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Abstract 

The Runic scripture is very unique and complicated and has evolved for over centuries and 

resulted in unique Runic variants such as Gothic Runes, Anglo-Frisian and more. But where 

did Runes come from and how did they spread throughout Europe is what this paper will 

attempt to answer by going over multiple Runic objects as well as different historical 

literatures and databases in order to establish potential routes for which Runes could have 

spread through. Such as from Rhine to Northern Europe or from Germany to the rest of 

Northern Europe or Gaul to Northern Europe. However the people that spread the Runes are 

partially unknown with some suggesting that it was a group from a Germanic area that spread 

them to the rest of Northern Europe, but no clear evidence appears until around 400 AD when 

a clear migration of people was visible in Frisia and England.  
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1. Introduction  

1.1. Main purpose   

The Runic language is one of the most intriguing languages and has captivated many with its 

mysterious scriptures and Runes with the most popular one being related to the Vikings in 

Scandinavia (Gibson 1859: 111). But what most people do not know is that Runes are not 

completely ‘new’ in fact they have existed since as early as the Pre-Roman Iron Age with 

some suggesting they appeared even earlier. But the question about where Runes originated 

has remained unsolved, with several different theories being proposed over the span of two 

centuries. However the focus on how Runes spread throughout Europe seems to be largely 

absent in the discussion of Runes as a whole, which is why I decided to make that the main 

focus of this paper. As well as bringing up new information about the potential origin of 

Runes with the help of archeological material that has emerged over the last couple decades as 

well as older information that have been brought into a new light. 

  

1.2. Problem formulation   

Why I chose to answer this question is largely based out of curiosity since I have been curious 

about Runes and Runic inscriptions since I was a child, who grew up in a village that had a 

massive runestone near the church. So I have always been intrigued by Runes and decided 

that I wanted to expand my knowledge of it and how it could have spread throughout Europe. 

I also wanted to tackle the subject because the question is largely absent in the bigger 

discussion of Runes, even though some scholars have tackled parts of the spread such as 

Looijenga, Findell and Palumbo (Looijenga 2003a, Findell 2022, Palumbo 2022). As well as 

several corpuses that focus on the archeological material with Runic inscriptions, which will 

be considered in more detail in chapter 2 and chapter 5. But what the majority of these papers 

have not done is compared the Runic objects together with the spread in order to show 

potential routes that people could have used in order to spread Runes throughout Europe and 

the majority of Runic scholars also do not discuss who could have spread them, which will be 

investigated in more detail in chapter 5 section 5.2 and 5.3.  

 



 
 

1.3. What questions need to be answered  

The aim of this essay is to show the spread of Runes through Europe while also theorizing 

how the Runic alphabet came to existence and how it spread, and to answer these questions. 

In addition to the key research questions a number of secondary questions will be 

investigated, such as:   

• Where did the Older Futhark originate?  

• What was the earliest evidence for Runes in Northern Europe? 

• Are there any inscriptions that might tell us more about the Runic alphabet and its 

potential origin?  

• Was there any morphological change in the language as it spread to northern Europe? 

These secondary questions will be answered in conjunction with the key questions.  

 

1.4. Definitions  

Before we start going into the text some words need to be defined and explained to make it 

easier to comprehend. For example, Frisian which refers to a specific area that occupied the 

Netherlands and parts of Northwestern Belgium. Then there is Gaul which is comprised of 

France, parts of Belgium and parts of Northern Italy. Anything that mentions Runes in this 

specific paper will refer to Elder Futhark unless stated otherwise. Elder Futhark refers to the 

24 oldest Runes with the word Futhark being based of the first six Runes in the alphabet. 

Harii refers to a sub tribe of the Lugii. Lugii is comprised of multiple sub tribes such as Harii, 

the Helvecones, the Manimi, the Helisii and the Nahanarvili as well as the Vandals (Vandals 

could be associated with an old Scandinavian divine name Vandill) (Ahlquist 1972: 7, 9). 

These tribes are also described to be a part of the Przeworsk culture which consisted of 

warriors and originated somewhere in Southwestern Europe and settled down near the river 

basins of the Odra, Warta, Vistula and Bug. Another thing that needs some explanation is 

Sievers law, which is a morphological process which looks over the production of -i- before -

j- on the grounds of the sound value of the scripts (Mees 2013: 113). Another thing that needs 

to be mentioned is that transliterations of specific Runes will be used instead of writing out 

the Rune itself. This is because when changing the format to a pdf the symbols become 

rectangles and lose their original meaning. 



 
 

2. Research history 

2.1.   Theoretical basis 

There are a lot of different theories to why Runes spread through Europe, with the most 

prevalent being that Vikings spread it through raids and conquests although this is only partly 

correct since Runes were created far earlier than the Viking Age (Imer 2010: 41). In actual 

fact Runes were created earlier than the Migration Period and possibly even earlier again with 

the new evidence showing that Runes could have been created earlier than the Roman iron 

age. According to many scholars such as Hempl (Hempl 1899), Barnes (Barnes 2012: 10), 

Looijenga (Looijenga 2003a, 2022), Knirk (Knirk 2008: 634) and many more Runes were in 

fact created around the first century BC, thanks to the fibula found in a cremation burial in 

Meldorf, Northwestern Germany (Mees 1997: 131). This has been dated to 50 BC but later 

redated to 25 AD and redated again to 50 AD. The thing about this fibula is that it is still 

being debated if the inscriptions are Runes or some other language like Latin (Mees 1997: 

131, 138). I will go into more details on the fibula in chapter 3 section 3.3.2 and chapter 5 

section 5.1.2.1. 

What language Runes were inspired by is heavily debated and as such a lot of theories will be 

considered, starting with the oldest one which was developed around 1874, with the first 

theory being that Runes were developed through Latin and then spread because of the Roman 

Empire’s expansion (Hempl 1899: 370). This theory is largely based of the direct contact 

between the Northern Germanic people and the Romans during the Roman Iron Age (Imer 

2010:41). However, this theory has been contested multiple times by multiple scholars and 

rune enthusiast alike, mainly because of the letters not fully matching up since only five 

Runes can even be considered to look similar to Latin in terms of form value (Taylor 1883: 

214). The Runes that could not be explained by the Latin theory would later be explained by 

Taylor as being derived from Greek (ibid 1883: 214). Both sides have some good arguments 

like the fact that objects with Latin inscriptions were found in Scandinavia between 1 – 160 

AD in forms of saucepans, ladles, strainers, buckets and silver beakers (Imer 2010: 41 – 42), 

together with Runic items which will be discussed in chapter 3 section 3.3.1. This could 

establish a connection between the Latin speaking world and Scandinavia.  

Something else that should be mentioned in regards to the Latin theory is that there are 

several different Latin theories such as the one stated by Agrell in 1938, where they turned 

towards the Latin cursives and found similar inscriptions from Pompeian and a modified 



 
 

version in the Roman army that was settled around Southwestern Germany near Rhineland 

(Elliott 1959: 4). Agrell then concludes that the creation of runes must have taken place 

between 63 – 142 AD with Runes being created somewhere along Rhineland (ibid 1959: 4). 

This theory could be supported by the Meldorf Fibula with potential Runic inscriptions 

located in Germany and dated to around the first century AD, but the fibula has not been 

proven to support the Latin theory and is still being argued over till this day (Mees 1997:138).  

At the same time Taylor developed a theory that Runes were based of the Thracian alphabet, 

which is an old form of Greek (now known as the Greek alphabet) which was created around 

the sixth century BC (Hempl 1899: 370). The basis of this theory according to Taylor is that 

Goths from the Baltic marched to the Danube, while another Gothic tribe migrated towards 

Norway and Jutland with ‘Gothic Runes’ (Taylor 1883: 215). Taylors theory has now been 

largely ignored by runologists and Runic scholars alike thanks to new information about the 

Goths as well as new information about Runes emerging during the last couple of centuries 

(Hempl 1899: 370). Later on, the Greek theory was redefined by Bugge and Von Friesen 

when they proposed that a classical Greek Scripture written by Southeastern Goths had an 

Armenian word that correspondence with the name of a Runic script (Mees 2000: 35), which 

according to them enforces a Southeastern connection and potential origin of Runes (ibid 

2000: 35). It shall also be stated that the Runic scripture according to Friesen was created 

around the third century AD, but was later changed to the first century AD by Askberg since 

new evidence emerged (Elliott 1959: 5, Barnes 2012: 35). Later on, people started dissecting 

Wimmers Latin theory and instead promoted the Greek/Gothic theory put forward by Bugge, 

Von Friesen and Salin and other theories put forward by Grimm who theorized that evidence 

for Runes on the continent could be seen in the Wulfila script (Mees 2000: 36).  

