Iron Age and Pictish contexts, one at 
Buckquoy (Ritchie 1971, 300; 1976–77, 199), three at the Broch of Burrian, 
North Ronaldsay (Ritchie 1971, 300 f.), and one at Howe, Stromness 
(Arthur, Murray, and Ritchie 2014, 13–16).

The painted mark on one main surface of the newly found pebble 
from Burray (fig. 8 a) resembles a runic m or z, with a “stave” and two 
“branches” extending on either side. As with the aforementioned Pictish 
painted pebbles, the design is painted using an indeterminable dye, of 
which a dark brown stain now remains. There is also a visible dot on the 
edge of the opposite surface (fig. 8 b), and slightly uneven colouring on 
this surface may indicate that it once had further painted marks on this 
side (Julie Gibson, pers. comm., 19 Jan. 2017). 

The main mark’s resemblance to a rune is most likely coincidental. 
Pictish painted pebbles commonly bear designs consisting of dots and 
wavy lines. The painted design on the Burray pebble closely resembles a 
Pictish painted pebble from Udal, North Uist. Described as a “saltire” motif 
(Arthur, Murray, and Ritchie 2014, 6), the Udal pebble’s design has two 
crossed lines perpendicular to each other, flanked by a dot in each result
ing quadrant. Compared to the Udal pebble, the Burray pebble might be 
said to show a similar “saltire” except that the second line is curved, thus 
causing the resemblance to the two branches of the m or z rune. As on 
the Udal pebble, the Burray pebble’s two lines intersect close to, but very 

Fig. 8. The painted pebble, a (left) side 1, with paint; b (right), side 2. Photos: Ragnhild 
Ljosland. 
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slightly offset to, the middle of the “stave” line. The Burray pebble now 
has only one remaining, visible dot; this is positioned differently to the 
dots on the Udal pebble but the dot motif is nonetheless present. There 
is also a similarly decorated pebble from Howe near Stromness, Orkney, 
currently in the Orkney Museum. The Howe pebble has one broad stroke 
across it flanked by four dots.

The site in Burray where the painted pebble was found has previously 
yielded both Pictish and Norse material (Lawrence 2005), so as an unstrat
ified find it is not possible to tell from the find site alone whether we 
are dealing with a Pictish painted pebble, a Norse runic pebble, or even 
a modern fabrication. However, the improbability of someone placing a 
modern imitation on an industrial site, rather than at one of Orkney’s 
many famous archaeological attractions, speaks against a modern origin. 
Furthermore, the mineral, size, shape, pigment and decoration, all bearing 
strong resemblances to the characteristics of Pictish painted pebbles 
found in secure archaeological contexts, suggest that the Burray pebble 
is indeed another Pictish painted pebble and not a Norse runic or modern 
product.

Conclusions
As regards OR 24 on the runic spindle whorl, the present author feels 
confident concluding that the runic inscription is genuine. There is some 
uncertainty regarding its interpretation but it is most likely an attempt 
at a futhark inscription. It is however unusual in futhark inscriptions to 
misrepresent the beginning of the rune-row. It is of course not easy to 
discern where a circular inscription begins, but if we assume that runes 
1–3, bym, represent the ending (where we would expect bmly), then the 
beginning must be runes 4–7, þork. We are therefore left in the strange 
circumstance of seeing a futhark where the expected first two runes, fu, 
are entirely missing. Another noticeable feature is the double-cut b (rune 
1), although it is difficult to ascertain whether the doubling of the lines 
carried any meaning for the carver, and to comprehend why b has been 
thus singled out. It would be easy to envisage an embellished initial letter, 
and if one chooses not to see the potential stave 13 as intentional then the 
b does indeed appear after an apparently slightly larger gap and could as 
such be interpreted as the “first” letter of a circular text. However, this 
interpretation is complicated by the peculiar absence of fu.

The dating of the inscription is uncertain but somewhere within the 
medieval period seems a reasonable guess, and from the shape of the h 
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potentially late medieval. The lengthened branches of the h might suggest 
contact with Iceland, although s and y do not appear in their Icelandic 
forms.

As regards the painted pebble, the conclusion is that despite the main 
mark’s close resemblance to a runic character, the design is not runic and 
the rune-like shape of the painted mark is merely coincidental. It is most 
likely Pictish and dates to the centuries preceding the Norse settlement 
of Orkney. This conclusion was reached after consideration of the Burray 
pebble’s strong parallels to other Pictish painted pebbles and the recorded 
presence of other Pictish finds from the same site.3
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Abstract
The so-called Third Grammatical Treatise by the Icelandic poet and scholar 
Óláfr Þórðarson hvítaskáld (c. 1210–59) contains a section in which runes are 
compared to letters of other alphabets. Óláfr quotes a runic sentence that he 
attributes to King Valdemar II of Denmark, at whose court Óláfr stayed in the 
winter of 1240–41. The meaning of this sentence, which is said to contain all 
the runes of the futhark, has been considered obscure by many scholars. How
ever, some attempts towards its elucidation have been made. It has for example 
been proposed that the sentence alludes to a hawk (perhaps referring to fal
conry) since one of the words might correspond to Old Icelandic haukr, Old 
Danish høk. Here, a different interpretation is proposed, according to which the 
sentence is a reference to King Valdemar and Óláfr’s special interest, the runes, 
more specifically the b-rune, and its derivate, a variant of the p-rune, i.e. ᛕ.

Keywords: Óláfr Þórðarson hvítaskáld, King Valdemar II, Third Grammatical 
Treatise, Valdemar’s sentence, pangrams, riddles, mnemonic devices, medieval 
futhark, p-rune

Introduction

Óláfr Þórðarson hvítaskáld (c. 1210–59), the nephew of Snorri Sturlu
son, was a renowned skald and scholar. Among his works is the so-

called Third Grammatical Treatise (being the third of four grammatical 
treatises preserved in one of the manuscripts of Snorri’s Edda, Codex 
Wormianus), composed c. 1250. (On Óláfr, his life and his treatise, see e.g. 
Finnur Jónsson 1927, 3–19.) The treatise consists of two main sections, 
the first on grammar, mainly phonology and orthography (Málfrœðinnar 
grundvǫllr, ‘The foundation of grammar’), and the second on figures of 
speech (Málskrúðsfrœði, ‘The science of language ornament’). Óláfr’s 
treatise depends extensively on Latin models, particularly Priscian and 
Donatus. There are, however, many adaptions to the grammar of Icelandic 
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and one very original passage, the section on runes and their comparison 
with letters of other alphabets. This is in fact the earliest extant work deal
ing with the subject of runology. In the runic section, Óláfr quotes a sen
tence (Finnur Jónsson 1927, 29) by his lord (minn herra) Valdemar, king 
of Denmark, where the runes are compiled in a quick (or short) phrase 
(með skjótu orðtaki/orðtæki).1 Óláfr ran a school for priests and poets at 
his home in Stafaholt, West Iceland, where his treatise was presumably 
part of the syllabus.

