
The Inscription on the Whetstone from Stnbm 

Elmer H . Antonsen 

T he runic inscription on the Whetstone from Str¢m in Norway is of particula r 
interest because it represen ts the ea rliest a ttestation of a work-song in the 
G ermanic languages. Archeologists cannot aid in the da ti ng of this inscription, 
since no other objects were found with the whetstone. Previous attempts to fix a 
date on the basis of runic and linguistic evidence have relied on ad hoc assump-
tions concerning phonological developments and the relative age of ce rta in 
runic variants. It is shown tha t the inscri ption can be interpreted wi thout such 
ad hoc hypotheses a nd that the work-song must date from approxima tely 
450-500 A.D. a t the latest, rather than from the beginning of the seventh cen tury 
as previously assumed. 

1. In 1908 on a n island a t the end of the Str0mfjord in Norway 
was found a whetstone made of fine-grained sandstone and 
approximately 15 em. in length , 2 em. wide, and I em. thick. 
No thing else was found with this whetstone, so tha t archeologists 
can tell us little a bou t its age. Each of the na rrow sides of the 
whetstone bears an inscription in the older, so-called 
Germanic, runes: 

Side A 

P f'tM~t I H 1-f.~H~R t 
w a t e ha I i h i n o h o r na 

Side B 

~~~y~~ I ~~nt lXI 
ha ha s k a 1» i ha 1» u I i g i 
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All of the runi c shapes a re clear and unrema rk a ble, except fo r 
th e sand the k of Side B (sec below). The inscri ption is of great 
interest to runi c scholars for a number of reasons. First, we arc 
gratefu l for a ny inscription which is beyond al l doubt complete, 
which presents no problems in reading, a nd which consists of 
co mplete utteran ces which add to our knowledge of the vocabu-
la ry, morphology , and syntax of the la nguage these inscriptions 
(dating from about 150-600 A.D. ) were written in. Secondly, this 
inscription takes us a step further in to th e history of Germa nic 
ve rse-form, since the text is cl earl y alli terat ive a nd consists of two 
Germanic " long-lines," each displaying two " half-lines" wi th two 
stresses each: 

wate hali hino horna 

h a h a s k a ~ i ha~u ligi 

The tex t rep resents the earliest a ttested work-song in the Germanic 
languages. Bu t how old is this work-song? Since a rcheologists 
cannot help us, we must rely on the runic text for the a nswer. 
On the basis of the sha pes of the runes themselves, of their phono-
logical va lues, and of the analysis of morphological forms found in 
the inscription, most schola rs agree with Krause that the whetstone 
is to be ascribed to the early seventh century; i.e. , towa rd the very 
end of the period of inscriptions in the older runic alpha bet. In 
my view, however, the basis for this dating is so faulty that it 
cannot be correc t, a nd I sha ll a ttempt to show that the inscription 
must be considera bl y older. 

2. O nce an inscription has been read a nd transliterated, the next 
step is to divide it into meaningfu l units. Fortu nately, in the case 
of our inscription this is no d iffi cult task and most scholars a re 
agreed on the word divisions given above. T he next step is to 
identify the lexical items and their g rammatical forms. If we 
start wi th the most transparent ones first, we see tha t the last word 
of Side A , horna, must be the neu ter noun meaning " horn" 
found in all Germanic la nguages and also in the inscription on the 
Gold Horn from Gallehus in this very same form. M orphologically, 
horna can be ei th er nominative or accusative singular. Proceed ing 
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Figure I. S ide A of the Whetstone from Sn·~m. Photographs a rc through the 
courtesy of Univcrsitetet i Trondhcim Musect, Norway, where the whetstone 
is now located. 

Figure 2. Side B or the Whetstone from Str~m. 



backwards in the line , the word hino is easily recognizable as 
corresponding to the masculine accusa tive singula r of the deictic 
pronou n found in Gothic hina " this" a nd Old English hine " him." 
Its ge nder does not agree with that ofhorna, so horna is isolated 
in the sentence a nd must be a neuter nominative. 

