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hittills påträffats i medel tids städer som Sig tuna, Skara, Oslo och Bergen 
och före kommer även till sammans med en annan typ av lönnskrift på en 
elfen bens plakett i Berlin (DR 415) som sanno likt har isländskt ursprung 
(Nordby 2014). Ytterligare en run text upp byggd enligt samma principer, 
men som istället döljer utsagan aul kut ǫl gōtt ”gott öl”, har senare upp
märk sammats från Sigtuna (Käll ström 2014).

Om man prövar att läsa runorna på nålen från Trondheim från den 
bredare änden ser de tre första runorna ut att stå upp och ned, samtidigt 
som de lästa från höger till vänster ger ett fullt begripligt ord uil. Skilje
tecknet som står till höger om dessa tre runor utgörs dock av ett kniv
stick där spetsen är riktad nedåt, vilket talar för att man först ska försöka 
hitta rätt vända runor i denna sekvens. Den inledande runan är försedd 
med ett kniv stick med samma orientering som skiljetecknet och kan alltså 
svara mot en e-runa. Tillsammans med k-komponenten i den tredje runan 
skulle dessa två kunna bilda ordet ek dvs. ek ’jag’ om man tillåter sig att 
hoppa över i-runan som står mellan dem. Efter skilje tecknet följer fyra 
runor, varav alla utom den tredje är rätt vända. Om man antar att denna 
tredje runa ursprungligen bara har utgjorts av en huvud stav går det här 
att läsa runföljden uaịt, som tillsammans med det första ordet skulle 
kunna svara mot en utsaga ek veit ”jag vet”. En kort linje snett nedåt 
vänster på bistaven till u-runan bör snarast uppfattas som före gripande 
av den följande a-runan och alltså en felristning. 

Om man därefter vänder föremålet 180 grader (fig. 2 och fig. 3 höger) 
och istället plockar ut de komponenter som blir rättvända utifrån en läs
ordning från vänster till höger uppkommer före skiljetecknet en möjlig 
run följd efẹk. Sting ningen i den första runan är högt placerad och med 

Fig. 2. Samma inskrift fast vänd 180 grader. Foto: Trond Sverre Kristiansen, NTNU Viten
skaps museet; Unimus (CC BY-SA 4.0).
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spetsen i kniv sticket vänd nedåt. Den följande f-runan står trångt, vilket 
stöder anta gandet att bistavarna har lagts till på en runa som ursprungligen 
bara var i. På den följande runan finns nedan för bistaven som nålen nu är 
vänd en fördjup ning som möjligen skulle vara en stingning, men som jag 
vid en gransk ning av själva före målet den 21 september 2018 i första hand 
bedömde som en skada. På fotografiet ses dock till vänster om den övre 
delen av samma huvud stav en fördjupning som kanske kan uppfattas som 
spår av en stingning. För detta talar att den befinner sig på samma höjd 
som sting ningen i den första runan. Tyvärr förbisåg jag vid min gransk
ning att närmare undersöka just denna detalj, så här saknar jag tyvärr 
själv syn. Den avslutande k-komponenten är helt oproblematisk. Efter 
skilje tecknet följer den tidigare nämnda runföljden uil. Runföljden blir 
med reser va tionen för läsningen av den tredje runan efẹk ᛫ uil, vilket kan 
svara mot en utsaga ef ek vil ”om jag vill”.

En systematisk utläsning av runorna på tränålen från Trondheim ger 
alltså denna teckenföljd:

ek ᛫ uaịt | ef ẹk ᛫ uil
Ek veit, ef ek vil.
”Jag vet, om jag vill.”

Verbet vita har många olika betydelser, men med tanke på hur inskriften 
är utformad är det väl troligast det här handlar om den betydelse nyans 
som Sigfús Blöndal (1920–24: 953) upptar under moment II.1: ’vide, kunne, 
kende, kende til, forstaa’. Detta ger inskriften en mening som påminner 
om det tidigare kända Ráð þat-chiffret, men som är mera spefull: ”Jag för
står, om jag vill.”