King Valdemar II of Denmark, commonly known in Danish as Valdemar 
Sejr (Valdemar the Victorious), was born in 1170 and died in March 1241. 
Óláfr stayed at the Danish court in the winter of 1240–41, i.e. shortly 
before the king’s death, and the two no doubt discussed the runic sentence 
during that visit. The sentence is only preserved in Icelandic manuscripts.

Valdemar’s runic sentence is interesting for more than one reason. 
First, it is, as Finnur Jónsson (1927, 15) notes, one of the oldest Danish 
language sentences [on parchment] (“en af de ældste sproglige danske 
sætninger”). Secondly, being a pangram, i.e. a sentence containing all the 
letters of an alphabet (here a rune-row), it gives information about the 
runes in use at the time. Thirdly, the sentence is of interest because it is a 
runic text whose author is known. This is indeed a rarity.

Valdemar’s interest in runes is not surprising. According to the Danish 
historian Saxo, Valdemar’s father, King Valdemar I (Valdemar the Great, 
1131–82), sent a group of men to examine a rock surface (later known as 
Runamo) in Blekinge, now in Sweden, in order to transcribe an inscription 
written with strange characters (Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, “Prae
fatio”, 1: 78). The “runes” of Runamo are not runes, but it is generally as
sumed that in Valdemar’s time they were considered to be so. Valdemar 
II was twelve years old when his father died, so he may not have had 
much first-hand information about the Runamo expedition. However, it 
must have been common knowledge at his court. Interest in runes was not 
confined to Denmark’s nobility. As Olsen (1933, 104) points out, runes were 
in fashion among the aristocracy of the Nordic countries in the 1100s and 
1200s, of which a poem by Rǫgnvaldr kali (c. 1103–58), earl of Orkney, is an 
indication. In this poem, the earl boasts of his knowledge of runes, declaring 
it as one of his nine skills (Den norsk-islandske skjaldedigtning, B, 1: 478).

1 The Third Grammatical Treatise is not Óláfr’s only link to the Danish court. He wrote a 
poem, now lost, about King Valdemar and it has been proposed that he was the author of 
Knýtlinga saga, a saga about the Danish kings from the 900s to the 1100s (cf. e.g. Bjarni 
Guðnason 1982, clxxix–clxxxiv). 
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Nowadays, pangrams are mainly used by font designers. Two well-
known examples are (taken from Brynja Þorgeirsdóttir and Bragi Valdimar 
Skúlason 2014, 125):

The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog.

Victor jagt zwölf Boxkämpfer quer über den großen Sylter Deich.

In “perfect” pangrams each letter should be used only once. In the pan
grams above, however, some letters are repeated. But both sentences are 
meaningful. Composing a meaningful pangram, using each letter only 
once, is, of course, no easy task — “perfect” pangrams are almost inevitably 
nonsensical (as are the Icelandic examples of “perfect” pangrams in Brynja 
Þorgeirsdóttir and Bragi Valdimar Skúlason 2014).

The runic sentence is preserved in two manuscripts of the Third Gram­
matical Treatise, AM 748 I b 4to and Codex Wormianus, AM 242 fol. 
In this article, they will be referred to as A and W respectively. Both 
manuscripts are dated to the 1300s, c. 1300–25 (A) and c. 1350 (W). A is 
generally considered to be closer to the original. W offers, however, in 
some instances, a better reading. Bæksted (1942, 217) argues, for example, 
that the runic sentence in A is typologically younger than in W. In both 
manuscripts the sentence is written in runes and preceded by a transcrip
tion in Roman letters (figs 1 and 2).

The versions are not quite identical:

spæng͡d mannz hø͡k flydi toui boll (A)

sprængt mannz hok flyþi tuui boll (W)

Fig. 1. The runic sentence in AM 748 I b 4to (A), 2v, lines 12–15. Stofnun Árna Magnússonar 
í íslenskum fræðum, Reykjavík. Photo: Sigurður Stefán Jónsson.

Fig. 2. The runic sentence in Codex Wormianus, AM 242 fol. (W), p. 97 [49r], lines 2–4. Den 
Arnamagnæanske Samling, Copenhagen. Photo: Suzanne Reitz.
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In the first word in A, the r-rune has accidentally been left out; this must 
have been originally sprængd since Óláfr discusses right away every 
rune of this word (see e.g. Finnur Jónsson 1927, 29). Óláfr’s discussion 
also explains the second difference; d (a dotted t-rune) must originally 
have been in final position in the first word, as in A. The third difference 
between A and W is in the third word, A has ø, while W has o. Both 
variants could reflect the same phoneme, whether it was /ǫ/ or some other 
similar sound.2 The Roman transcriptions of the runic sentence in A and 
W agree on this point as both have <ǫ> (see figs 1 and 2). The fourth 
difference is A’s d (a dotted t-rune) against W’s þ in flydi/flyþi, the latter 
most certainly representing the original (cf. Björn Magnússon Ólsen 1884, 
46). The fifth difference is A’s toui against W’s tuui. It is suggested here 
that W has a better reading in this instance, cf. below.

The medieval futhark was a version of the sixteen-character futhark (the 
younger futhark) expanded with additional characters. This expansion 
took place between the late 900s and c. 1200 (cf. Barnes 2012, 6). The 
extensions were sometimes made by adding a dot to an existing character, 
sometimes by other methods. For example, the sixteen-character futhark 
did not have a special symbol for /p/; the b-rune, bjarkan (‡/ᛒ), was 
used for both /b/ and /p/. In an expanded younger futhark, /p/ could be 
expressed by a dotted b-rune, p, or by Ò. Valdemar’s sentence presents 
the sixteen-character futhark with some extensions. It is not quite clear 
how many additional runes there were in the sentence originally, but we 
can be sure about five, p, æ, g, d and z, since Óláfr discusses all of them in 
his treatise. It is possible that the sentence originally had e (i.e. e, dotted 
íss) in final position in flydi/flyþi, see below. It is also possible that the 
sentence originally had ø (in hø͡k/hok and/or boll). But o in at least one 
of the relevant places is very likely since it is one of the standard runes of 
the sixteen-character futhark.

The meaning of the runic sentence has been considered obscure by many 
scholars. There is, however, a general consensus that the sentence is (or 
was) meaningful. Finnur Jónsson (1927, 15) says, for instance: “Meningen 
med sætningen skulde man tro var den, af alfabetets samtlige tegn at 
lave en forståelig sammenhæng.” He continues: “Man skulde da mene, 
at hvert tegn kun forekom éngang. Helt gennemført er dette ikke. …” 
He thus believes the sentence to carry meaning and that this could have 

2 Old Icelandic /ǫ/ and /ø/ merged in the 1200s. Conversely, in Danish /ǫ/ merged with /o/ 
except in certain environments (cf. Brøndum-Nielsen 1950, 199 f., 266–68). In the Danish 
medieval futhark, the ø-rune (É) could express both /o/ and /ø/ (cf. Skautrup 1944, 123).
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been accomplished by making use of each symbol only once. As noted 
above this is an extremely difficult aim to accomplish, and it is hardly to 
be expected. But since the author occasionally reused symbols (e.g. n and 
l) it is likely that the sentence was meaningful. If it was nonsensical, there 
was little reason for Valdemar to break the rule of “perfect” pangrams. 
Besides, it cannot have been flattering for Valdemar if his composition 
was nonsense — it was hardly Óláfr’s intention to portray the king in an 
unfavourable light.