In runi c writing there was an orthographic convention that 
double consonan ts were d esignated by only a single rune. T hus 
hali can be the representation for halli, which corresponds to the 
mascu line nouns found in Old Icelandic hallr, Old English lzeall 
" fl at stone," Gothic hallus " rock," and runic halaz=halla~ in the 
inscription from Stenstad. The root is clearly */hall- /, while the 
final wi of our word derives from the stem-forman t of i-stem nouns 
a lso found in La tin collis "hill. " The absence of a -z in hali 
(corresponding to the-sin Latin) indicates that this word must be 
a n accusative singular, thus agreeing with the gender, number, 
a nd case ofhino. On Side A, then, we are left with the word 
wate, which remains to be a nalyzed, but can already be con-
sidered a prime candidate for the verb which req uires the 
accusative found in halli hino " this stone. " Since lzalli hino can only 
refer to the whetstone itself, a nd since we know tha t such whet-
stones were used to sharpen agricultural instruments a nd were 
carried in a horn containing water and attached to a man's belt, 
wate m ust be a verb related to the adj ectives found in Old English 
wcilt, O ld Icelandic vatr " wet. " Before discussing the form of this 
verb, however, let us turn to the second side of the inscription. 

O n Side B the words ska!li Cp = th as in think) and ligi can be 
related to the verbs found in English scathe, lie, a nd Germa n 
schadm, liegen, with their Scandinavian counterparts. The two 
remain ing words, haha a nd ha}>u, must be nouns associated 
with these verbs. So far, most scholars are in agreement. Diver-
gences· in opinion arise in the identification and interpreta tion of 
haha and ha!lu and in the identification of the forms of the verbs 
wate, skapi, ligi. 

3. Sophus Bugge, Magnus Olsen, a nd Wolfgang Krause all assume 
tha t wate must correspond in form to Old Icelandic vcilta " to 
wet." The ending -e is explained as tha t of the third person 
singular, present opta tive, and the whole line is interpreted to 
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mean " may the horn wet this stone." T his analysis presents 
linguistic d ifficulties, however, since such a fo rm would d erive 
from a Proto-Germ a nic * fwret-ij-ai/, which in the norma l course 
of development wo uld have produced the r unic fo rm *watije. 
In order to overcome this difficu lty, Olsen attempted to explain 
wate as a late form from which the stem-form a nt -ij- of this 
supposed weak verb of class I had been lost. Krause accepts this 
expla na tion , but such a n assum ption cannot be made, since it 
conflic ts with the evidence of the endings of a ll other words in th e 
inscription , which are perfectly regular fo r the la nguage of the 
inscriptions up to the period of the bracteates. Bracteates, modelled 
after Rom a n coins and medals, are da teable to ca. 400-550 A.D. , 
a nd those with runic inscriptions show no eviden ce for p hono-
logical d evelopments which wou ld justify Olsen's proposed 
loss of -ij-. 

The ver b ligi corresponds to Gothic Ligjan, O ld Icelandic Liggja, 
Old Saxon liggian " to li e"-and m ust d erive from the Proto-
Germanic impera tive singular * fleg-ij -e/ , which in the language 
of the inscriptions would have become Ligz= ligi. Similarly, skapi 
corresponds to Gothic skapjan, O ld Icela ndic skepja, Old F risia n 
skethia "to scathe" a nd d erives from */skap-ij-e/, producing 
skaftz=ska~i. Olsen felt that the three verbs of the inscription 
must rep resent pa rallel forms, and since he considered wate to be 
an op tative, he sought to interpret ska~i a nd ligi as opta tives 
also, but was faced with the necessity of expla ining the different 
endings of wat-e on the one hand and ska~-i and lig-i on the 
o ther . H e sough t to do this by proposing still another ad hoc rule: 
the d evelopment of the ending was different a fter the long root 
sylla ble of wate = wat-e from tha t after the short root sylla bles in 
ska~-i=skap-i and ligi = Lig-i. Actua lly, the optative forms of these 
verbs would derive from Proto-G erma nic forms with the suffixes 
* /-( i)j-aif, which would have produced the runic forms *watije, 
*ska~je, a nd *ligje, or even if we were to accept the implausible 
loss of *-(i)j-, then the forms would have to be *wate, *ska~e, 
and *lige. It is impossible, then, to consider all three verbs to be 
the same form of verbs of the same class, unless one is willing to 
posit otherwise unattes ted developments in order to " explain" 
single forms. Such a procedure is not acceptable, however, and 
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certainly not if the forms can be explained in keeping with 
otherwise attested d evelopments. 