Now the majority of Runic scholars. Specifically the ones that promoted the Gothic theory 

have accepted that most of the Runes seem to have been based on Greek, which was also 

supported by the archaeological evidence that Salin found between Southeastern Europe and 

Scandinavia (Mees 2000: 37). However, Salin fails to mention what the material and what 

context it was found in, and as such it will be largely overlooked since no material has been 

revealed in any publication. When the Greek theory finally got enough traction, another 

theory was being developed on the continent. This theory was that Runes developed 

independently without any impact from other languages and was put forward by Richard 

Meyer. However, Meyers theory has been dismissed by multiple people including Taylor, 

Feist and Hans, who claimed it was not possible for Runes to have developed without any 



 
 

impact from other languages (ibid 2000: 37). At the same time another theory developed that 

based Runes on the North Etruscan alphabet and linked them together with the Cimbric 

invasion that happened at the end of the second century BC (Mees 2000: 38). This theory also 

provides an explanation on how Runes spread from south to north and connects the 

similarities between the Ogham alphabet and the Runic scripture, while also claiming that 

Ogham was the basis for Runes (ibid 2000: 38). This theory was proposed by Marstrander and 

Hammarström (Fischer 2005: 44) with the arguments being: it is possible for some Germanic 

tribes to have been in contact with people that spoke Etruscan at some point. With people 

such as Pytheas and Livius who claimed that one Germanic tribe came across North Etruscan 

writing in the fourth century BC and then evolved their own language known as futhark 

around the second century BC, when they then passed the knowledge to the Cimbri as they 

were passing through (Elliott 1959: 9). At the same time new information came to light 

bringing forth a new interpretation that Runes were created in Scandinavia, this theory was 

led by Hammarström and Moltke (Mees 2000: 37, 40). Later on Moltke also proposed that 

runes were created in Denmark (Antonsen 2002: 93 – 94).   

Another theory was proposed by Troeng during the early 21th century AD that claims that 

some of the Runes were based on an Aramaic Semitic alphabet, and more specifically the 

Nabatean one (Troeng 2003: 291). The reason why is because some Runes form value and 

phonology value does not match up with any of the other theories such as Latin (ibid 2003: 

289 – 292). But can, according to Troeng 2003, be explained by comparing it to Nabatean 

letters since several similarities can be seen between the Runic letters and the Nabatean letters 

(Troeng 2003: 292). Troeng also states that a language such as Runic is usually based of two 

or more languages (ibid 2003: 291).  

However, the majority of these earlier theories do not tackle the spread of the Runes or how 

they might have spread, which is odd considering that Salin did mention the spread of 

archaeological material that would support one theory but does not go into detail on what the 

finds were or from what period they were from. Therefore, this paper will discuss the spread 

while also bringing up the potential area where the first Runes appeared, and create a 

chronological timeline based on archaeological materials, to theorize how Runes might have 

spread and from what group if possible. In order to accomplish that, relevant and available 

archaeological records and literature will be reviewed in chapter 3. 

 



 
 

3. Method and Material   

3.1 primary sources  

To answer the key and secondary questions, then several objects as well as literature needs to 

be analyzed and in order to do so. Information regarding the objects will be collected as well 

as the literature, which will be gathered using Google Scholar, ProQuest, Science Direct, 

Academia, the Umeå University Library and PHYS, as well as different databases such as 

Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen (which will be 

referred to as RuneS through the rest of the paper) and Runor.ku.dk. As well as other search 

engines and databases if deemed necessary. In order to search the information different 

keywords will also be implemented such as Runes, Runic, earliest evidence for Runes, Runic 

corpus, Frisian Runes, Latin theory, Greek theory, North Etruscan theory, Rhine, Rhineland, 

Gaul Runes, Gaul, North Italic theory, Punic theory, Slavic Runes, English Runes and 

potentially more depending on how relevant they are. When it comes to gathering information 

regarding the objects then I will mainly use the database RuneS. This databse holds the 

majority of the objects with Runes up till the Middle Ages. However, it should be noted that 

RuneS does not currently contain the most recent discoveries from the last two decades, 

which then means that I will resort to using different field reports in order to get information 

about the more recent finds. It should also be noted that some of the original reports regarding 

certain items were unavailable to me since not everything is digitalized and the nearest library 

did not have some of the reports, so therefore I had to resort to using secondary sources. 

 

3.2. Literature  

Through the paper I will use a range of literature such as dissertations, doctoral theses, field 

reports, corpuses and books that are relevant to the research area, in order to gather information 

about the Runic materials and theories regarding the Runic scriptures. Something that should 

be mentioned is that majority of the sources are fairly old with some being as old as over 100 

years, so this material should always be used with caution, and critical thinking is advised. 

Additionally, some of the sources are in Danish and German and as I cannot speak either 

language, I have to resort to reading the translations so some of the original meaning behind the 

texts will be lost. That is if there even is a translation to begin with since some sources are only 

in German then I have to resort to find an alternative source. It should also be noted that there 



 
 

is a possibility that some of the literature is biased or leans too heavily on a specific theoretical 

perspective while not exploring the other potential theories regarding the spread, origin and 

interpretation of certain Runic materials. Something else that should be remembered is that 

there is a chance that some of the literature was written out of a nationalistic perspective, 

especially the ones near the 1800s. As such, considerable caution is needed when assessing the 

veracity of the literature, and this material needs to be understood in its historical context. 

 

3.3 Materials  

When it comes to the Runic objects I will resort to using different databases as well as different 

corpuses to gather the information about the different objects, but in order to gather that 

information since there is a lot. Estimated around 350 objects with Runic inscriptions currently 

discovered, with potentially over 249 500 items lost due to different circumstances such as 

different environmental factors and or human influences (Düwel 2004: 125). Due to the 

considerable size of the dataset, and in order to ensure this study is achievable in the timescales 

available, this study will focus on the period between 1 – 600 AD. The study region will be 

focused on Northern Europe, with Northern Europe including Germany, Scandinavia, England, 

Frisia and Poland which will be separated into two categories Scandinavia and Northwestern 

Europe including Poland. There will be one exception to the Northern Europe limitation and 

that is Rhineland and Gaul since it has some interesting information regarding the potential 

origin and how Runes spread through Rhine to the north, which will be discussed further in 

chapter 5. The number of objects will also be limited to the earliest Runic evidence in each 

country with some exceptions if the material is uncertainly dated or has some relevancy to 

explain the spread of Runes through multiple objects with the same inscription. We will start 

by listing the Scandinavian objects and then follow this with the Northwestern Europe’s objects.   

 

3.3.1 Scandinavia (Denmark, Sweden & Norway) 

The first country to consider is Denmark with the first object being the comb found in Vimose 

Bog in Denmark. This find is dated to between 1 – 160 AD and is one of the oldest 

archeological materials with Runic inscriptions found in Scandinavia. It was discovered in a 

bog together with other deposited materials and was possibly deposited between the second – 

third century AD (Jensen 2007: 131). The comb is made out of antler bone/horn and measures 



 
 

5,6 cm in length and 4,9 cm in height, this can be seen in appendix 1 figure 1 (Runes 

Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023). The inscription on 

the comb reads as follows: ‘harja’, which some suggest is the name of the owner, but could 

also be transcribed to be a tribal name belonging to the Lugii tribe as mentioned by Tacitus 

(Much 1959: 378, 390). Something that should be noted is that the word ‘harja’ also appears 

on the Skåäng stone together with another Rune which has been deciphered to be ‘harijaz 

leugaz’ which if translated can be interpreted as mentioning both Harii and Lugii (Looijenga 

2003a: 87), with Harii being a sub tribe to Lugii that belonged to the Przeworks culture more 

of this will be brought up in chapter 5. Another interpretation is that the ‘harja’ stands for 

comb since the word in Finnish means brush or comb (Looijenga 2022: 120). Currently the 

comb is stored in Denmark’s National Museum in Copenhagen (Runes Forschungsprojekt der 

Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023). 

The next material is the lance head found in Vimose bog in Denmark. This find is dated to 

between 210 – 260 AD which was found deposited into a bog. The lance is made out of iron 

and measures 26,3 cm in length and 3,1 cm in width. This object can be seen in appendix 1 

figure 2. With the Runes being inscribed on the right side of the lance head. The inscription 

reads as follows: ‘Wagnijo’, which has been interpreted as the name of the blacksmith that 

created it. The Runes can be seen in appendix 1 figure 3 (Runes Forschungsprojekt der 

Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023). This lance head is now stored in Odense 

Bys Museer in Odense, Denmark.  

The next object considered is the sheath-mount found in Vimose bog in Denmark. Dated to 

between 210 – 260 AD. The sheath mount was found in a deposit together with the other 

Vimose bog finds. It measures 10,8 cm in length, 2,0 cm in width and 0,8 cm in depth. This 

can be seen in appendix 1 figure 4. The sheath is made out of bronze and partially silver 

plated. The object is also partially fragmented with the inscription placed in the middle of the 

mount that reads as follows: ‘mariha aala makija’ which Looijenga has interpreted as meaning 

“may the lake have Aala” with Aala being a personal name and inscribed at a later date likely 

in conjunction with the deposition (Looijenga 2003a: 158). The object is now located in the 

National Museum in Copenhagen, Denmark (Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der 

Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023).    

The next objects are the lance heads from Illerup in Denmark. These lance heads (Lance head 

1 and lance head 2) were both found in Illerup and are dated to between 190 – 240 AD and 

both are made out of iron with measurements of 29,6 cm in length with an undetermined 



 
 

height. The lance heads were both of the Vennolum type with the Runes being located on the 

blade of the lances. The first lance head was fully complete while the second one was partially 

fragmented this can be seen in appendix 1 figure 5 (Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie 

der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023). Interestingly enough both lance heads have the 

inscription: ‘wagnijo’ which could be interpreted as the name of the creator who might be 

from Germany according to Looijenga (Looijenga 2003a: 82). The two lance heads are now 

stored in Moesgaard museum in Hojbjerg, Denmark (Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie 

der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023).   