In the following, I propose a new interpretation of Valdemar’s pangram. 
According to this interpretation, the sentence carries meaning. As an 
introduction, I will briefly summarise and comment on earlier suggestions.

Before turning to various interpretations, a few general problems must 
be addressed. One concerns the transmission. The manuscripts postdate the 
pangram by c. 60–110 years (if the pangram was composed in the winter 
of 1240–41). Copyists may have made mistakes and, being Icelandic, they 
may have adhered to Icelandic spelling conventions that were presumably 
not used in the pangram’s original version. The doubling of consonants 
(as in mannz and boll) was generally not used in runic writing. This 
practice was not customary in Old Danish manuscripts either, except 
intervocalically, and occasionally in final position, particularly for /l/ 
(cf. Brøndum-Nielsen 1950, 62). In Icelandic manuscripts, on the other 
hand, long consonants were usually doubled (or marked as such by other 
methods). Copyists may also have adhered to Icelandic rune forms. The 
y-rune in flydi (but only in A) has for instance a special Icelandic form, 
y (cf. Bæksted 1942, 217). Opinions differ on Valdemar’s contribution 
regarding the runes themselves. According to Olsen (1933, 104), it was 
only the composition of the sentence Óláfr got from Valdemar, not the 
rune forms themselves (which Olsen believes were [Norwegian and] 
Icelandic) or their sound quality. Finnur Jónsson (1910, 297), on the other 
hand, says: “Det må nu betragtes som givet, at Óláfr hos kong Valdemar 
ikke blot har fået den anførte sætning, men også runerne, d.v.s. sætningen 
optegnet med runer, og at han har ført disse med sig til Island.” Raschellà 
(2016), who analyses the runes in Óláfr’s treatise thoroughly, comes to the 
main conclusion that the runic alphabet described in the work shows both 
Danish and Norwegian features; basically, this was the Danish sixteen-
symbol futhark of the time, with some additions modelled on Norwegian 
rune forms. His discussion about the Norwegian features is clear. It is, 
however, less clear from his survey what is so specifically Danish about 
the sixteen basic runes, which, after all, had more or less the same shape 
throughout the Nordic countries during this period.
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Another problem is our unsubstantial knowledge of Danish at the time 
in question, i.e. the first half of the 1200s. The oldest Danish manuscripts 
in the vernacular postdate that period, meaning the linguistic sources are 
meagre.

The authorship is yet another problem. Óláfr certainly attributes the 
pangram to Valdemar and his authorship does not seem to have been 
doubted. But it is quite conceivable (if the pangram was composed in the 
winter of 1240–41) that Óláfr commented on or even took part in the 
composition.3 In such case, the text might show some Icelandic features. 
Despite the scarcity of Danish linguistic sources we know that Danish and 
Icelandic were not identical in the 1200s, although Óláfr and Valdemar 
probably understood each other quite well. Or, as Finnur Jónsson (1927, 
15) states: “At Olaf har haft let ved at forstå kongen og denne ham, mener 
jeg er hævet over enhver tvivl, selv om endelserne i det daværende danske 
sprog var ændrede og noget afslebne.” As already mentioned above, Óláfr 
wrote a poem about Valdemar. This was presumably a praise poem that the 
king was meant to understand. Óláfr was a keen linguist and he certainly 
had some understanding of language change. In the Third Grammatical 
Treatise he explains that in Icelandic /v/ was lost before /r/ (cf. vreiðr > 
reiðr) and that German and Danish are more archaic in this respect.4 This 
was presumably not the only difference he detected between Icelandic 
and Danish. If Valdemar’s pangram shows some unexpected archaisms, 
this might be due to a comment or a suggestion from Óláfr. Being a poet, 
Óláfr was used to obeying strict metrical rules and could thus be of help 
to someone composing a pangram. But even if Valdemar was the sole 
author, Óláfr’s influence cannot be ruled out. When he wrote his treatise 
he may have revised the original (Danish) pangram in order to make it 
more intelligible to his Icelandic readers.

3 Raschellà (2016, 161 f., 169) points out that the distribution of the symbols for the s-rune 
(C/æ) and z-rune (s) is in accordance with the Norwegian tradition rather than the Danish 
tradition. If this distribution is original in the pangram, it may be an indication that Óláfr, 
who was familiar with Norwegian runic tradition (cf. Raschellà 2016), took part in the 
composition of the pangram.
4 Auferesis . . . tekr . . . af upphafi orðs staf eða samstǫfu, sem þá at v sé af tekit í þessu nafni 
vrungu, því at þýðverskir menn ok danskir hafa v fyrir r í þessu nafni ok mǫrgum ǫðrum, 
ok þat hyggjum vér fornt mál vera . . . þat er nú ekki haft í norrœnu máli. (Björn Magnússon 
Ólsen 1884, 87, normalised spelling). ‘Auferesis . . . takes . . . a letter or a syllable from the 
beginning of a word, as when v is taken from this word vrungu, because Germans and 
Danes have v before an r in this word and many others, and this we believe to be an archaic 
language . . . this is not used any more in the Nordic language.’
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Earlier interpretations 

Some interpretations of and speculations on the meaning (or function) 
of Valdemar’s pangram have been put forward. These will now be dealt 
with in a more or less chronological order. The oldest suggestions are not 
mentioned in more recent literature. I include them in this survey but they 
may be more numerous. The writings of Jón Ólafsson (Runologia [1752], 
in AM 413 fol., pp. 103, 156) and Liljegren (1832, 52) are not included here 
since they do not offer interpretations of the pangram.

The Icelandic clergyman and scholar Arngrímur Jónsson lærði (‘the 
learned’, 1568–1648) gives a Latin translation of the sentence in a letter to 
the Danish antiquarian Ole Worm (1588–1654) in 1630 (Jakob Benediktsson 
1948, 19). His reading and translation is shown in the following, with a 
word-for-word English translation:

spreingd manns Høk flyde tvi Bøll
Ruptum viri mentum aversatus est igitur pilam
broken man’s chin avoided has therefore ball

According to Arngrímur, the sentence implies that anyone who has hurt 
his chin during a ball game consequently avoids a ball or a game in which 
a ball is used. In order to explain why chins could easily be injured during 
ball games, he adds that formerly balls were made of wood and not leather. 
Ole Worm, from whom incidentally Codex Wormianus got its name since 
the manuscript was once in his possession, presents this interpretation 
(and the comment about wooden balls) in his book on runology, without 
mentioning Arngrímur (Worm 1636, 75 f.; 1651, 73). Finnur Magnússon 
(1841, 332) agrees with this interpretation and renders the sentence in 
Modern Icelandic: Sprengd manns haka flýdi því böll. The sentence’s fifth 
word, tuui (W) or toui (A), is, according to Arngrímur, Worm and Finnur 
Magnússon, the adverb því ‘therefore, thus’.