Olsen's assumption that the three verbs represent parallel forms 
is undou btedly correct, but his mistake lies in assu ming that a ll 
three belong to the same class of verbs; i.e., to the weak verbs of 
class I and the so-calledj-present strong verbs (which would have 
identical fo rms in the formations under discussion here). He was 
led into this pitfall b y equating wate wi th O ld Icelandic vii:ta, a 
weak verb of class I , while overlooking the fact that adj ectives a nd 
nouns can be converted into verbs of other weak classes in the 
Germanic languages, as seen for example in the variegated forms 
of the verb "to scathe": O ld English sceapian, Old Saxon skathon, 
Old High German skadon (class II ), and O ld High German 
skaaen (class III ), in addition to forms of weak class I andj-present 
strong verbs. The runic verb wate is perfectly regu lar if we 
ass ume it to be a second person singular imperative of weak class 
III from Proto-Germanic * fwret-ref, which wo uld produce by 
regular development wat-e= wate, as v. Grienberger suggested. 

Side A can therefore be translated straightforwardly as " Wet 
this stone, horn !" Side B then says "Scathe, . .. ! Li e, . .. !"and 
the logical subj ects of the three verbs a re a ll d ifferent and the 
nouns haha and ha)>u, like horna, must be nomina tives-. 
Furthermore, haha must denote something which can scathe or 
do harm, while ha)>u must be something which can lie. 

4. O lsen a ttempted to relate the noun haha to Swedish h8 f. , h8v 
m. " new grass after th e first mowing" and to derive it from Proto-
Germa nic *fhrehwa-f. However, as we have seen, haha must be 
the designation of something which can be sharpened and there-
fo re " do harm"; i. e., it must be an agricultural tool. Furthermore, 
the derivation from a presumed * fhrehwa-/ presupposes an ad hoc 
loss of f-w-f. Etymologicall y, haha can only be assigned to a la rge 
group of derivatives from the Proto-Indo-European roots * /kek-, 
keg-/ meaning "hooked , forked , sharp" a nd represented in such 
German ic items as Gothic hoha, Old High German huoh( -ili) 
"plow," Old Saxon haco, Old English hoc, O ld High German 
Mko " hook," O ld Icela ndic h¢kja "crook, crutch," a nd pro bably 
also in older English haugh " hoe. " Our noun would therefore be 
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the d esignation for a hooked , sha rp tool, which in this inscription 
could only be a scythe. Whether this was the normal word for 
"scythe" or was used only for poetic a nd alliterative purposes 
cannot be ascertai ned. As to form , it must be the nominative 
singular of a masculine n-stem. 

The noun hal>u was explained by v. Grienbergcr as the reflex 
of a Proto-Germanic * Jhawip:'i/, nominative singular feminine, 
derived from the verb * Jhawwan-/ "to cut down , hew" and trans-
lated as "a mowing." Once again, this deriva tion presupposes an 
ad hoc loss of * J-wi-J, which finds no support in inscriptions in the 
older runic alphabe t. Kra use accepts v. Grienberger's explanation 
after rejecting Olsen's equation ofhal>u with the Germ anic word 
for " battle," as in Old High German and Old Saxon lzathu-, Old 
English heapu-, and Old Icelandic hop, because of "syntacti c 
reasons." H e apparently means that a word denoting " battle" 
would not fit in to the context. However, runic hal>u can very well 
be the reflex of a neuter u-stem noun from Proto-Indo-European 
*j kot-w-mf meaning "tha t which is cut down," from which the 
word for "battle" is also derived ( cf. the modern expression " to 
mow down the enemy") . With such an analysis, the entire inscrip-
tion reads : " Wet this stone, horn! Scythe, scathe ! Hay [or grainl , 
lie!" The whole point of the worksong is an admonition to the 
horn to wet the whetstone to permi t it to sharpen the blade 
properly so that the scy th e will cut the hay or grain clean and th e 
latter will lie (i.e. , not stand up again , as happens with a dull 
scythe) . There is no evidence in the inscription for late phono-
logical developments and there is no need to assum e, as Krause 
does, that some forms are " feierl ich archaisierende Formen" (i.e., 
archaic forms used on solemn occasions), while others supposedly 
represent more "colloquial" forms. There is no evidence in an y 
runic inscription known to us that forces us to assume the writer 
ever consciously used a rchaic forms. 