The next item to consider is the Kolben armlet from Boltinggård in Denmark. This armlet was 

presumably found in a hoard together with other artifacts, such as fifteen roman coins and a 

golden necklace. The armlet itself is dated to between 200 – 500 AD, with an inscription that 

reads as follows: ‘P – III’. This has been interpreted to be a weight measurement with the P 

standing for pound and the three lines represent the roman number for three, but the three 

lines have also been interpreted as corresponding with three silver pounds (Henrik & 

Horsnaes 2004: 132 – 133, Imer 2010: 49, Imer 2007: 38). The armlet can be seen in 

appendix 1 figure 6 (Imer 2007: 38). 

The next object is the bronze statuette from Kong, Denmark. This bronze statuette was found 

in a field near a bog in Kong. It is currently unknown if the find was a single find or not. But 

the statuette has been dated to between 160 – 400 AD and is made out of bronze with 

measurements of 9,5 cm in length with an unknown width, which can be seen in appendix 1 

figure 7 (Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023). 

Unfortunately the statuette is very corroded and fragmented which affected the inscription 

making it largely uninterpretable, but two Runes still remain out of the presumed five 

(Runer.ku.dk 2023). The Runes can be seen on the back of the statuette, and have been 

interpreted to either mean: ‘no’ ‘on’ ‘wo’ or ‘po’ depending on how it is read (Runer.ku.dk 

2023). The inscription itself has been somewhat interpreted as a possible personal name but 

thanks to the state of the inscription then this interpretation is difficult to validate (ibid 2023). 

The statuette is currently stored in the National Museum in Copenhagen, Denmark (Runes 

Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023). 

The next country to consider is Norway starting with the Svingerud stone found in Ringerike, 

Norway possibly dated to between 1 – 250 AD. The stone was found in a cremation burial 

together with charcoal and burned bones, which can be seen in appendix 1 figure 8 

(ScienceNorway 2023). The inscriptions on the stone is located on one of the sides, which can 



 
 

be seen in appendix 1 figure 9. One of the inscriptions on the stone has been interpreted as 

‘Idibera’ ‘Idibergu’ or ‘Idiberung’, which could either be a personal name or a kins name, 

while the other two inscriptions have not been interpreted (Historical Museum 2023). 

The next item to consider is the Ovre Stabu lance head that was found in Ovre Stabu, Norway. 

The lance head is dated to between 210 – 240 AD and was found in a double grave together 

with two roman swords, two shields and five spearheads (Looijenga 1997: 79, Haavaldsen 

1991: 23). The lance itself is made out of iron with silver damascening. The lance head 

measures 28 cm in length and 5 cm in width which can be seen in appendix 1 figure 10. The 

inscription on the lance head is placed on the blade and reads as follows: ‘raunijaz’ which is 

interpreted as tester (Looijenga 1997: 79, Haavaldsen 1991: 23). This lance head is now 

stored in the Museum of Cultural History in Oslo, Norway (Runes Forschungsprojekt der 

Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023). 

The next artifact to consider is the bronze statuette from Froyhov, Norway. The bronze 

statuette is dated to between 160 – 190 AD and has one of the oldest Runic inscriptions found 

in Norway to date. The statuette is made out of bronze and partially fragmented and was 

found in a cremation burial together with weapons and a shield. The statuette measures 7,6 cm 

in height with an unknown width which can be seen in appendix 1 figure 11. The inscription 

on the object has been disputed multiple times over the last couple of decades, with some 

interpreting it as ‘inganda’ while others like Marstrander, Mees and Moltke interpret it as 

‘nada’ (Mees 2015: 107). The Runes have been translated to be either ‘sound made by bear’, 

‘water’, ‘yew’, the name of a hero or the name of the person that created the statuette (ibid 

2015: 108 – 110). The bronze statuette is currently stored in Museum of Cultural History in 

Oslo, Norway (Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 

2023). 

The next country to be considered is Sweden starting with the first object. The lance head 

found in Mos, Gotland. The lance head was found in a burial together with other artifacts such 

as a shield buckle and another lance head (Snaedal 2013: 9 – 10). The Mos lance head is made 

out of iron with silver damascening and measures 24,5 cm in length and 3,4 cm in width, with 

the shaft being measured to 1,6 cm in depth. The lance head also has nine rings spread 

throughout the lance heads blade in pairs of two. The two lance heads might also have been 

filled with silver, which can be seen in appendix 1 figure 12 (Sörling 1940: 92 – 93). The 

lance head also contains ‘odd’ symbols that are neither Runic or Latin which can be seen in 



 
 

appendix 1 figure 13. The lance is dated to between 200 – 290 AD making it one of the oldest 

archaeological objects with Runic inscriptions found in Sweden.  

 

The inscription on the lance was placed on the blade and reads as follows: ‘gaois’ or ‘sioag’ 

(Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023), which some 

have interpreted as ‘the barking one’ which Imer says should be referred to the lance barking 

at the enemy or at least intimidating the enemy (Imer 2010: 56). But it could also be 

interpreted as the name of the weapon since according to old Icelandic saga texts it was fairly 

common to name weapons, however the dating of the texts, which places it in the Middle 

Ages should be taken into consideration as they are several hundred years later than the lance 

head (ibid 2010: 56). The lance head now resides in the Swedish History Museum in 

Stockholm, Sweden.   

 

The next item to consider is the bow fibula that was found in Gårdlösa, Skåne. The fibula 

itself is made out of silver and measures 4,2 cm in length with an unknown width, which can 

be seen in appendix 1 figure 14. The fibula is dated to between 210 – 240 AD and was found 

in a burial together with other grave goods such as beads, a vessel, three other fibulas, etc 

(Stjernquist 2002: 107). The inscription on the bow fibula reads as follows: ‘ekunwodR’ 

which was roughly translated to ‘I am not violent’ or ‘the calm one’ (Janstad 2005: 33). The 

fibula now resides in the Swedish History Museum in Stockholm, Sweden (Runes 

Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023).  

 

The next object to take into consideration is the Kylver stone that was found in Stånga, 

Gotland. The runestone is dated to early 400 AD and was found in a burial together with other 

grave goods. The interesting thing about this stone is that it contained all the 24 older futharks 

and the dead individuals head was placed so as to face the stone. The stone itself was made of 

limestone and measures 105 cm in length, 70 – 75 cm in height and 9 – 12 cm in width which 

can be seen in appendix 1 figure 15 (Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der 

Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023). The stone was found in conjunction with amulets made 

out of coins with bronze notches, coins with Latin inscriptions made out of iron or silver, 

fibulas made out of iron or silver, amber, relief buckle, pearls, an axe head made out of amber 

and an arm ring or neck ring made out of bronze (Historiska 2023).  

 



 
 

The stone itself is unfortunately fragmented meaning that the stone is damaged, fortunately 

the Runic inscriptions is still visible, there are in fact two inscriptions both located near the 

top of the stone and are referred to as Rune row A and Rune row B. The inscription on Rune 

row A reads as follows: ‘Sueus’ or ‘sul lus’ with ‘Sueus’ being interpreted multiple times as 

an invocation/charm, while the ‘sul lus’ has been interpreted as ‘soul house’, ‘lifeless 

soulless’ or ‘without a soul’ (Mason 2016: 46 – 48). Interestingly enough Rune row A has 

some Runes that are not seen in Scandinavia until after 800 AD, but seen earlier in both 

England and Frisia. The Rune in question is the s Rune and is only featured in Rune row A 

but not B (Mason 2016: 46). Rune row B reads as follows: ‘futarkgwhnijpïzstbemlndo’ which 

are the 24 Older Futharks. The stone is now housed in the Swedish History Museum in 

Stockholm, Sweden.  

 

The next item to be considered is the Skåäng stone located in Skåäng, Sweden. This runestone 

was found as a single find without a context, and has been dated to between 375 – 570 AD, 

this is because of the two different inscriptions found on the stone. The first inscription is 

dated to between 375 – 570 AD and the second one being dated to around the eleventh 

century AD. The Skåäng stone measures 145 cm in height and between 52 – 78 cm in width.  

 

The first inscription on the stone is located in the middle of the stone and reads as follows: 

‘harija a leugaz’ which has been interpreted to be the name of the tribe Lugii and its sub tribe 

Harii (Looijenga 1997: 87). The inscription has also been interpreted to be two male names 

potentially the two that raised the stone, the inscription can be seen in appendix 1 figure 16 

(Bianchi 2012: 35). Interestingly enough after the z Rune there is a symbol that resemble the 

number seven, this symbol was left out of the initial interpretation because it is unknown what 

the symbol means (ibid 2012: 35). The second inscription bends around the outer frame of the 

stone and reads as follows: ‘Skanmals auk x olauf x pau x litu x kiara x merki x pausi x eftiR 

x suain x fapur x kup x hialbi salu hans’ which has been interpreted as: ‘Skamhals and Olöv, 

they had these landmarks made in memory of Sveinn, their father. May God help his soul’ 

which can be seen in appendix 1 figure 16. The stone is now placed on the side of 

Kalkbruksvägen, Sweden (Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu 

Göttingen 2023).  