The main problem with this interpretation is obviously the third word, 
‘chin’. Modern Icelandic has haka and Modern Danish hage, disyllabic 
words, the first vowel of which is /a/. This does not fit well with the 
sentence’s hø͡k (A) or hok (W) and one would have to assume some 
mistake in the transmission. Moreover, the syntax is peculiar.

The Swedish runologist Johan Bure (Johannes Bureus), who disagrees 
with the proposal published by Worm, provides a Swedish and a Latin 
translation (Bure, 1643):
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Sprengder ök flyddi tve mans böla

Ruptum jumentum fugit duorum sessorum onus

The meaning of this is not entirely clear, and Bure does not offer an expla
nation. It might mean ‘the exhausted horse fled the burden of two men/
inhabitants’. The Icelandic grammarian Runólfur Jónsson (1651, [19]/
C3), who accepts Worm’s proposal, criticises Bure’s proposal severely 
(although not mentioning his name but calling the originator of the pro
posal cornicans ille Graculus ‘that screaming crow’), and is apparently 
justified in doing so. He points out, for example, that the first rune of 
the pangram’s third word cannot be neglected as Bure’s interpretation 
demands (Bure has ök, not hök).

The Danish scholar and bishop Peter Erasmus Müller (1776–1834) 
provides a German translation (1811, 32): 

des Mannes gespaltenes Kinn bildete zwey Ründungen

Here again the meaning ‘chin’ for hø͡k/hok is proposed and this chin is 
supposed to form ‘two swellings’, toui/tuui means ‘two’ according to 
Müller (as it did in Bure’s interpretation). He does not explain his proposal 
but is apparently thinking of a cleft chin. This could be described as a 
chin splitting into two halves or two “swellings”. But the problem of hø͡k/
hok meaning ‘chin’ persists. Previous commentators have assumed the 
meaning ‘flee’ for flydi/flyþi, cf. Icelandic flýja, Old Danish flyje, Danish 
fly. Here, a different meaning, ‘form’, is assumed. Müller apparently had 
in mind another verb, Danish fly, which can mean e.g. ‘arrange, establish’ 
(cf. Kalkar 1881–1976, 1: 569 f.). But, as Raschellà (2016, 178) points out, 
this verb is unlikely to be found in the pangram since it is a young loan
word (from Middle Low German vlī(g)en).

Finnur Jónsson (1927, 29) has this to say about the meaning of the 
sentence:

sætningen er vanskelig . . . høk er vel = haukr ‘høg’, dertil viser vist sprængd, 
men om høk er nom. el. acc. er tvivlsomt; snarest det første, subj. til flýði, men 
de to sidste ord er utolkede; boll skulde man tro var nom. fem. af ball ‘stærk’, 
men tvvi? 

The adjective ball is not attested in Old Danish. Finnur Jónsson 
apparently assumes that the word existed and not without reason; Old 
Icelandic had ballr ‘dangerous, horrifying’ (cf. Fritzner 1886–96, 1: 110). 
Unlike his predecessors, Finnur Jónsson considers the sentence difficult to 
interpret and parts of it unclear. But he is certain about the verb flýði and 
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is inclined to believe that hø͡k/hok is ‘hawk’. Raschellà (1994, 684) explains 
and translates the individual words very much in the manner of Finnur 
Jónsson 1927, to whom he refers. Like Finnur he offers no explanation of 
toui/tuui.

Bæksted (1942, 216 f.) expresses the opinion that the sentence (which is 
according to him unintelligible) was originally made for a magical purpose. 
He points out that the sentence is found in a young (from the 1500s/1600s) 
Icelandic book on magic where a magical function is attributed to it. The 
words were supposed to be read aloud three times in the right order 
(Sprend manns Hoc, flijde tuui boll) and three times in reverse order (Boll 
tuui flijde Hoc manns Sprend). This would bring the reader any object 
he or she desired. This magical purpose can, of course, be due to a later 
development. Bæksted himself mentions that the sentence in this young 
manuscript could have been taken from the Third Grammatical Treatise. 
He seems, however, quite convinced about the magical origin of the sen
tence (see also Bæksted 1942, 26, 34).

Seim (1991, 128) expresses doubt about Bæksted’s idea as to the magic 
formula; the magical function may be secondary. There is, of course, no 
need to assume that the sentence’s magical purpose has a long history. As 
Seim points out (1991, 127), fragments from Christian liturgy and prayers 
sometimes develop into magic formulas in a corrupted form. A well-
known example is hocus pocus, from the Holy Communion’s hoc est corpus 
(meum). Regarding the purpose of Valdemar’s sentence, Seim (1991, 128 
f.) adheres to a view different from Bæksted’s, i.e. that the sentence had 
a didactic purpose, not magical, and assumes (with reference to Bischoff 
1966) Latin models. 

Krömmelbein (1998, 65) renders the following (Old Danish) transcription 
and a German translation: “sprængd manns hók [für altnord. hauk?] flyði 
tuvi boll: ‘der/den geborstenen Hügel des Mannes — floh … . (?)’.” His 
interpretation is not clear. Haukr [accusative hauk] means ‘hawk’, not 
‘hill, mound’, as the German translation ‘Hügel’ suggests. (Krömmelbein 
must have had the word haugr (accusative haug) ‘Grabhügel, Hügelgrab’ 
in mind.) It is clear though that Krömmelbein finds the meaning obscure. 
He mentions Bæksted’s (1942) idea of a magical purpose and also Seim’s 
(1991) objection to it but does not take a stance himself.

Wills (2001, ch. 3.2) cites the translations of individual words listed 
in Raschellà 1994 (cf. Finnur Jónsson 1927), i.e. of all except toui/tuui. 
Regarding the sentence’s last two words, toui/tuui boll, he refers to an 
entry in the dictionary of Cleasby and Vigfusson (1874, 645), tvíböllr ‘a 
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double ball’.5 No further explanation is offered in the dictionary but Wills 
considers this a plausible word. He also suggests a more specific meaning 
for tvíböllr, and an interpretation of the pangram as well:

The referent [of tvíböllr] is probably some device used in falconry, perhaps 
to catch a reluctant bird. The phrase then reads ‘The man’s tired hawk flies 
(or flees) from the double ball’. Bæksted has instead interpreted this sentence 
as a magical formula (1942, 216), but the more mundane interpretation of a 
falconry scene offered here is probably more likely.

The verb sprengja ‘make burst, explode’ can also mean ‘exhaust’, and 
Wills assumes here this secondary meaning. If some falconry device was 
called (or could be called) tvíböllr, the proposed interpretation makes 
sense. The same interpretation is again presented in a recent article (Wills 
2016, 120 f.) where it is pointed out that the use of a bell or bells for locating 
and luring birds has a long history (back to the 1600s at least). According 
to Wills, the sentence shows Danish linguistic and orthographic features 
rather than Norse-Icelandic (cf. e.g. the loss of the final -r in spæng͡d/
sprængt and hø͡k/hok). The word order poses a problem: spæng͡d/
sprængt hø͡k/hok mannz would have been expected if the meaning was 
‘the man’s tired hawk’, i.e. the genitive mannz following the head noun 
hø͡k/hok and the participle spæng͡d/sprængt directly preceding the 
head noun (cf. Nygaard 1906, 368, on the general placement of possessive 
genitive after the substantive in Old Icelandic/Old Norse, e.g. þræll 
konungs ‘the king’s slave’). 