5. The other basis for a late dating of this inscription is supposedl y 

found in the shape of two of the runes themselves, the s-rune = ~ 

and the k-rune = Y on Side B. All others are perfec tly normal 

in every respect. 
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It is common practice to assume that certain shapes of various 
runes represent older or younger stages when compared to other 
shapes. The method of determining the chronological ordering of 
the variants has been a somewhat haphazard undertaking, how-
ever. In most cases, we have no way of knowing what the 
"original" shape was, or indeed whether there were not various 
traditions which preferred one shape over another. In addition, it 
is well known that nondistinctive variants can be expected from 
one and the same wri ter. The distinctive features of the older 
runes a re given in Table I. The basic shapes are those most com-
monly found in inscriptions of Scandinavian provenience. 

In the case of the s -rune, the distinctive features a re[- staff, 

2 crooks], whereby 2 = more than one (cf. the variants ~ , i , 
~ , etc.), whereas the k-rune has only one crook (see below), 

and the j-rune has two crooks which are not connected . The differ-

ence be tween ~ and ~ is therefore completely nondistinctive. 

While it is true that the sha pe ~ becomes the d ominan t one in 

inscriptions in the younger fupa rk, there is no way of determining 
how early it could have occurred. I t could have occurred from the 
very earliest times, since i t would not have been mistaken for any 
other runic symbol. I t therefore cannot be cited as evidence for a 
late dating of this inscription. 

As for the k-rune, our inscription displays a variety with a 

staff= Y . The development of staffs in originally staffless runes, 
it has been maintained, increases toward the end of the older 
period and into the period of the younger inscrip tions. As a matter 
of fact, among the staffless runes, g, o, and s never developed 

forms with a staff, and the ng-rune with a staff= + a lways 

represcn ts the phonological sequence fing/, so tha t it is actually 
best regard ed as a bind-ru ne (i.e., ligature) consisting of the i-rune 
-j th e ng-rune, rather than an ng-rune with a staff. If we look a t 
the evidence presented in the inscriptions themselves, we fi nd 
k -runes wi th staffs among the very oldest inscriptions known to us 
(e.g., on th e Vimose woodplanc, dated archeologically as early as 
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Table I. Distinctive features of th e Germanic runes. 

no branch 1 branch 2 branches pocket 1 crook 2 crooks 

unilateral bilateral continuous interrupted 

I staJf I i top r I ~ a f t }> w 

center l n r f r z \> p 
-

bottom J) u ~ p J <e ~ b R r 

2 staJfs top M e t1 m 

cen ter Hh 

bottom M d 

no stajj· X g ~ 0 .,. ng < k ~ s ~j 



the second century, and the Kragehul lanceshaft from about 
300 A.D.). These shapes may very well have resulted from the use 

of bind-runes, e.g. , ! = ~ + 'f = az, and~ = ~ 

+ ( = ka, with a faulty reanalysis of the componen t parts, so 

that ~ was in terpreted to be ~ +!, and k to be p + A 
Such bind-runes also occur in th e very earliest inscri ptions. The 
difficulty is compounded by the fact tha t we simply do not know 
what the origina l sha pe of this rune was ( cf. Greek K and La tin c). 
In view of these uncertainties, the shape of the k-rune cannot be 
used to brand this inscription as early or la te. 

It will be seen from the foregoing that there is actually no 
evidence which would justify us in assigning the inscription on the 
Whetstone from Str0m to a period later than that of the runic 
bractea tes. We can therefore be relatively certain that our work-
song is a product of the fifth century, or of the beginning of the 
sixth century at the latest. 
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