 

 

 



 
 

3.3.2 Northwestern Europe (Germany, Poland, Frisia & England) 

The next country to take into consideration is Germany beginning with the fibula found in 

Meldorf, Germany dated to around 50 AD. This is the oldest archeological material with runic 

inscriptions found in Germany. The fibula is made out of bronze and measures 8,5 cm in 

length and 4,3 cm in height and is of Almgren type II, this can be seen in appendix 1 figure 

17. The fibula itself was found in a burial together with other archaeological objects in what is 

presumed to be a cremation burial (Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der 

Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023). Presumably the fibula was created locally near northern 

Germanys coast (Looijenga 2003a: 78). The inscription on the fibula is largely unclear and 

has a lot of different interpretations such as ‘ipih’, ‘iwih’, ‘hiwi’ or ‘idin’ all believed to be 

personal names. It should also be noted that proto Runes can be seen on the fibula, proto 

Runes meaning it is not fully Runes but only partial, and often mixed with some other 

language (ibid 2003a: 78). The fibula is currently stored in Gottorf castle in Schleswig, 

Germany (Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023).  

 

The next item to consider is a reworked roman chape that was found in Thorsberg bog, 

Germany. Dated to between 160 – 240 AD. It was found in a bog together with 52 other 

chapes. The Thorsberg chape is made out of bronze and measures 5,12 cm in length and 4,7 

cm in width, which can be seen in appendix 1 figure 18 (Runes Forschungsprojekt der 

Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023). The inscription on the chape is placed on 

the front and back side, with the Runes themselves being inverted. The inscription on the 

chape reads as follows: ‘owlþuþewaz’ and ‘niwajemariz’ which has been interpreted to be the 

owners full name, which can be seen in appendix 1 figure 18 (Bornheim & Matesic 2007: 

134, Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023). The 

object is now stored in Gottorf castle in Schleswig, Germany.    

 

The next artifact that should be mentioned is the Osterrönfeld shard found in a settlement in 

Osterrönfeld, Germany. The shard is from a clay pottery of unknown type, which is dated to 

between 1 – 100 AD. The shard measures 4 cm in length and 6 cm in width. The supposed 

Runes on the shard are placed a little south of the center as can be seen in appendix 1 figure 

19 and reads as follows: ‘r-w’ but can also be read as ‘P-I’ or ‘R-P’ (Runes Forschungsprojekt 

der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023, Thur 2018: 12). This has resulted in it 



 
 

being heavily debated and as such multiple interpretations emerged, with the most prevalent 

one being that the first letter on the shard is the Latin P which could mean pound as in weight 

pound and the second letter being the Latin I which has been interpreted as units or unciae 

(Imer 2010: 44). But it could likely also be a mix of Latin and Runes and as such it should be 

referred to as proto Runes. The pot that this shard came from was most likely created in 

Germania and also inscribed in Germania according to both Mees and Imer (Imer 2010: 44, 

Mees 2006: 205). The shard is currently stored in Gottorf castle in Schleswig, Germany.     

 

The next country to consider is Frisia beginning with the scabbard mount found in a 

settlement in Bergakker, Netherlands. The mount is made out of silver with gilded gold. It 

measures 8,3 cm in length, 1,4 cm in height and between 1,0 – 1,9 cm in width, which can be 

seen in appendix 1 figure 20. The find is dated to between 360 – 440 AD (Runes 

Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023). The Runes on the 

mount reads as follows: ‘gimilbalþlik’ which has been interpreted as ‘the small opening is 

ready’ (Düwel & Nedoma 2011: 203), which is most likely a description for the item itself. 

Interestingly enough there are no other Runic inscription with similar interpretation to this one 

found to date (Nedoma 2006: 203). This item is currently stored in the Valkhof museum in 

Valkhof, Netherlands.  

 

The next item to consider is the belt buckle that was found in a grave near Maastricht, 

Limburg. The buckle measures 6 cm in length and 2,5 cm in height with an unknown width. 

The belt buckle is dated to between 560 – 610 AD and is made out of bronze, this can be seen 

in appendix 1 figure 21 (Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu 

Göttingen 2023). The inscription on the belt buckle reads as follows: ‘bobo’ which was 

interpreted to be the name of the owner. The grave also had other archaeological objects such 

as coins plated with gold, a long iron sword, a short iron sword, fire iron, a wooden bucket, 

obolus and other items made out of iron. It could be assumed that the diseased individual had 

a higher status in the community based of the massive amount of grave goods (Looijenga 

2003b: 231 – 232). The belt buckle is currently stored in Centre Céramique in Maastricht, 

Netherlands.  

 

The next object to take into account is the Kantens comb case found in Kantens, Netherlands 

dated to between 400 – 500 AD. The comb is the second oldest archaeological object with 



 
 

Runic inscription found in Frisia. The object measures 11,8 cm in length, 2,5 cm in height, 4 

cm in width and 0,6 cm in depth. The object itself is made out of antler horn and is partially 

fragmented, which can be seen in appendix 1 figure 22 (Runes Forschungsprojekt der 

Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023). The Runic inscription is currently largely 

unsolved, but the first and second Runes are agreed to be ‘I’ and either ‘i’ or ‘w’ (Beers 2012: 

5). The object itself is currently stored at Groninger Museum in Groninger, Netherlands.  

 

The next country to take into consideration is England starting with the Undley bracteate. The 

bracteate was found without a context meaning that we do not know fully how it was found 

and where. But from possible places of origin two likely candidates have been proposed, one 

that it was from a burial and another that it was from a settlement (Runes Forschungsprojekt 

der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023, Hines 2012: 187). However, the widely 

accepted theory is that the Undley bracteate was from a burial located in Undley, England. 

The bracteate is dated to between 450 – 500 AD, and made out of gold 2,3 cm in diameter. On 

the bracteate three inscriptions can be seen located near the rim, these three inscriptions reads 

as follows: ‘gaeogae’, ‘maga’ and ‘medu’. The first inscription, ‘gaeogae’ has been 

interpreted to mean ‘howling female’ or ‘she wolf’ according to Odenstedt who refers it to the 

picture of a ‘she wolf’ on the bracteate, which can be seen in appendix 1 figure 23. Odenstedt 

then interprets the word ‘medu’ as ‘mead’ and then translates ‘maegae’ to ‘male kinsman’ 

(Odenstedt 2000: 114 – 115). Another interpretation of the inscriptions was conducted by 

Bammesberger who interprets the inscriptions as ‘mead is a strong companion’ (ibid 2000: 

115 – 116). The bracteate is currently stored in the British Museum in London, England. 

 

The next item to take into consideration is the roe deer bone referred to as astragalus which 

was located in a mixed cremation burial in an urn together with 35 other bones and artifacts 

found in Caistor-by-Norwich, England (Page 1968: 125). This bone is one of the earliest 

Runic inscriptions found in England dated to between 425 – 475 AD (Page 1968: 125), and 

measures 3,9 cm in length, 2,7 cm in width and between 1,5 – 1,8 cm in depth. The bone is 

likely charred which can be determined by the black spots on the bone which can be seen in 

appendix 1 figure 24. The Runic inscription is found on the left side of the bone and reads as 

follows: ‘raïhan’ which translates to ‘of the roe-deer’. The bone is currently stored in Norwich 

Castle Museum, England (Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu 

Göttingen 2023). 

 



 
 

The next objects to be assessed are the urns from Spong hill, England. The urns were found in 

an urn field and have been determined to be cremation urns (Pestell 2023: 141). The urns are 

dated to between 450 – 550 AD and made out of clay. The urns are around 25,3 cm in 

diameter and 21,2 cm in height with an unknown width. The urns are also partially 

fragmented and cracked in places which can be seen in appendix 1 figure 25. The inscriptions 

on the urns are located near the top of the urns and have been referred to as mirror Runes 

(which is branches that are repeated to create a symmetrical character) according to Findell 

(Findell 2017: 116). The Runes were created with the same stamp which suggest that they 

were created after each other. This can be seen in appendix 1 figure 26 (Findell 2017: 116). 

The inscription on the urns reads as follows: ‘alu’ which has three different interpretations the 

first one being ‘ale’ (the alcohol), the second being ‘ecstasy’ and the last interpretation is 

‘magic’ (which has a very broad meaning) (Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der 

Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023). The urns are now stored at Norwich Castle Museum in 

England (Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023). 

 

The next country to take into account is Poland starting with the spear head from Rozwadów, 

Poland. This spear head was found in a cremation burial together with other items such as a 

belt buckle, two other spear heads and a fragmented urn (Mees 2020a: 52). The spear head 

itself was dated to between 150 – 220 AD and is partially fragmented. The spear head is 24 

cm in length with an unknown width, this can be seen in appendix 1 figure 27. The spear head 

is also of barbed type with some silver inlaid where the inscriptions is placed. The inscription 

reads as: ‘krlus’ with two alternative interpretation that read as: ‘ik eruls’ and ‘ik erlas’ both 

meaning ‘I belong to the Heruli’ with ‘Heruli’ being interpreted as the owner or the creator, 

while the ‘krlus’ have been deemed uninterpretable (Mees 2020a: 52, Garbacz 2017: 1 – 2). 

Unfortunately the spear head was lost after world war 2 (Mees 2020a: 52).   