Raschellà has recently presented a new interpretation of the pangram 
and his analysis is by far the most detailed (Raschellà 2016). According 
to him, the language is definitely Danish, as some previous scholars 
have stated or apparently assumed. His reconstruction of the pangram, 
grammatical analysis and translation are presented here:

sprængd mannz høk flyþi tuui boll
exhausted.gen. man.gen. hawk.acc. chased away Tove.nom. bold.nom.
‘Bold Tove chased away the exhausted man’s hawk’

Here, it is the man who is exhausted, not the hawk, so the word order 
problem encountered with Wills’s suggestion is absent. The meaning of 
this part of the pangram is, however, somewhat strange; one would expect 

5 This word is also listed in the Dictionary of Old Norse Prose (ONP, with a question mark), 
where the Third Grammatical Treatise and Cleasby and Vigfusson are the only references.
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the hawk to be exhausted, not its owner. The verb is flyje, corresponding 
to Icelandic flýja ‘flee’, but in Danish this verb developed a secondary 
meaning, ‘drive away, chase away’. This is the meaning the verb has 
in the pangram according to Raschellà. The verb’s subject is the final 
phrase, tuui boll, a common Danish personal name, Tove, followed by an 
adjective, normally spelled bold.

Raschellà’s interpretation poses some problems. First, the adjective bold 
(which is of Middle Low German provenance) is not attested in Danish until 
the middle of the 1400s (cf. Raschellà 2016, 184). Secondly, the secondary 
meaning of the verb flyje (a meaning which did not survive into Modern 
Danish) was apparently very rare, the few examples are rather young (c. 
1400) and their distribution limited. This meaning is, therefore, not very 
likely to have existed in the 1200s.6 Thirdly, the word order is problematic. 
According to Raschellà’s new interpretation, the pangram begins with 
the object (O), which is followed by the verb (V) and, finally, the subject 
(S, i.e. OVS). This is not the basic word order of the Nordic languages 
(which is SVO). An OVS word order is, however, quite conceivable in 
a highly inflected language. But Raschellà’s interpretation rests on the 
assumption that Danish had already lost many inflectional endings. In a 
language of this type, basic word order is preferable or even necessary. 
The pangram form itself does not require any special word order. If the 
pangram’s author had the meaning ‘Bold Tove chased away the exhausted 
man’s hawk’ in mind, he would in all probability have chosen the SVO 

6 Kalkar’s dictionary, to which Raschellà refers, does not give any indication as to the relative 
frequency of the verb’s two meanings (cf. Kalkar 1881–1976, 1: 569). But the examples 
in Gammeldansk Seddelsamling indicate that the secondary meaning was extremely rare. 
There are almost 600 examples of flyje registered (http://gammeldanskseddelsamling.
dk/forside/ord?search_both=flyje), whereof, in my view, only four show the secondary 
meaning with some certainty. All four belong to the same manuscript, AM 187 8vo from 
c. 1400, a medical book. (At least one more example occurs in this book, according to a 
word list in Såby 1883, 94.) In this manuscript, the verb flyje is also used in the regular 
meaning, in fact just as often as in the secondary meaning. The regular meaning seems to 
be quite frequent in other medical texts in Gammeldansk Seddelsamling. In those medical 
texts, flyje is often a part of formulaic expressions (something bad flees from a certain herb 
or a method), but occasionally in AM 187 8vo the verb’s meaning is reversed, so to speak: 
a certain herb or a method drives away something bad. This apparent semantic reversal 
is perhaps due to mistakes in translation. This medical book is based in part on Latin 
models (perhaps indirectly) and Latin words and phrases appear frequently (Såby 1883, 
ix). The Latin verbs fugio ‘flee’ and fugo ‘drive away’ are similar and here they may have 
been confused with one another. It is in any case dubious to assume that the secondary 
meaning existed in Danish in the 1200s, taking into consideration its apparently restricted 
distribution described above.

http://gammeldanskseddelsamling.dk/forside/ord?search_both=flyje
http://gammeldanskseddelsamling.dk/forside/ord?search_both=flyje
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order. In addition, Raschellà (2016, 176) points out that the meaning of the 
pangram was probably clear both to Óláfr and his potential readers since 
he does not make any comments on it. This point is well taken. But if this 
was the case, the pangram probably did not have the meaning proposed 
by Raschellà. Icelanders in the 1200s would hardly have understood a 
sentence that included the adjective bold (not known in Icelandic and also 
uninflected) and the verb flyje in a meaning unknown in Icelandic. An 
uninflected word at the beginning of the sentence (genitive without the 
case marking necessary in Icelandic) would also have been problematic.

As this overview shows, there is no general consensus on the meaning 
of Valdemar’s pangram and some scholars express doubt in their pro
posals. One group adheres to an interpretation involving a chin, while 
another group suggests that the sentence deals with a hawk. There is also 
a suggestion about a magic formula and one that apparently concerns 
a horse. I find the proposals concerning the chin, the horse and magic 
very doubtful and remain unconvinced with regard to the proposals con
cerning the hawk. In the following section, an interpretation of a differ
ent nature is proposed and evaluated. It is curious that the meaning of 
such a sentence was lost. The relatively close similarity between the 
two manuscript versions may point to a fairly good preservation of the 
original text. Therefore, it is worthwhile to attempt a different approach. 
It should be stressed though that this is yet one more suggestion that can 
be offered.

A new proposal

An interpretation based on the assumption  
that tvíbǫllr is a designation for bjarkan

Evidently, the words toui boll (A) or tuui boll (W) have, at least in 
recent times, been considered the most problematic part of the sentence. 
I agree with Wills (2001, 2016) that this reflects the prefixed word tvíbǫllr 
(accusative tvíbǫll). But, contrary to him, I do not believe the word refers to 
falconry. I propose that tvíbǫllr (literally ‘a double ball’) is a designation — 
a metaphor actually — for the b-rune, bjarkan (‡), with its two bows. This 
may seem strange but is not necessarily so after further consideration. 
In the Third Grammatical Treatise the rune s is called knésól ‘knee-sun’, 
apparently with reference to the form of the rune, resembling as it does 
the bent knee of a sitting or kneeling figure. Other possible parallels, 
though not in the treatise, can be mentioned. The Icelandic rune poem (see 
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below), consists of circumlocutions (kennings) of the rune names.7 Some 
of these may refer to the shape of the rune in question. For instance, the 
y-rune is called tvíbendr bogi ‘a bow drawn twice’ in some manuscripts 
of the Icelandic rune poem, possibly referring to the variant y (cf. Bauer 
2003, 205). The t-rune (Týr/týr) is called einhendr áss in the Icelandic rune 
poem, i.e. ‘a one-handed god’, referring to the one-handed god Týr, or, 
as Marteinn Helgi Sigurðsson (2002, 178–86) suggests, ‘a one-armed 
áss-rune’: týr is also a common noun, synonymous with áss ‘god’, and 
the circumlocution einhendr áss might refer to the graphic resemblance 
between certain variants of the nasal a-rune (áss, Í), and the t-rune (týr, 
T). One of the additional runes of the Swedish runic calendar, þ, is called 
tvímaðr ‘a double man’ as it is made of two m-runes, maðr (cf. Bauer 2003, 
215). To be sure, the denominations mentioned here, including knésól 
above, refer to specific variants of runes. Tvíbǫllr, on the other hand, does 
not refer to a variant, a fact that is most likely beside the point. Here, the 
point is that it appears to have been customary to describe runes with 
reference to their shape.8