Det inledande ek veit leder tankarna till Hávamál, där denna ordvänd
ning bland annat förekommer i den andra hälften av den välkända strof 
77 (citerad efter Kuhn 1983): 

Fig. 3. Renritning av runorna i inskriftens första del (vänster) och andra del med föremålet 
vänt 180 grader (höger). Ritning: Marco Bianchi (CC BY).



En lönnskrift från Trondheim (N 860 • 151

Futhark 13 (2022)

	 ec veit einn, 		  at aldri deyr: 
		  dómr um dauðan hvern.

	 ”Ett vet jag 	 som aldrig dör: 
		  domen över död man.”

Med omvänd ordföljd förekommer samma ord även i den inte mindre 
bekanta strof 138:

	 Veit ec, at ec hecc	 vindgameiði á
			   nætr allar nío,

	 ”Jag vet att jag hängde 	 i vindpinat träd 
			   i nio hela nätter”

Också de inledande raderna i strof 75: Veita hinn, er vætki veit – av Lars 
Lönn roth (2016, 70) översatt med ”Föga förstår den som inte fattar” – är 
av intresse i sammanhanget. 

Huruvida skaparen av runchiffret på tränålen från Trondheim kan ha 
haft någon av dessa strofer i åtanke när runchiffret skapades går natur
ligtvis inte att veta, men det är väl åtminstone inte omöjligt.
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Abstract
The rune-stone U 931 is badly damaged, and was when it first was recorded in 
the 1600s. Its inscription was read by Elias Wessén as follows: […is · haou] 
…-fr · kaṣl  ok · iufrfast  lit  rsa s[tn iftu · faiau sein] …-l. This may be 
interpreted in Runic Swedish and translated as: … ok Iǫfurfast lēt ræisa stæin 
æftiʀ faður sinn(?) … “… and Jǫfurfast let erect the stone in memory of her 
father(?) …”. The sequence kaṣl is left uninterpreted by Wessén who explicitely 
rules out the reading karl and claims that the upper part of the s-rune is lost. 
The stone surface above the remaining carving is, however, undamaged and 
makes a reading s impossible. Instead, we are probably dealing with a lower-
height r, in shape if not size similar to the one preceding it which also has a 
“flat” top. The lower part of the twig of the r in kaṛl may be lost, although 
some traces of it possibly remain. If the proposed reading is correct, this runic 
sequence should represent a man’s name, Karl.

Keywords: Runic inscriptions, Viking Age, personal names, Uppsala Cathedral, 
U 931

Runmonumentet U 931 är känt sedan 1600-talet och var då enligt Johan 
Pering skiöld placerat under en av de yttre murpelarna av katedralens 

nord östra sida; det står numera sydost om domkyrkans kor. Stenen var 
ofullständig redan för fyra sekel sedan och stympades därefter ytterligare 
(fig. 1); med komplettering från Bautil (B 418) återger Elias Wessén (i 
SRI, 9: 25) inskriften i translitterering, normalisering och översättning på 
följande sätt:
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[…is · haou] …-fr · kaṣl  ok · iufrfast  lit  rsa s[tn iftu · faiau sein] …-l
… ok Iofurfast let ræisa stæin æftiʀ faður sinn(?) …
”… ok Jovurfast lät resa stenen efter sin fader(?) …”

Wessén (i SRI, 9: 25) skriver: ”[R]istningen är utförd med smala, tämligen 
grunda linjer. Runslingan är smal (4–6 cm.), och runorna därför små. 
Också för det bevarade fragmentet gäller, att inskriften är tämligen svår
läst. Särskilt upptill är runslingan otydlig.” Bland runorna i detta övre 
parti återfinns kaṣl och Wessén kommenterar denna runföljds läsning 
sålunda: 

Fig. 1. Runstenen U 931 Uppsala domkyrka. Foto: Henrik Williams, 2023.
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10 k är svagt, men säkert; icke f. 11 a är tämligen tydligt. Av 12 s finnes endast 
nedre delen i behåll, men denna är tämligen tydlig; runan kan icke ha varit 
r. 13 l är tydligt. Möjligt är, att en avflagring på v[änstra] sidan om h[uvud]
st[aven] har tagit bort en b[i]st[av] och att runan sålunda har varit t.

Det bör påpekas att Helmer Gustavson (1986, 36) har samma läsning, men 
utan osäkerhetsmarkering.