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

4. Results 

4.1 Where the runes spread  

The first proposed route is largely based of the dating of the items with the potential origin 

being in Meldorf, Germany, and was then spread north to Denmark then Norway and Sweden 

around the same time period, and at a later date Runes were spread from Gotland down to 

Skåne thanks to the bow fibula found in Gårdlösa. While in Norway Runes spread north from 

the bronze statuette to the lance head. Then at a later period Runes were spread south west to 

Frisia by the Anglo-Saxons around 360 AD, and then they spread them from Frisia to England 

at around 425 AD. This can be seen in figure 1. This route will likely change as new 

information emerges.

 

Figure 1. This figure shows the spread of Runes based of the oldest available archaeological 

objects with Runic inscriptions. The white arrows shows how they could have spread from 

country to country, the numbers inside of the circles represent an archaeological object with 

the legend at the bottom representing each object and also shows the dating of each object. 

The numbering was given at random with each object getting a number between 1 – 18.  



 
 

The second proposed route starts around the Rhine area (marked with a black rectangle) and 

then Runes spread up to Germany thanks to the Meldorf fibula and to Poland because of the 

Rozwadów spear head. Then at a later date Runes were spread up to Gotland with the Mos 

lance head as can be seen in figure 2. Then the rest of the spread is the same as in the first 

proposed route see figure 1.  

 

Figure 2. This figure shows the spread of Runes with the potential origin in Rhine (marked by 

the black rectangle at the bottom), with the white arrows representing the spread of Runes. 

The numbers in the circles also represents the objects, and the legend at the bottom 

represents which object each number is as well as the black rectangle representing the river 

Rhine. The numbering was given at random with each object getting a number between 1 – 

18.  

The third route is largely based out of the Rhine area and focuses more on the spread of Runes 

via migrating tribes that originated there, it also takes in consideration the newly found 

runestone in Norway (the svingerud runestone) and one Runic item from Poland (the 

Rozwadów spear head). The route goes as follows: it starts around the Rhine area and spreads 



 
 

north to Germany, Norway and Denmark then east to Poland, where it then spreads to Gotland 

in Sweden and then to Skåne. Then it spreads to Frisia by the Anglo-Saxons and at a later date 

to England as can be seen in figure 3. There is a possibility that the route changes based on 

the Vimose comb since it has markings of a tribe that was predominantly located in Poland. 

This will be expanded upon in chapter 5. This route could also change depending on new 

information. 

 

Figure 3. This figure shows the spread from Rhine up to different countries and locations 

based of the archaeological records as well as different literatures. The numbers in each 

circle represents the objects and the legend at the bottom describes what each number is as 

well as the black rectangle representing the Rhine. The numbering was given at random with 

each material getting a number between 1 – 18.  

The last potential route that will be discussed is largely built upon the contacts between 

people in Gaul and the mercenaries and merchants from Northern Europe which will be 

discussed in more detail in chapter 5 section 5.2.2. This route also takes into consideration the 



 
 

newest Runic object the Svingerud runestone found in Norway, as well as historical literature 

from Tacitus and other historians (and prominent figures). The spread can be seen in figure 4 

and goes as follows: it starts in Gaul and spreads to the Rhine area where it then spreads north 

to Poland, Germany and Denmark around the same time, and then the rest of the spread is 

very similar to the previous routes and as such will not be repeated.  

 

Figure 4. This figure shows the spread of Runes with the potential origin in Gaul, and then 

spreading east to the Rhine area and then north to the rest of Northern Europe. The black 

rectangle is the river Rhine and the black triangle represents a small part of Gaul. The 

numbers are representing the different objects with their description being located in the 

legend. The numbering was given at random with each item getting a number between 1 – 18.  

 

 

 

 



 
 

5. Discussion  

5.1. The spread of runes 

I will start the discussion by saying that the figures in chapter 4 section 4.1 are not an entirely 

accurate perspective of how Runes might have been spread, and can and will change as more 

evidence emerges. 

5.1.1. Scandinavia 

5.1.1.1. Does the Vimose comb have any connection with the Przeworsk 

culture? 

The first archaeological item to discuss is the Vimose comb found in Vimose bog, Denmark. 

This comb supposedly has some connections to Poland thanks to its inscription that read as 

follows: ‘harja’ which has been interpreted as being a part of a tribal name originating in 

around the Vistula River. The tribal name was Harri which is a sub tribe of the Lugii, and has 

been suggested to refer to one of the members in the Harii tribe (Looijenga 1997: 87). This 

tribe waged war against a north European tribe on the southern Baltic coast, which could 

explain the different artifacts that have inscriptions of the Harii tribe (Lorencic 2013: 6). If 

this is proven true then it could establish a connection between Denmark and the Przeworsk 

culture (Pieta & Svihurová 2019: 108), and depending if the comb was inscribed in Denmark 

or somewhere in Poland then it could change the route for how Runes might have spread 

considerably. However, a new interpretation of the comb suggests that the inscription is the 

Finnish word for comb, which could then establish a Finnish connection between the two 

countries and eliminate the possibility of it having a connection with the Harii’s (Lorencic 

2013: 6).  

The name harija is also mentioned on the Skåäng stone located in Skåäng, Sweden, together 

with leugaz which were interpreted to mean both the Harri and Lugii. However, this 

interpretation should be taken with some skepticism, considering the two different words 

harja and harija especially the harija does not follow Sievers law, but there have been some 

exceptions to Sievers law (around six exceptions depending on who you ask) with one of 

these exceptions being the Skåäng stone, according to Mees (Mees 2020b). Other researchers 

such as Bianchi suggests that the dating for the comb and the stone is too large to be from the 

same inscriber, and instead claim that the harija on the Skåäng stone is a male name as well as 



 
 

the leugez being a male name and not a tribal name (Bianchi 2012: 35 – 38). Instead, Bianchi 

suggests that the Skåäng stone represents a sort of continuity because of the other inscription 

on the stone that has been dated to around the 11th century AD. The inscription has been 

interpreted to honor a deceased relative to harjia and leugaz (ibid 2012: 35 – 38). However, 

the possibility of the stone having some connection to the Vimose comb cannot be fully ruled 

out until new information regarding both materials comes to light. Also, in the Vimose bog 

Roman artifacts were also found, which could indicate direct and/or indirect contact between 

Denmark and the Roman Empire (Jensen 2017: 311). This would explain the vast number of 

Roman artifacts found in the bog, with some of the artifacts possibly coming from the Limes 

area west of Rhine (ibid 2017: 314). This is the same location where Runes could have 

possibly originated.  

  

5.1.1.2. Were the Illerup and Vimose lance heads locally produced or imported? 

The next items to discuss are the lance heads from Illerup and Vimose. The two lance heads 

from Illerup were found deposited in a bog while the Vimose lance head was found in a bog 

wrapped in cloth, together with other weapons and objects (Thrane 1998: 220). Additionally, 

some of the weapons that were deposited had signs of Latin and have been interpreted as 

being gifts given to the Germanic people from the Romans (Imer 2010: 52). However, the 

deposit could also be interpreted as either Danish defending against attacking Germans, the 

Danish got rewarded for helping the Romans, the Danish attacked the Germans, or they came 

together as allies to deposit the weapons maybe as a form of peace treaty (ibid 2010: 52).  

It could also be theorized that some of the objects could have been traded up to Denmark 

possibly from Rhineland and then ended up in the bog, since according to Ilkjaer & Lonstrup 

the inscription on the lance heads was ‘ojingaz’, which they speculate as being a name for a 

German blacksmith (Ilkjaer & Lonstrup 1981: 62). Looijenga partially agrees with that 

interpretation but says that the inscription is ‘wagnijo’ and suggests that the blacksmith 

resided near Rhineland. This is further supported by the fact that one of the Illerup lance 

heads was stamped with ‘wagnijo’ while the other two lance heads were engraved, this can be 

seen in figure 5 (Moltke & Stocklund 1981: 77). However, this does not make sense 

considering the two lance heads from Illerup have been dated to around the same time, so why 

would the inscriber change the way they inscribed the objects in such a short period? Well it 

could be because the blacksmith wanted to mass produce the lances and therefore making the 



 
 

stamp would reduce the time inscribing the objects. However, this is questionable considering 

that all three lance heads were created around the same time according to the dating, so then 

would you not have stamped all three lance heads instead of just one? Well it is likely they 

would have stamped all three if they could (Looijenga 2003a: 79, Moltke & Stocklund 1981: 

77). Alternatively it could be because there was two people that inscribed the objects with one 

of them stamping in the inscription while another carved it in, or someone could have imitated 

the inscription and placed it on one of the Illerup lance heads which is why it was stamped 

instead of carved.  

However, considering that we do not know much about the blacksmith that created the objects 

except that they inscribed their name on the weapons they created (Ilkjaer & Lonstrup 1981: 

49, Looijenga 2003a: 82). The way they inscribed the weapons is not something new 

considering that the Romans were already inscribing their names on weapons long before 

Wagnijo did. The lances themselves (two from Illerup and one from Vimose) resembled that 

of Roman lance heads that the Roman army used, so could Wagnijo then have been in contact 

with the Romans or did they just imitate the Roman lance heads? To answer that than we need 

to consider where the blacksmith might have been located which was around Rhineland. This 

could indicate that they would have at least a little contact with the Romans. It should also be 

noted that the blacksmith could also been in contact with people in Gaul specifically 

merchants, who could have spread the lance heads north (Looijenga 1997: 79, Haavaldsen 

1991: 23). 