Given the premise that tvíbǫllr could be a designation for the b-rune, 
one can try to go further. While doing this I will render individual words 
in the Old Icelandic forms. Mannz is no doubt the genitive of maðr ‘man’. 
But maðr is also the name of the m-rune (·). If tvíbǫllr refers to ‡, then 
it is more than possible that maðr refers to ·. The third word, hø͡k (A) 
or hok (W), could be hǫk, the plural of hak ‘a small hook, the barb of 
a hook’. Together, mannz and hǫk could be a genitival phrase, mannz 
hǫk, or a compound, mannzhǫk ‘branches of maðr (m-rune)’. It should be 
noted here that hak is not attested in the meaning ‘the branch of a rune’, 
although it is well conceivable that the word could be used in this way, 
see below.

 The first word of the sentence, sprengd, is a participle (of sprengja ‘make 
burst, explode’, neut. nom. pl.), which agrees with mannzhǫk. Accordingly, 

7 More properly, designations, but the traditional term rune name is used in this article.
8 Yet another possible parallel can be mentioned. In a runic name-riddle (cf. below and 
Louis-Jensen 1994 with references), the Reverend Magnús Ólafsson (c. 1573–1636) uses 
the circumlocution öfug eik (cf. Þórunn Sigurðardóttir 2018, 261) ‘an upside down oak, a 
wayward oak’. This particular circumlocution seems to be otherwise unknown, but in all 
probability it refers to the m-rune (·) given the context. Eik ‘oak’ is perhaps used here as 
a heiti (synonym) for ýr ‘yew’, the name of the y-rune. This rune looks like the m-rune 
turned upside down (ö) and öfug eik is thus possibly a circumlocution that refers to the 
shape of the rune in question (cf. Haukur Þorgeirsson and Katrín Axelsdóttir in Þórunn 
Sigurðardóttir 2018, 263 f.).
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the beginning of the sentence is ‘scattered branches of maðr’, which is the 
subject. The fourth word is presumably the 3rd person past of the verb 
flýja ‘flee’. The object is tvíbǫll (accusative of tvíbǫllr), and the word order 
is thus SVO.

The questions then are how one can conceive of the branches of the 
m-rune as scattered, and how these can be conceived of as fleeing from 
the b-rune. Here it is necessary to take a close look at the m- and b-rune’s 
respective forms. The branches of the m-rune (in grey on fig. 3) could 
be said to correspond to the highest and lowest branch of the b-rune (in 
grey on fig. 4). One could even describe these branches of the b-rune as 
“scattered” m-rune’s branches.

If the grey branches of the b-rune in fig. 4 are removed (if they “flee”), 
the remains resemble very closely a variant of the p-rune, namely Ò. The 
p-rune in the runic sentence has this standard form (albeit there in the 
usual form with branches extending all the way up and down, and not the 
specific variant in the derivation here, cf. below), see figs 1 and 2 above. 
The sentence then describes how the b-rune, b, is transformed into the 
p-rune, Ò. 

To sum up, the interpretation of the pangram suggested here, with 
grammatical analysis and translation (and the reading based on W), is:

sprængt mannz hok flyþi tuui boll
sprengd mannz hǫk flýði tvíbǫll
scattered.nom. man.gen. branches.nom. fled bjarkan.acc.

‘Scattered branches of maðr (·) fled bjarkan (b)’

i.e. ‘b → Ò’

It is worth mentioning that the branches of Ò were sometimes long and 
sometimes short (cf. Bæksted 1942, 43). Consequently, the form in fig. 4, 
minus the grey branches, could resemble the p-rune to an even greater 
extent than the more standard form of the graph Ò indicates. When talking 
about the variant with short branches, Bæksted is not referring to a p-rune 
very similar to Ò with short branches touching the vertical relatively close 
to the top and bottom, respectively, and a bare section of the vertical 

Fig. 3. The m-rune, its two branches in grey Fig. 4. The b-rune, two of its branches in grey
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between (q). He mentions this rune too, but considers it to have a special 
form (“særlig form”). The variants of Ò with either long or short branches 
are both defined by Bæksted as regular forms (“normalform”; for a good 
example of the latter see figs 61–62 [Reykir] in Bæksted’s plates).

It is perhaps also worth mentioning that m stands next to b in the 
standard futhark row.9 It is thus (literally) not far-fetched to refer to the 
branches of · (instead of some other rune’s branches) when composing 
a sentence about the form (or transformation) of b. Furthermore, /b/ and 
/m/ are phonetically similar.

Arguments

Right after rendering the runic sentence, Óláfr focuses on the runes of the 
first word, spæng͡d/sprængt, and describes each of them in due order. 
Concerning the second rune, the p-rune, he has this to say according to 
the reading of A (2v, lines 19–22, normalised spelling):

Þar næst stendr Ò ok er bjarkan á þá leið ritat, ef þat stendr fyrir p latínustaf, 
ok hefir sá rúnastafr tvá dumba stafi í sér, þá er ólíkir eru í hljóði. En því eru 
opnir belgir gǫrvir á Ò, þá er þat hljóðar fyrir p, at þat skal meirr sundr loknum 
vǫrrum nefna en b.

‘There next stands Ò and bjarkan is written this way, if it stands for the Latin 
letter p, and that rune-letter covers two mute letters, that sound differently. The 
bows of Ò are made open, when it sounds for p, because it shall be pronounced 
with more open lips than b.’

W (p. 97 [49r], lines 7–10, nomalised spelling) has a similar text: 

Þar næst stendr ‡ ok er bjarkan svá, at þat stendr fyrir b latínustaf, ok hefir sá 
rúnastafr ii. dumba stafi í sér, þá er þat hljóðar fyrir. En af því eru belgir opnir 
gǫrvir á bjarkani, þá er þat hljóðar fyrir p, at þat skal meirr sundr loknum 
vǫrrum nefna en b.

 ‘There next stands ‡ and bjarkan is like this, when it stands for the Latin letter 
b, and that rune-letter covers two mute letters for which it sounds. The bows 
of bjarkan are made open, when it sounds for p, because it shall be pronounced 
with more open lips than b.’