Wessén identifierar inte vilken typ av ord kaṣl representerar. Möjligen 
har singularformen lēt fått honom att utesluta möjligheten att det rör sig 
om ytterligare ett resarnamn, även om ett par säkra fall av bristande verb
kongruens faktiskt finns belagda (U 947 börjar þurstin : auk : uiki : lit : 
gʀra : buru … Þōrstæinn ok Vīgi lētu gæra brō … och Vs 27 þurbiorn ok 
: ikifastr : lit · resa … Þōrbiorn ok Ingifastr lētu ræisa …). Eftersom så 
mycket av inskriften är försvunnen kan dock kaṣl mycket väl ha ingått i 
en annan sats i texten, och det finns därför skäl för att undersöka möjlig
heten av att tolka denna runföljd som ett personnamn. 

Uppenbarligen har mansnamnet Karl varit aktuellt för Wessén eftersom 
har uttryckligen avvisar läsningen karl: ”runan kan icke ha varit r” (se 
ovan). Istället vill han se ett skadat s. Om man följer uppmålningen skulle 
s-runans övre bistav vara utplånad. Jämför man det aktuella runtecknet 
med den bevarade s-runan i rsa har denna förvisso ett liknande utseende, 
med övre bistaven till höger i kontrast till den i iufrfast där s har en övre 
bistav till vänster. En faktor omöjliggör dock Wesséns läsning av runa 10, 
nämligen att stenytan ovanför de bevarade ristningsspåren är oskadad 
och därför aldrig kan ha hyst en nu försvunnen övre del av en s-runa. 
Märk att Otto von Friesen (ms, s. 15) i en opublicerad anteckning har 
tyckt sig se början av övre ledet på den aktuella s-runan, en läsning som 
bestämt måste avvisas. Möjligen beror den låga runan på att den ojämna 
sten ytan ovanför var alltför svår ristad. Det som nu syns bör istället vara 
resterna av en r-runa med låg höjd, där huvudstaven och den övre delen av 
bistaven återstår (fig. 2). Det är svårt att avgöra om det finns spår av resten 
av den antagna r-runan. Nedanför spetsen av den ungefär horisontella 
ristningslinjen finns fördjupningar som kan utgöra återstoden av r-runans 
bistav, men det kan också vara fråga om skador i stenytan.1 Till sin form 

1 Bedömaren av denna uppsats skriver i sitt mycket värdefulla utlåtande: ”Nedanför den 
övre bistaven finns som förf. skriver en diagonal fördjupning med samma riktning som 
denna, vilken verkar ristad och i så fall kan uppfattas som det nedre ledet i en r-bistav. 
Där emot finns det inte någon förbindelse mellan de antagna bistavarna. Det ser också ut 
som om den antagna nedre bistaven delvis är täckt av en märklig beläggning som finns på 
delar av ristnings ytan (vad detta nu är).”
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men inte storlek har denna r-runa ett i viss mån jämförbart utseende som 
den i runföljden …fr (fig. 3), där r-runans bistav utgår från ramlinjen, en 
bit från huvud staven. Visuellt ger detta intryck av att bistavens översta, 
våg räta del sammanfaller med ramlinjen. Runan som följer r i kaṛ har 
Wessen utan osäkerhets markering translittererat l men i kommentaren 
(se ovan) reserverar han sig för att den kan ha varit t. På platsen där en 
t-runas vänstra bistav skulle förväntas vara är stenytan nu skadad men 
osäkra spår av en sådan bistav kan absolut inte avfärdas. I valet mellan att 
läsa kaṛḷ och kaṛṭ ger dock bara det förra någon omedelbar mening. Det 
kan utan problem tolkas som Karl, det tjugofjärde vanligaste mansnamnet 
i runnordiska inskrifter (Peterson 2007, 272), sannolikt en nominativform 
eftersom den skadade runföljd som föregår slutar med  …-fr,  rimligen en 
person namnsefterled i just nominativ. Om detta är ett namn asyndetiskt 

Fig. 2. Den antagna r-runan i runföljden kaṛl på runstenen U 931 Uppsala domkyrka. Foto: 
Henrik Williams, 2023.
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kombinerat med Karls eller utgör den senares huvudnamn kan tyvärr inte 
avgöras om inte ytterligare indikativa delar av stenen återfinns.
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Reviewed by Michael P. Barnes

 Man karikerar inte särskilt mycket om man samman fattar situationen sålunda: 
alla vet vad som står på Rökstenen, men ingen förstår något. (Ralph 2021, 12)

‘It would hardly be a misrepresentation if one summed up the situation as 
follows: everyone knows what the Rök stone says, but no one understands 
any of it.’ 