There is another interpretation for the name instead of it being from a blacksmith, Imer 

suggests that it could be the name of the weapon factory owner that produced the lance heads 

(Imer 2010: 55), and wanted to inscribe their name potentially in order to get their name out 

there to increase sales. It has also been interpreted to be from two different blacksmith with 

one of them likely located in Gaul or around that area, and another one located in Denmark. 



 
 

 

Figure 5. This figure shows the inscriptions on the Vimose lance head (the one on top) and 

the two Illerup lance heads (the two at the bottom). The Vimose lance head was drawn by 

Imer, while the first Illerup lance head was photographed by Moltke & Stocklund and the 

second one was photographed by Johansen (Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der 

Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023).  

In Norway a lance head of the same type as the one found in Vimose was found in Over 

Stabu. This lance head is very interesting because of its type since it was previously 

established that the Illerup and Vimose lance heads were presumably produced in large 

quantities considering the number of materials with the same inscription, then it would not be 

too unlikely that it would also reach Norway (Looijenga 2003a: 79, Moltke & Stocklund 

1981: 77). However, a problem then occurs as if it is from the same manufacturer then would 

the inscription on the Ovre Stabu not be the same as the ones found in Denmark? It would 

likely have the same inscription if it was created by the same manufacturer, but it is likely that 

the Ovre Stabu was not in fact created by the same manufacturer. Instead, it is more likely that 

the Ovre Stabu was inscribed by another blacksmith that might not had any contact with 



 
 

Wagnijo, considering that the inscription on the Ovre Stabu is only visible on one object in 

Norway and have not been seen on any other object to date (Zilmer 2023).  

5.1.1.3. North Etruscan influence visible on statuettes and a sheath mount, is this 

evidence for trading? 

Another object that is much earlier than the lance head from Over Stabu, is the bronze 

statuette from Froyhov, Norway. The statuette was most likely hung onto something 

considering it has a rivet plate on its back. This could suggest that the statuette was hung onto 

a strap, but it could also be argued to have been attached to a baldric which is a belt that is 

worn over the shoulder. The statuette is argued to be a small masculine roman soldier 

according to Mees (Mees 2015: 108, 110), with similar statuettes being found at Illerup, 

Denmark (ibid 2015: 108). When it comes to the inscriptions Mees suggests that parts of the 

inscription on the statuette could be evidential of a North Etruscan origin of Runes with the 

evidence being the North Etruscan n. The North Etruscan n has also been seen on the sheath 

mount from Vimose, which can be seen in figure 6 (ibid 2015: 108 – 109).  

 

Figure 6. This figure shows the sheath mount from Vimose, Denmark (the one on top) and the 

statuette from Froyhov Norway (the one at the bottom). It also shows the inscriptions on both 

objects. Both the objects were drawn by Lisbeth Imer (Runes Forschungsprojekt der 

Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023). 



 
 

The two objects could establish a connection between Norway, Denmark and Northern Italy, 

that could be further supported with the find from Kong, Denmark. The find in question is the 

Kong statuette made out of bronze with a partial inscription that contains the North Etruscan 

n, which can be seen in figure 7. The statuette is dated to between the late second century AD 

to the end of the fourth century AD. The Kong statuette could depict a god or goddess if 

compared to the Roman lares since they do share a lot of similarities, and according to Imer 

the inscription on the statuette might depict the name of a god. However that interpretation 

still remains unconfirmed (Mees 2015: 108, Imer 2011: 24). 

 

Fiugre 7. This figure shows the Kong statuette (the one on the left) and the Froyhov statuette 

(the one on the right) both made out of bronze. The kong statuette was photographed by 

Sophus Bengtsson while the Froyhov statuette was photographed by Kirsten Helgeland 

(Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023).   

One thing that remains unanswered, is whether the statuettes were locally produced or 

imported. In order to answer this question, we need to take into consideration the context 

where the statuette was found. It should also be noted that Scandinavia was actively trading 

amber for different materials including metals during the Bronze Age and well into the Iron 

Age. The most prevalent trades took place between Northern Europe and Southern Europe, 

and between Italy and Northern Europe during the Bronze Age. This indicates that the trading 

network between the two was already established and could have continued well into the Iron 

Age, with another possible trading route being established during the Early Iron Age between 

Northern Europe and Gaul, more on that in chapter 5 section 5.2.2 (Navarro 1925: 483 – 484, 



 
 

Lauriston 2011: 3, 7). If we take in account the comb from Vimose and compare it to the 

statuette then we can see similar dating which could indicate that Runes spread to both 

countries around the same time. 

  

5.1.1.4. Is the Mos lance head imported or locally created? 

The dating of the previously mentioned objects also matches up with the lance head from 

Mos, Gotland, which according to Janstad is from an Eastern Germanic area (Janstad 2005: 

21). This would suggest that Runes could have come into Sweden from somewhere in an 

Eastern Germanic area, most likely through trading or migration, with both options being 

viable. The possible Germanic area where the Runes derived from could be Northern Poland, 

considering that the lance head itself have loosely been connected to the Goths who 

potentially came from Southern Scandinavia or around Östernsjön area (Olsson 2022: 14 – 

15). The Goths themselves migrated southeast through Poland to the Baltic area (but where 

Goths came from is highly controversial and somewhat rooted in nationalism), where they 

then might have traded up the lance head to Gotland via the connection between Gotland and 

Poland that was established by regular contacts between high ranking groups spanning 

multiple geological locations (Kaliff 2008: 223). This, according to Olsson, was caused by an 

intense connection between Götaland and Poland that was established thanks to marriages and 

trading (Olsson 2022: 18, Kaliff 2008). However, one thing remains unanswered, is whether 

the lance head from Mos is Gothic? The answer to that question is currently uncertain. 

However, what is known is that a strong connection could have resulted in a small migration 

of ‘Goths’ migrating from Scandinavia through the Vistula River into Poland. This migration 

was determined by a Gothic object known as the Rozwadów lance head. This lance head 

contained a Runic inscription and was found near the San river that is connected to the Vistula 

river (Stolarek et al 2019: 2). Interestingly, the dating of the Rozwadów lance head is fairly 

close to the previously mentioned items from Denmark, Norway and Sweden. This could lead 

to the suggestion that they got the Runes around the same time, potentially from Germany if 

the Meldorf fibula is to be believed. Interestingly enough some of the symbols on the lance 

from Mos stand out in the sense that they do not look Runic, and some of them seem to be 

decorative symbols, while others are a little suspicious, for example the oddly shaped N 

which can be seen in appendix 1 figure 12 (Imer 2010: 56), which could be the creator’s 

signature.  



 
 

 

5.1.1.5. Is the Gårdlösa fibula locally produced or imported? 

There might have also been some contacts between Gotland and mainland Sweden in the form 

of the Gårdlösa fibula which may indicate some contacts with the Baltic Sea, Gotland, Öland 

and to some extent the continent (Stjernquist 2002: 110). However, this raises the question 

was the Gårdlösa fibula traded into Sweden from some other site or was it locally produced? 

That is difficult to answer considering that there has been little research done to establish a 

point of origin for the fibula. However, the fibula itself resembles other fibulas from both 

Sweden and Denmark, which have possible influences from the continent and the Baltic Sea 

area (Stjernquist 2002: 102 – 103). One of the fibulas that it shares similarities with is the 

Himlingoje fibula from Zealand in Denmark (ibid 2002:97). But if we take a look at the grave 

itself where the fibula was found then we can see that it was richly furnished with six 

brooches, a spiral of bronze, beads, amber and a large necklace (Stjernquist 2002: 98). This 

shows that the women buried had a high status in the community, with some of the items 

possibly coming from the continent (Imer 2011: 14).  

This is further supported by the fact that trade routes were established between the elites and 

high ranking individuals in Poland and Scandinavia. If that is the case, then the fibula could 

have been an import from Poland. The fibula could alternatively have come from the 

continent since according to Stjernquist: Gårdlösa spanned 20 km around the southeastern 

coast of Scania and continued past eastern Tommarp and Järrestad. With the coast itself being 

an important link to the different trading networks in around the Baltic Sea which includes 

Zealand, Bornholm, Öland and Gotland as well as mainland Scandinavia (Stjernquist 2002: 

97). There are also some items from surrounding cemeteries where the fibula was found that 

have some evidence for roman influences (ibid 2002: 97). 

 

5.1.2. Germany 

5.1.2.1. Where did the Meldorf fibula come from? 

In the meantime, now that we have established where Runes spread to, then we have to ask 

how did Runes spread to these places, and what better way to start that discussion than by 

discussing one of the oldest objects with ‘Runic’ inscriptions found in Northern Europe 



 
 

known as the Meldorf fibula (Mees 1997: 131). If we are to believe that the fibula from 

Meldorf is the earliest evidence for Runes then that would make Germany the current oldest 

country with Runes, or more accurately with the earliest evidence for proto Runes. This is 

because the inscription on the fibula is not solely comprised of Runes, but more accurately 

mixed together with another language such as Latin or Greek (ibid 1997: 131 – 134). The fact 

that the fibula shows evidence of proto Runes could indicate that the language is still 

developing, this would mean that Runes are most likely older than previously expected. 