9 To be sure, a variation of the standard row, where m and l switch places, appears in various 
futhark inscriptions. In these, the b-rune and the m-rune are not written next to each 
other (blm). Icelandic inscriptions exhibit only the standard row (Björn Magnússon Ólsen 
1883, 73). Danish inscriptions manifest both rows (cf. Moltke 1985, 399), as do Norwegian 
inscriptions, although the standard row is the more common of the two (Seim 1998, 116).



246 • Katrín Axelsdóttir

Futhark 9–10 (2018–2019)

Despite the discrepancies between the two manuscripts, it is clear that 
they are both describing the same thing — how Ò is derived from b, by 
the opening of its bows, i.e. b → Ò, as in the proposed interpretation 
of the pangram. If this is the correct understanding, the sentence has 
nothing to do with chins or falconry but everything to do with Óláfr 
and Valdemar’s special interest, the runes. As mentioned above, several 
additional runes are included in Valdemar’s pangram as well as in Óláfr’s 
discussion. It should be stressed that the additional runes are of great 
importance in the runic section of the Third Grammatical Treatise. A 
sentence concerning one of these runes can hardly seem out of place in 
this context.

As already mentioned, there were two ways of expressing /p/ in the 
expanded medieval futhark, p and Ò. According to Spurkland (1994), Ò 
is the younger variant of the two; the oldest instances are from the late 
1100s and in the first half of the 1300s it has replaced p (datings based on 
the Norwegian material). When Valdemar and Óláfr met in the winter of 
1240–41, Ò was probably still something of a novelty and perhaps for that 
sake an especially interesting subject.

With the interpretation of the sentence as actually meaning b → Ò, the 
pangram constitutes a kind of riddle. This may be the case, in spite of the 
fact that the pangram is not accompanied by any phrase (like þat skulu 
ráða ‘solve this’ or hyggðu at gátu ‘ponder this riddle’) indicating a riddle. 
This is often the case when posing riddles but should not be considered a 
rule. That the pangram could be a riddle is not surprising — in this period 
many were fond of riddles and ambiguity. A paramount example thereof 
is the skaldic figure ofljóst (literally ‘too clear’), a figure Óláfr himself 
discusses and praises later in his treatise (see Finnur Jónsson 1927, 44 
f.). Ofljóst is a wordplay, often very obscure, based on the ambiguity of 
words and where the reader has to delve beyond the surface meaning 
in order to figure out the hidden one. Ofljóst can be used in combination 
with kennings, i.e. poetic circumlocutions, which are very common in 
Old Norse poetry and often quite complicated. For ‘gold’ a skald could for 
instance use the kenning eldr ægis ‘the fire of the ocean’, which is fairly 
transparent, referring as it apparently does to the sea at sunset when it 
has the colour of gold. When ofljóst is used as well, the kennings can 
become much more obscure. Valfasti djúps is a further kenning for ‘gold’ 
and it has been claimed that in order to understand it, one must realise 
that the base word valfasti ‘sword’ (in itself a kenning, a compound of the 
words valr ‘corpses’ and fasti ‘fire’) is synonymous with brandr, a word 
that can also mean ‘fire’; valfasti djúps is thus ‘the fire of the deep’, which 
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is ‘gold’.10 Ofljóst is not only used in kennings. The feature also occurs 
when skalds use the more simple figure heiti (synonym), cf. for example 
one of the poetic riddles of Gestumblindi in Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, 
ch. 9 (Saga Heiðreks Konungs ins Vitra, 43 f.). Ofljóst is often defined as a 
poetic figure since it is common in skaldic verse, but it can also be seen in 
prose, cf. Torfi H. Tulinius 1994.

On kennings and riddles, Amory (1993, 351) writes:

The fact that the complications of kennings, then as now, have to be unriddled 
has suggested that the kenning had the same intellectual function in Old Norse 
culture as the riddle, of which the Norsemen were equally fond. Kenning and 
riddle indulged a love of wordplay and of contests of wit in the culture.

A sentence that had to be “unriddled” is, therefore, not unexpected in a 
grammatical treatise of the 1200s. Moreover, riddles were among Óláfr’s 
special interests. In the second main section of his grammatical treatise, 
on figures of speech, Óláfr defines the figure enigma, gives an Icelandic 
example and an Icelandic term, gáta ‘riddle’.11 

Runes and riddles are certainly a known combination. Here, one can 
mention the three so-called rune poems that have been preserved in pre-
modern form (the Anglo-Saxon, the Norwegian and the Icelandic rune 
poem), in which rune names are defined in riddling verses, and runic 
name-riddles that enjoyed a very long life in Icelandic poetry, particularly 
within the popular genre rímur. The Icelandic rune poem consists of poetic 
circumlocutions, usually three for each rune. For example, one of the 
versions of the t-rune’s stanza runs as follows: “[Týr] er einhendr áss / ok 
úlfs leifar / ok hofa hilmir” (cf. e.g. Bauer 2003, 201, normalised spelling), 
i.e. ‘[Týr] is a one-handed god / and wolf’s leavings / and the ruler of 
temples’. The same, or similar, circumlocutions were used when poets hid 
a name, usually their own, in a stanza (name-riddles). The letters of the 
hidden name (sometimes in a scrambled order) were indicated by such 
circumlocutions, and also by rune names and synonyms. (On the rune 
poems and their age, as well as runic name-riddles, both Icelandic and 
Norwegian, see e.g. Louis-Jensen 1994 with references.) And then there 

10  On this (possible) example of ofljóst, see e.g. The Skaldic Project (http://skaldic.abdn.
ac.uk/m.php?p=verse&i=2710&v=t).
11 Óláfr’s definition, Enigma er myrkt sen um leynda líking hlutanna (‘Enigma is an obscure 
meaning about the hidden similarity between things’), is based on Donatus: Aenigma est 
obscura sententia per occultam similitudinem rerum (Björn Magnússon Ólsen 1884, 114, 
normalised spelling). Óláfr’s example is the first half-stanza of one of Gestumblindi’s 
riddles, the largest and best known collection of Icelandic riddles.

http://skaldic.abdn.ac.uk/m.php?p=verse&i=2710&v=t
http://skaldic.abdn.ac.uk/m.php?p=verse&i=2710&v=t
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are the cryptic inscriptions, many of which can certainly be classified as 
some sort of riddles. Writing in cryptic runes was a widespread and long
standing practice and many different ways of encoding existed (cf. most 
recently Nordby 2018).

Possible objections

Objections can, of course, be made to the proposal above. Some of these 
will now be presented and dealt with.