The two books discussed here are not easy to review. The subject matter — 
the famous Rök rune-stone — requires understanding of early Vik ing Age 
lan guage and culture, of runes and their development and uses, of Norse 
mythology, of philological method, and much besides. Add to this the 
fact that the stone bears the longest and probably the most complex runic 
inscription known to mankind, and it will be readily under stood that the 
task both of authors and reviewer is daunting.

The Rök inscription has been known since the early 1600s and many 
have tried their hand at interpreting it — with varying results. Williams 
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and Ralph, it will be no surprise, find all previous interpretations wanting, 
and seek to replace them with interpretations of their own. 

Let us begin with Williams’s Rökstenen och världens undergång (‘The Rök 
stone and the end of the world’). His principal criticism of earlier attempts 
at under standing the inscription is that they leave so much unexplained: 
they fail to mould the different parts of the text into a unified whole that 
pre sents a coherent message, picture, world view, or what you will. One 
might of course question the premise: is it certain there is a unified whole 
to be found? But methodo logically it seems a sound starting point to 
assume the existence of a central theme running through the inscription. 
The task of the interpreter is then, if possible, to discover what that central 
theme is.

Williams does not seek merely to offer a new and more satisfactory 
inter pretation of the Rök inscription. His aim is also to present it in a 
manner that can be understood not only by fellow runologists, but equally 
by the interested layman (pp. 25 f.). He stresses the importance of making 
one’s thoughts and arguments accessible to as wide a public as possible, 
not least by avoiding unnecessary jargon and structuring the book in a 
trans parent and user-friendly way. And by and large I think Williams 
succeeds in bridging the gap between scholar and layman. Most helpful 
in this respect is the compartmentalised structure of the work, a structure 
that assists both the professional and the more casual reader.

First comes a general introduction, “Inledning”, which sets the scene, 
and under lines the uniqueness and importance of the Rök inscription. 
It is accom panied by five good, clear, colour photographs of the stone, 
which show the complete (painted) text. There follows a section explaining 
the basics of runic research and introducing some of its foremost practi
tioners (“Runforskning och runforskare”). Next Williams describes how 
he and three other non-runologist scholars (experts in the fields of Swed
ish language, archaeology, and the history of religion respectively) held 
regular meetings at which they went through the inscription line by line 
and bounced ideas off each other. With a hint of humour this section is 
entitled “De fyras gäng och världens undergång” (‘The gang of four and the 
end of the world’). We then move on to “Språk och kultur under vikinga
tiden” (‘Language and culture in the Viking Age’), a heading that allows for 
a variety of content — the Viking Age itself and how the term is to be under
stood, contact between Scandi navians and the cultures with which they 
crossed paths, Viking Age Swedish, runes as a writing system and its limi
tations. “Tolkning och tradition” (‘Interpre tation and tradition’) follows. 
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This offers a potted history of Rök scholar ship, in particular what Williams 
distils as the four best known theories con cern ing the overall sense of the 
text. Next comes “Konsten att tolka en run sten” (‘The art of interpreting a 
rune-stone’). This section poses the question why the Rök inscription has 
proved so difficult to get to grips with, and considers general principles 
of inter pretation. As part of the dis cussion, uncertainties about the dating 
of Rök are aired, and also the order in which different parts of the text 
are to be read. The last of the intro ductory sections bears the title “Forn
nordiska föreställ ningar” to be trans lated literally as ‘Old Scandi navian 
con cepts’ but more loosely and per haps more helpfully as ‘The world of 
ancient Scandinavian beliefs’. For this is in large part an introduction to 
Norse mythology, in particular as it mani fests itself in the art of rune- and 
picture-stones and in the Icelandic Eddas. The section includes suggestions 
about how Christian missionaries to Scandi navia may have adapted their 
mes sage to make it accord better with pre-existing heathen concepts, not 
least notions about the after-life and the end of the world.