However, considering that majority of Runes were inscribed on wood and other organic 

materials then the evidence is not likely to have survived under normal circumstances 

(Schulte 2006: 118), unless they were put into a wetland or charred (ibid 2006: 118). This 

then begs the question did Runes originate in Germany or did people bring Runes with them 

from some other location? In order to answer that question we need to look to burial practices 

during the early Iron Age, specifically the cremation burials that were used through the early 

Iron Age in Northern Europe. In this form of burial, only a few personalized items would be 

deposited into the burial, with some burial lacking any items. This could then suggest that the 

fibula belonged to the buried individual (Mees 1997: 132).  

The fibula itself strongly resembles that of a Celtic fibula prototype named the Marcomanni 

fibula, which the Celts brought with them into Northern Germanys manufacturing complex 

which was located around Jutland and Sjaelland (ibid 1997: 132). However when discussing 

this specific fibula critical thinking is advised since not much is known about this specific 

type, except that it was brought into the Roman Empire by the Marcomanni’s (Petkovic 2018: 

66 – 67).  

The Marcomanni’s themselves came from the Suebi tribe and settled along the Danube 

frontier (Pitts 1989:45). The fibula itself has been interpreted as an Augen fibula (Petkovic 

2018: 67). Which if we are to assume that the Marcomanni fibula is in fact an Augen fibula 

then the fibula could have been transported to Northern Germany through the river Rhine 

(ibid 2018: 67) or potentially Gaul. This is mentioned by Petkovic who states that the Augen 

fibula type was created under the influence of the Aucissa fibula and was manufactured along 

the Rhine and Danube Limes in Gaul, but also in Barbaricum during the first century AD 

(Petkovic 2018: 67). This would align the creation of the Augen fibula type with the creation 

of the Meldorf fibula. If we then look at an Augen fibula or as it is also called an eye fibula 

and compare it to the Meldorf fibula we can see a lot of similarities both in terms of form and 



 
 

size, see figure 8 for comparison. Unfortunately there is not enough evidence to fully establish 

where the fibula might have come from. 

 

Figure 8. This figure compares the eye fibula found in Lithuania (the fibula on the left) to the 

Meldorf fibula (the fibula on the right). The Lithuania fibula was photographed by Bliujíené 

(Bliujíene et al 2020: 182). While the Meldorf fibula was photographed by an unknown 

individual (Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023).  

 

5.1.2.2. Weight measurements inscribed with Runes or Latin?   

From around the same time period as the Meldorf fibula, another object was found in 

Osterrönfeld, Northern Germany. This object was the Osterrönfeld shard which was inscribed 

with what is assumed to be weight measurements either in Runic or Latin, which can be seen 

in appendix 1 figure 18. The inscription is similar to the ones from the Roman Empire since 

inscribing weight on an object was a fairly common practice inside the Roman Empire (Imer 

2010: 43 – 44). This could show a potential connection between the Roman Empire and 

Germany, but how could the shard have ended up in Germany? Likely it could have ended up 

in Germany thanks to trading between the Roman Empire and Germany, but other clues point 

to a Germanic origin so it is likely that the knowledge of inscribing weights on objects was 

the thing that spread to Germany. This is also shown on other objects such as the Kolben 

armlet from Denmark which has a similar inscription as the shard. This can be seen in figure 

9. The thing about the Kolben armlet is that it could have been owned by a high ranked 



 
 

Germanic leader according to Imer (ibid 2010: 49). This could further strengthen the prospect 

that the Germanic people had an established connection with the Romans.  

 

Figure 9. This figure shows the Kolben armlet (the one on top) and the Osterönfeld shard (the 

one at the bottom). Both have inscriptions regarding presumably weight measurements. The 

Kolben armlet as well as the Osterönfeld shard was drawn by Imer (Imer 2010: 44, 49).   

 

5.1.2.3. Roman chape with Runic inscription  

Something else that should be mentioned is that in Germany a Roman object with Germanic 

decoration and Runic inscription was found in the form of a Roman chape found in Thorsberg 

bog, Germany (Jensen 2017: 315, Bornheim & Matesic 2007:134). In total 53 Roman chapes 

were found in Thorsberg bog with some being reworked with new decorations and 

engravings. With one of them even having Runes which have been dated to between 160 – 

240 AD making it one of the oldest inscriptions in Northern Europe. The connection is also 

further strengthened by the other materials found deposited in the bog with the majority of 

them having inscriptions in Latin with few Runic inscriptions (Molte & Stocklund 1981: 78). 

It is worth noting that the deposition took place in three phases with the majority of the 

deposition being dated to the third phase dated to between 200 – 400 AD (Ilkjaer & Lonstrup 

1981: 63, Jensen 2020: 532). The objects that were deposited were a shield buckle, a sheath 

mount, fibulas and ferrules. These objects could have likely ended up in Thorsberg bog thanks 



 
 

to either trading or gift giving since some Germanic mercenaries helped the Roman Empire 

and could have been rewarded with chapes and other valuable objects, but the objects could 

also have been traded up to Germany via the Rhine (Jensen 2007: 134, Bursche 1996: 39). It 

is also theorized that the chape was created somewhere between the Elbe or the Rhine area 

and then ended up in Germany through either trading or migration (Nielsen 2012: 120, 

Antonsen 2002: 94).  

 

5.1.3. Frisia 

The first appearance of Runes in Frisia appeared around late fourth century AD, around 200 

years after the first appearance of Runes in Scandinavia. How Runes might have spread to 

Frisia is believed to be because of migration or more specifically the original population of 

Frisia moved out and a new population moved in (Looijenga 2022: 101). This according to 

Looijenga seems to have taken place around the fourth century AD and lasted until the fifth 

century AD, which offers a possible explanation for the mechanism of spread. The reason 

why the original population moved out of Frisia could be because of political problems, 

demographic change and increase drainage problems (Looijenga 2022: 101, Meier 2004: 55). 

According to Meier Northern Frisia suffered several floods that destroyed large parts of 

Northern Frisians Utlande, but it is also mentioned that the entire area was covered in peat 

bogs which they claimed made Frisia unhabitable until Medieval times (Meier 2004: 55).  

Archaeological evidence throughout the Iron Age is largely absent in Frisia, which could have 

been caused by the removal of several peat bogs or the objects could have been washed away 

by the several floods Frisia experienced during the Iron Age (Geel et al 2020:3, Meier 2004: 

55). This could also explain the gap between the fourth to fifth century AD. Even at that point 

the scabbard mount still exists which if to be believed is dated to between 360 – 440 AD 

(however considering that the object was found without a context, then the dating is 

uncertain). This shows that someone was still there during the supposed gap. The people that 

might have been present in Frisia during this specific period could be Anglo-Saxons that 

migrated from Northern Germany, Denmark and Schleswig Holstein into Frisia and brought 

with them Runes. These same Anglo-Saxons also spread Runes to England at a later date 

(Looijenga 2022: 103). This was also seen in the archaeological record around the fifth 

century AD when the material became more influenced by the Anglo-Saxons and the Frisian 

influence gradually decreased (ibid 2022: 103). There are around 30 objects with Runic 



 
 

inscriptions that can be counted as Anglo-Saxon Frisian or ASF for short (Findell 2022: 59, 

Looijenga 2022: 104). The 30 ASF objects were spread out over multiple geological areas in 

Frisia, Germany, Belgium and England (Findell 2022: 59). 

 

5.1.3.1. Where did the scabbard mount come from?   

The aforementioned scabbard mount from Bergakker is neither Anglo-Saxon or Frisian but 

could possibly be Frankish (Looijenga 1996: 231). Which would mean that either an 

established trading connection was established with the Franks, a small migration happened or 

the Frankish influence increased in Frisia (but if that is the case then we would see more 

Frankish influenced materials in Frisia). However since the mount was found without a 

context that it is difficult to know for certain. Although according to Looijenga the Franks 

knew about Runes, with a bishop mentioning a rune that was inscribed on a piece of wood 

dated to around the sixth century AD (Looijenga 2022: 108). However considering the 200 

year gap between the mount and the wood, then the fact that Franks knew Runes should be 

questioned. Looijenga also mentions that the scabbard mount can be regarded as a link to the 

militarian high class objects that connect the Rhineland to Northern Germany and England 

(Looijenga 2003a: 72). The object itself bears a striking resemblance to the Samson-Abingdon 

type which originated in around the Rhineland and was distributed throughout Gaul where it 

could then have spread upwards to Frisia (Theuws & Alkemade 2000: 336 – 337). This type 

of sword was also produced by the Roman army around 400 – 500 AD, and if we then look 

back at the mount then according to Kaiser, the mount belonged to a sword of the Krefald-

Gellep type, with the possible production site being around the river of Maas near the river 

Rhine (Kaiser 2021: OFRC13).  

Others such as Dierkens & Périn suggest that the mount could have been manufactured in a 

still active Roman workshop inside of Northern Gaul (Dierkens & Périn 2003: 175). This then 

creates another theory on how Runes spread to Frisia from around Rhineland possibly thanks 

to Franks or a Germanic tribe that served in the Roman army or possibly through an 

established trade network between Frisia and Rhineland, Frisia and the Roman Empire or 

Frisia and Gaul (Kaiser 2021: OFRC13). 

