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Or Barnes20: A metrical inscription?

Or Barnes20 is one of the most disputed among the runic inscriptions which were carved into the walls of the prehistorical cairn of Maeshowe by Norsemen about the middle of the 12th century. In the inscription it is stated that it was carved by the man who was most skilled in runes west of the ocean with the axe of Gaukr Trandilssonr (known from Njáls saga and Landnámabók). In general the inscription is treated to be composed in verse. Magnus Olsen (1903, 18-21) considers the inscription to bee metrical, whereas Finnur Jónsson (1904-5) firmly rejected this. Michael Barnes (1994, 155) declares it as ‘rough-and-ready verse’. In previous research runic inscriptions often have been considered to be metrical only because of alliteration or internal rhyme (e.g. Hübler 1996), but as Edith Marold (2011, 101) pointed out “the starting point and guiding principle is the condition that verse inscriptions be both metrical and alliterating”. Starting from this premise the metrical character of Or Barnes20 will be analysed and the inscription will be compared with other metrical runic inscriptions from the same time.
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