The subject of the pangram, sprengd mannzhǫk, is in the plural 
according to the proposed interpretation. But the verb, flýði (3rd person 
past), is apparently in the singular. In Old Icelandic, the 3rd person plural 
past of the verb flýja was flýðu, a form still existing in Modern Icelandic. 
We should thus have expected the verb form to be flýðu. But, as already 
mentioned, Danish and Icelandic were not identical in the 1200s. After 
the earliest period of Old Danish (800–1100) there was a merger in the 
inflection of verbs. A part of this change was a merger of the forms of the 
3rd person singular and plural — the singular forms were subsequently 
used in the plural too. It seems difficult to date this merger with accuracy 
and it certainly did not occur in all dialects or in all verbs at the same 
time. In a chapter on older Middle Danish (ældre middeldansk), 1100–1350, 
Skautrup (1944, 274) mentions that the singular and plural of weak verbs 
(flýja/flyje is a weak verb) have the same form in the past tense. He gives 
three examples of this merger, mælte, køptæ, hafthæ, without mentioning 
their sources or their dating. Skautrup’s words might be understood as if 
he were referring to the whole period in question, which can hardly be 
the case (cf. examples in Brøndum-Nielsen 1973, 123 f.). In his discussion 
of this merger in the past tense of weak verbs, Brøndum-Nielsen (p. 124 
f.) has among his examples hafthe (3rd person plural past), taken from AM 
24 4to (containing “Valdemar’s Provincial Law of Sjælland”), a manuscript 
dated to the last quarter of the 1200s. This is not very distant from the 
time of Óláfr’s stay at Valdemar’s court and the original text, which may 
have contained the innovative verb form, is some decades older than this 
manuscript. It should also be kept in mind that written language tends to 
be conservative — an innovation may be considerably older than its oldest 
written witness. It is thus quite possible that Valdemar was accustomed 
to the 3rd person plural past flythe. (In both manuscripts the verb has i (i) 
in final position, but I assume there was a dotted rune originally, e (e), see 
below.) Another possibility should also be considered, i.e. the so-called 
vowel weakening of the unstressed vowels in Danish, which had already 
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begun by the beginning of the Middle Danish period (cf. Brøndum-Nielsen 
1950, 405–08), changing the quality of the final vowel -u. In this case, 
one would expect the form flythæ rather than flythe, although <e> for an 
unstressed vowel is not unknown in the oldest manuscripts (cf. Hansen 
1962, 233). In any case, according to the interpretation proposed here the 
verb form must be a plural form; it can only be Danish and this rules 
out the possibility that Óláfr “Icelandicised” the pangram in every single 
detail.

The common noun hak is not found in Old Icelandic and Old Danish 
dictionaries.12 This objection is, however, of little or no relevance. 
Hak is a well-known word in Modern Icelandic (pl. hök) and there are 
examples from the middle of the 1600s in the Modern Icelandic Dictionary 
project. Furthermore, it has cognates in other Nordic languages, i.e. Old 
Norwegian (as a byname), Norwegian (landsmål/nynorsk) and Jutlandic 
(Ásgeir Blöndal Magnússon 1989, 299). Hak is also found in Faroese 
(Føroysk orðabók, 405). The word must have existed in Old Icelandic. 
However, it is not known in the specific meaning ‘the branch of a rune’ in 
Modern Icelandic. This fact does not have relevance either. Ásgeir Blöndal 
Magnússon gives the meaning ‘smástallur, agnúi’, i.e. ‘a small shelf/
pedestal, the barb of a hook’ for Modern Icelandic. For the Norwegian 
cognate he gives ‘smáskarð eða skora í tré’, i.e. ‘a small notch/cut on 
wood’ and for the Jutlandic ‘hornmyndað skarð, skot í húsi’, i.e. ‘a notch, 
a corner in a house’. He suggests the original meaning ‘e-ð útstætt, typpi 
e.þ.h. og svo spor sem það fellur í’, i.e. ‘something protruding, a tip, or 
the like, and the corresponding indentation’. (Incidentally, hak is thus 
related to haka ‘chin’, originally ‘something protruding’, Ásgeir Blöndal 
Magnússon 1989, 299.) Thus, it is possible that hak meant ‘the branch of 
a rune’ in Old Icelandic (and Old Danish). If not, it was at least easy for 
the author of the pangram to make use of hak in this sense. To choose 
the word hak as a synonym for a branch is understandable. The use of 
synonyms (Icelandic heiti) was very common in Old Icelandic poetry and 
a pangram is, of course, to some degree comparable to poetry as it must 
adhere to certain limitations (all letters should be used and each letter 
preferably only once). As already mentioned, the Icelandic rune poem 
consists of circumlocutions of rune names. In Icelandic poetry, not only 

12 The byname haklangr is, on the other hand, known from various Old Icelandic sources 
and apparently the same name appears in a Danish runic inscription, the Bregninge stone 
(DR 184 [DK Syd 12]) from the 900s (Lind 1920–21, cols 130 f.). According to Lind, the 
name is composed of the noun hak ‘slit’ and the adjective langr ‘long’; this is supposedly 
an instance of a “double byname” and the proposed meaning is ‘tall and having a harelip’.
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circumlocutions could be used to designate rune names; synonyms were 
also used. For the u-rune (úr) one could for instance use synonyms like 
regn or skúr ‘rain’ (cf. e.g. Louis-Jensen 1994, 39). To use hak instead of the 
regular word for ‘the branch of a rune’ (whatever the regular word may 
have been at this time) is in line with this tradition.

According to the proposed interpretation, one must assume that the 
vowel of hǫk and -bǫll was rounded in the author’s language. In Old 
Icelandic the vowel was rounded, and still is. The situation in Old Danish 
is, on the other hand, less clear. Remnants of u-umlaut (/a/ > /ǫ/) are 
certainly present in Danish (cf. barn ‘child’ — pl. børn). But its rise and 
fall is obscure. It is possible that the phonologisation of u-umlaut in 
Danish was less rigorous than in the West Nordic languages; it is also 
possible that morphological levelling has wiped out most traces of the 
process (cf. e.g. Andersen 1942–43, where various words are discussed 
that possibly show signs of u-umlaut, although many of the examples are 
admittedly uncertain). As mentioned above, linguistic sources for Danish 
from the first half of the 1200s are scarce in general and do not offer any 
information about the two words in question. Even the rounded vowel in 
Modern Danish bold ‘ball’, corresponding to bǫllr, is of little help, since 
the roundness might be secondary (cf. Hansen 1962, 123, 130). It is thus 
difficult to argue for the two words in question having a rounded vowel 
in Valdemar’s language. On the other hand, it also proves difficult to 
rule out the possibility that such word forms existed. But if these words 
indeed had an unrounded vowel in Valdemar’s vernacular, he might 
have been affected by Óláfr’s language; word forms showing u-umlaut 
would be expected if the pangram were a joint project of the two. Another 
possibility is that Óláfr replaced the original hak with hǫk, in order to 
ensure correct understanding by his readers. 

It may seem far-fetched to describe a rune form on the basis of another 
rune, i.e. to refer to two of the branches of b in terms of the branches 
of ·, but it is not unrealistic. In the so-called First Grammatical Treatise 
(1100s, author unknown), the forms of some of the vowels are described 
with reference to those of other vowels. The author describes for example 
<ǫ> as having the circle from <o> and the loop from <a> (cf. The First 
Grammatical Treatise, 210 f.). Here, the author considers the sound quality 
of <ǫ> to be a blending of the other two. That is not the case regarding 
the relationship of the sounds represented by b, Ò and ·, but the train of 
thought is similar.

The verb sprengja ‘make burst, explode’ (a causative to springa ‘burst, 
explode’) may perhaps seem a little out of place in a sentence about forms 
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