The introductory sections just described provide the lay reader with an 
essential tool for understanding the core of the book. This core com prises 
a detailed, often word-for-word and sometimes even rune-for-rune, inter
pretation of the Rök stone’s text. The relevant section is entitled “In i rist
ningen” (‘Into the inscription’) and spans 124 pages. Given that there have 
been widely differing interpretations of most parts of the text, what the 
reader is presented with here are Williams’s arguments in favour of his 
reap praisal and his reasons for believing that he has hit on better solutions 
than his predecessors. A point he stresses in particular is that earlier 
inter pretations often leave much unexplained. The so-called “standard” 
inter pretation, that in a great many respects goes back to a monograph by 
Elias Wessén (1958), suggests that much of the Rök stone’s text deals with 
dis connected legends and myths which we have no hope of capturing 
or properly under standing since they have over time been irretrievably 
lost. Williams finds this approach unsatis factory, lacking as it does in 
explan a tory power. He thinks Varinn, the carver or commissioner of the 
Rök stone, must have had clear and pressing reasons for raising such an 
im posing monu ment, and that they ought to be discoverable through 
analysis of the text. Since early Viking Age Sweden has bequeathed us 
vir tu ally nothing in the way of literary remains, Williams falls back on 
material preserved in medieval Icelandic manu scripts. He draws partic
ular attention to the Eddaic poems Vǫluspá and Vafþrúð nis mál, and the 
pane gyrical lays Eiríksmál and Hákonarmál, in which he finds much that 
throws light on the Rök text.
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Vǫluspá, as is well known, deals with Ragnarǫk, the final battle between 
the Norse gods and the forces of darkness, a battle in which the old world 
is destroyed and a new world rises from the deep. As part of the catas
trophe, the sun grows dark and there is talk of ill winds and a succession of 
sunless summers. Vafþrúðnis mál mentions a fimbulvetr ‘terrible winter’, 
while Eiríks mál and Hákonar mál deal with Óðinn’s gathering in of out
standing warriors to Valhǫll so that they can assist at the battle of Ragna
rǫk. Williams connects these references with the memory of a gigantic 
volcanic eruption in AD 536, which appears to have had fatal conse
quences for large parts of the globe, not least the Nordic region (p. 11). 
This gives him an entry to the Rök text, whose mysteries are explained 
through comparison with relevant West Norse mythological sources, 
chiefly those to do with Óðinn and Valhǫll and their role in Ragna rǫk, 
and with the Fenris wolf, who in the course of the battle swallows Óðinn 
and — according to Williams’s inter pretation of Rök — extinguishes the sun. 
An important link in the chain is the stone’s reference to a being who, 
as Williams has it, ‘för nio åldrar (= generationer) sedan förlorade livet 
bland redgoter (= österut)’ (‘lost his/her life nine ages [= generations] ago 
among the Hraið Goths [= in the east]’, p. 160). That being, we are urged 
to believe, is in fact the sun, which nine generations prior to the setting up 
of the Rök monument failed to rise in the east — because of the dust clouds 
caused by the eruption. At roughly 30 years per generation this yields a 
time span of some 270 years from the catastrophe of 536 to the carving 
of the stone, which takes us neatly to the beginning of the 800s — a date 
commonly attributed to Rök. The c. 800 dating thus no longer has anything 
to do with the moving of a statue of the Gothic ruler Theoderic the Great 
to Aachen at the beginning of the 800s, as has been widely canvassed. 
Indeed, Theoderic plays no part in Williams’s interpretation, the sequence 
raiþiaurikʀ being taken not as ‘Theoderic ruled’ or ‘Theoderic rode’, but 
(fol low ing Bo Ralph, see below) as raið iau [or: iō] rinkʀ ‘the warrior rode 
the horse’ (pp. 161–67).

Without appreciation of the highly detailed analysis the author offers, 
it is impossible to do full justice to his interpretation. But to enter deep 
into the detail would more than break the bounds of a modest review. 
Suffice it to say here that the Rök text is understood first and foremost as 
Varinn’s memorial to his dead son Vāmōðʀ, but a memorial which sets 
Vāmōðʀ’s pre mature death in the context of early Viking Age escha tol ogy 
(see further below). As noted at the outset, Williams believes his inter
pretation is to be preferred to earlier attempts because he integrates each 
ele ment of the text into an overarching theme. I agree this is a decided 
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advan tage, and the fact that he by and large achieves his aim of pre senting 
a coherent nar ra tive might perhaps be taken as evidence that he is on the 
right track.

And yet. To some readers certain of his notions may seem a little 
forced. Mention of the Hraið gutaʀ and Hraiðmarr, for example, are taken 
to be references not to a people and a sea, but to the eastern horizon 
(cf. above) — because it is in the east (roughly speaking) the Hraið gutaʀ 
and Hraið marr are to be found, and that is where the sun rises (pp. 158–
60, 166). The sequence satintsiuluntifiakurauintura has according to 
Wil liams nothing to do with ‘four winters’ during which twenty kings 
remained on Zealand (or some other, less easily identi fiable, place), as 
most have supposed, but means rather ‘remained at the spark grove of 
the four directions’, supposedly a kenning for ‘the extensive battle field’ 
(sīulundi ‘spark grove [dat.]’ = battlefield; fiagura vindvrāa ‘of the four 
directions [gen. pl.]’, i.e. in every direction, widely extended; pp. 177–82). 
While this explanation seems to me far-fetched, it is also unde niable, as 
Williams stresses, that the traditional under standing of the sequence is 
not without its problems. And some of the ideas he advances have a cer
tain intuitive appeal, for example that the inscription’s portrayal of four 
groups of five kings, each lot of five bearing an identical name, is not to 
be taken literally, but rather in the sense that the groups are identified 
by the name of the most prominent member; thus Hraiðulfaʀ fim does 
not mean ‘five with the name Hraiðulfʀ’ but ‘five identified by reference 
to Hraiðulfʀ’ rather as þeir Guðmundr means ‘Guðmundr and the others’ 
(pp. 184 f.). Equally appealing is the suggestion that the repetition of the 
phrase sakumukmini at least in part serves the purpose of provid ing a 
key to the type of runes that follow (p. 119). Thus, for example, the sudden 
switch from short-twig runes to a variety of the older futhark is heralded 
by this very phrase written with the type of runes in which the next bit 
of text is composed; and the pattern is repeated in two other places where 
the carver switches to different varieties of runic cipher.

Here and there Williams can seem to overcomplicate matters. He claims, 
for example, that runaʀ in the opening statement aftuamuþ stãnta
runaʀþaʀ means not ‘runes’ ‘runic characters’, as one might think, but 
rather ‘rune-written message’. He points to the use of the singular runo 
on the older runic Einang, Noleby and Björke torp stones with this postu
lated sense (p. 124). To that it must be said it is far from agreed that the 
runo of these three early stones is either singular (Björke torp’s runo 
is surely genitive plural?) or indeed the same word as Rök’s runaʀ. It 
appears that wherever plural runaʀ occurs in the Viking Age or later, it 
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means, or is highly likely to mean, simply, ‘runes’. It is true, as Wil liams 
emphasises (p. 124), that runes are not otherwise said to ‘stand’ in Vik
ing Age memorial inscriptions, but very few of them employ a formula 
that gives promi nence to the deceased in the way Rök’s intro ductory 
state ment does, so there is little in the way of comparative evidence. 
The usual formula is of course ‘NN raised this stone in memory of MM’, 
where it is the raiser who has pride of place. Williams appeals to the 
ǫlrúnar ‘ale runes’, bjarg rúnar ‘helping runes’, sigrúnar ‘victory runes’ 
etc. of the Eddaic poem Sigr drífu mál for confirmation of the sense ‘rune-
written message’, but I wonder if this nomen clature represents more than 
speculative thinking on the part of Sigr drífu mál ’s composer. It is at the 
very least of uncertain import.

What then, the reader may ask, does Williams deem to be the over
arching theme of the Rök inscription? As I understand Rökstenen och 
världens under gång, he sees the monument not just as a memorial to 
Vāmōðʀ, but one that provides a rationale for his early death. Like the 
heroes of Eiríksmál and Hákonarmál, Vāmōðʀ has died at the behest of 
Óðinn so he can assist at the battle of Ragna rǫk. There is a chance he will 
sur vive to become part of the brave new world that arises after the battle. 
This hope gives some mean ing to Vāmōðʀ’s death and offers conso lation 
to Varinn and his family (pp. 271–75).

The book is not at an end with the detailed analysis of the Rök text 
that “In i ristningen” provides. Two further sections “Bakom ridån” 
(‘Behind the curtain’) and “Avslutning” (‘Conclusion’) sum up succinctly 
much of what has gone before and contribute a number of additional 
thoughts. The reader is then presented with the complete text of the 
inscrip tion — in transliteration, as edited text, in fairly literal, and in free 
Swed ish trans lation. This section concludes with a four-page summary 
out lining Williams’s interpretation of the inscription as a whole. There 
fol low detailed end notes for the reader keen to discover more. These are 
not numbered in the main text (so as not to put off the layman), and are 
identifiied by page number. Matters are not even finished here. Swedish 
trans lations of the complete texts of Vǫluspá, Vafþrúðnis mál, Eiríks mál 
and Hákonar mál are provided, followed by reproductions of fifteen earlier 
inter pretations of the Rök inscription. Completing Rökstenen och världens 
under gång is a select bibliography and an index.

According to the blurb on the back of the book’s dust jacket, no one 
has managed to arrive at a satisfactory interpretation of the Rök stone’s 
text in spite of the scholarly endeavours of more than 150 years — until 
now (my emphasis). This unvarnished claim that the author, unlike his 
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pre decessors, has finally unlocked the secrets of Rök is presumably to be 
blamed on the publisher. For while it is true that Williams’s inter pretation 
is more coherent than most, it is not there fore necessarily correct. And 
if one harbours doubts about certain elements of his analysis, as I hope I 
have shown one may, the coherence can begin to unravel a little. It must 
in any case be self-evident that certainty about the meaning of a lengthy 
and involved runic inscription from ninth- or tenth-century Öster göt land 
is unlikely ever to be achieved. All this having been said, there is no doubt 
that Rök stenen och världens undergång offers a wealth of valuable new 
insights into one of the most enigmatic of runic inscriptions. It is a defi
nitely a book it is better to have than not to have. 

We now turn our attention to Bo Ralph’s equally impressive attempt to 
grapple with the Rök enigma. His study bears the title Fadern, sonen och 
världs alltet, rendered into English by the author as ‘The Father, the Son, 
and the Cosmos’ (p. 883). Although relatively jargon-free, Ralph’s book 
will be less accessible to the general public than Williams’s because it 
assumes more than a nodding acquaintance with runology, Old Norse lan
guage and literature, philo logical methodology, Indo-Euro pean mythol
ogy, and indeed much else besides. It also offers a consid er ably greater 
level of detail, to which its 954 pages bear striking testi mony. For those 
who do not have the time or peace of mind to attack the com plete text, the 
author helpfully provides a summary in English which covers the basics 
(pp. 883–913). The main body of the work is so wide-ranging and com
pre hen sive that an average length review can in no way do it justice. In 
the following I will therefore limit myself to a brief snapshot of what the 
book contains, to which will be appended a few critical comparisons with 
Williams’s opus.

Of considerable help to the reader is the organisation of Fadern, 
sonen och världs alltet. There is a primary division into four sections: “1. 
Utgångs läge” (‘Starting point’); “2. Kritisk granskning” (‘Critical exami
nation’); “3. Nytolkning” (‘New interpretation’); “4. Konsekvenser”, 
literally ‘consequences’, but perhaps better translated ‘results’ or ‘con
clu sions’. Within each of the first three of these sections we are offered 
a phrase-by-phrase or word-by-word analysis of the Rök stone’s text. 
All three analyses follow roughly the same format, but present the text 
from different stand points. Section 1 discusses what Ralph dubs ‘the 
official version’ (p. 33), his term for the hitherto most widely accepted 
read ing and inter pretation of the Rök inscription — a ‘version’ that has 
its origin in Elias Wessén’s seminal 1958 exposition (cf. above). This 
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