 

 



 
 

 

5.1.3.2. Anglo-Saxons items or Frisian? 

It should be noted that the majority of the artifacts found in Frisia were found in wetlands, 

which makes sense since according to Wolff there are roughly over one million hectares of 

wetlands or around 16% of the entire Netherlands (Wolff 1993: 1). In one of the wetlands an 

object with Runic inscriptions was found, and it was the comb case found in Kantens which 

was most likely produced locally around the Maas River since similar types of comb cases 

have been found there, but they have also been found in around York, Caistor-by-Norwich 

and Spong hill, England (kaiser 2021: OFRC1). Later research has shown that there are 

approximately 27 Frisian combs and comb cases in England, six in the Netherlands and three 

in Germany which Kaiser now justifiably calls the Anglo-Saxon types instead of the Frisian 

types (ibid 2021: OFRC1).  

There is another object that shares similarities with Anglo-Saxon finds and that is the belt 

buckle from Borgharen, which is of belt buckle type 5 (Kaiser 2021: OFRC15). This type 

closely resembles a belt buckle from Welschbilling, Germany. The belt buckle from 

Borgharen was found on the eastern bank of the Maas River. The location from where the 

buckle was found could align it with the scabbard mount’s potential creation point (ibid 2021: 

OFRC15). Findell also identifies the belt buckle to be either Frankish or Saxon (Findell 2022: 

91), based on where it was found and the inscription ‘bobo’. The inscription according to 

Waxenberger is a personal name that was widely used in Germanic areas with similar naming 

variation of ‘Bobo’ appearing in west Frankish areas and in Old English (Waxenberger 2017: 

104, Taayke 2003: XIV). Interestingly enough the ending of ‘Bobo’ or more specifically the 

o-rune suggests that the belt buckle cannot be younger than Old Frisian according to 

Waxenberger (650 – 1200 AD) (Waxenberger 2017: 96, 104). The fact that the inscription 

Bobo is a widely spread personal name could be further support for Runes spreading to Frisia 

from a Germanic area. But something that cannot be ruled out yet is the possibility that Runes 

could have been brought with the Franks because of the similar location where both the belt 

buckle and the scabbard mount were found, and according to Looijenga the objects are likely 

to belong to the continental Runic tradition located around Rhineland, Alamannia or Bavaria 

(Looijenga 2003b: 231).  

Looking closer at the belt buckle then it shares some similarities with other belt buckles found 

in France, Belgium and Rhineland from around the third quarter of the sixth century AD. The 



 
 

similarities mostly consists of similar shape and size, with the closest resembling belt buckle 

being the buckle from Welschbillig, Germany (Kaiser 2021: OFRC15).  

At a later date new information came to light about the Borgharen belt buckle which would 

suggest that it was created in a workshop in Northern Gaul together with a few other Runic 

items such as the scabbard mount (Looijenga 2022: 108 – 109). There is also evidence that 

Frisians were at one point working together with the Roman army just like other Germanic 

tribes (Buczek 2012: 25 – 27). This could have exposed the Frisians to Latin, Greek and 

Etruscan, but oddly enough there was little interaction between Frisia and Gaul during the 

early Pre–Roman Iron Age, instead the connection grew steadily over a couple centuries until 

it became very apparent around the fourth century AD in the form of the scabbard mount from 

Bergakker which originally could have come from a blacksmith in Northern Gaul (Looijenga 

2022: 101).   

 

5.1.4. England 

5.1.4.1. The Undley bracteate and Roman coins/medallions 

With certainty we can say that Runes did cross the North Sea to appear in England around 450 

AD in the form of the Undley bracteate which is a part of the Frisian archeological record 

with its potential place of origin in Schleswig Holstein, Germany according to Hines. 

However, this has been contested multiple times and therefore it should be taken with a 

certain caution (Odenstedt 2000: 113, Nowak 1998: 186). This could suggest that the Anglo-

Saxon Frisians brought it with them when they migrated to England which seems to be the 

case. If we take a closer look at the bracteate then we can see some interesting Runes that 

seem to not have existed at the continent until 600 AD. These Runes were brought up by 

Paige who claim that the two Runes of interest the o-rune and a-rune, were created in England 

with some suggesting the connection between England and Frisia was essential for the 

creation of the two new Runes, since the two Runes were also found in Frisia around the same 

time, which can be seen in appendix 1 figure 24 (Parsons 1996: 162, Nielsen 2021: 70).  

The reason for why the two Runes appeared in both Frisia and England could be because of 

trading between the countries, which could have resulted in the new Runes ending up in Frisia 

but it is hard to say. What we know for certain is that England and Frisia had a strong 

connection during the Iron Age. This could have resulted in the two Runes being created 



 
 

simultaneously in response to first fronting and after the disappearance of the i-mutation, that 

might have taken place between 300 – 500 AD according to Parsons (Parsons 1996: 162, 

Griffiths 2021: 14, Hines 2020: 70).  

The inscription also stands out because it seemingly has punctuations at the end of some of 

the Runes which is not typical of Elder Futhark, but was fairly common in Latin inscriptions 

according to Briggs (Briggs 2020: 169 – 170). Why they would have inscribed it that way 

could be because the inscriber wanted it to be easier to be read by non-fluent Runic reading 

individuals or people that struggle to read the Runes. This could suggest that Runes were not 

widely used in England when the bracteate was inscribed (ibid 2020: 169 – 170).  

If we look closer at the bracteate then we can see some similarities between it and some 

Roman coins and medallions especially in the imagery and the way it is positioned (Briggs 

2020: 163 – 164). The imagery itself bears striking resemblance to Roman coins specifically 

the ones from the Constantine house, which can be seen in figure 10 (ibid 2020: 164 – 165). 

This could suggest that there was some sort of ‘religious connection’ between the Romans 

and the Anglo-Frisian, with Briggs arguing that the bracteate is comprised of both Roman 

influence and Anglo-Frisian and that it could have been created either in England or on the 

continent (Briggs 2020: 167, 169). However it is more likely that the bracteate was inscribed 

by a blacksmith that was knowledgeable of three languages with two of them being Latin and 

Runes, since the graphic style on the bracteate could suggest that he spent some time on the 

continent more specifically around Southern Scandinavia or Northern Germany (ibid 2020: 

178). The inscriber could have then gone back to England to inscribe the object while keeping 

in mind that Runes were not widely spread in England, so the blacksmith could then have put 

the punctuations into the inscription to make it easier for non-fluent readers to understand it.  

All this shows is that Old English and Old Frisian shared a lot in common and that Runes 

were known and used in England around 480 AD, with some suggesting that it was widely 

used as far back as 425 – 475 AD (Page 1999: 114 – 116, Looijenga 1997: 166). This is 

thanks to three burial urns from Spong hill and one roe deer bone from Caistor-by-Norwich 

that all contained Runic inscriptions (Page 1999: 114 – 116, Looijenga 1997: 166). We can 

also establish that Latin was used in England at around 300 AD thanks to a roman village that 

existed near the Caistor-by-Norwich cemetery. This new information suggests that the village 

was created as early as 150 AD with the evidence being a large amount of potteries found in a 

pit (Darling & Keith 1987: 264, 266).  



 
 

 

Figure 10. This figure shows the Constantine coin dated to around 330 AD (the one on the 

left) and the Undley bracteate (the one on the right). The Constantine coin was photographed 

by Chard (Chard 2023) and the Undley bracteate was photographed by an unknown person 

(Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023). 

  

5.2. Trading theory 

5.2.1 Rhine  

Runes could have been spread through Europe via migration, trading or kinsmanship, with the 

most probable one being trading. This is because trading was established between Northern 

Europe and the Roman Empire through the river Rhine as well as other Baltic countries and 

groups (Kaliff 2008: 230, 235). But mostly they traded with areas near the Roman Empire 

since multiple Roman objects have been scattered all over Northern Europe. So there is a 

possibility that objects with Runes might have been traded up towards Northern Europe or 

people migrated with the knowledge and material up to Northern Europe or a mix of both. 

This could have taken place earlier than 1 AD since the new runestone that was found looks 

like it was inscribed by someone that was familiar with Runes, the runestone can be seen in 

appendix 1 figure 9.  

But since the report for the burial where the stone was found has not been published yet, we 

can only make educated assumptions. But then there are some problems with the Rhine 

theory, if Runes did in fact originate around the Rhine, then where is the material to support 

it? Well there are some that are located in Frisia that technically could have come from the 



 
 

Rhine since for example the scabbard mount in Bergakker is found near the river Waal which 

does connect to the river Rhine (Kaliff 2008: 230 – 235, Kaiser 2021: OFRC13).  

It shall also be stated that some objects that was found in Vimose bog specifically the fibula 

dated to the second century AD have been seen in Gaul workshops well into the third century 

AD and as such a trading route was suggested by Thomas between Rhine to Denmark and 

Norway, through Fectio and Vetera (Jensen 2007: 134). Another potential trading route has 

been suggested by Troeng where Runes might have been spread from Rhine to Denmark 

through a trading route that was established around 200 AD between the lower Rhine and the 

Danish island of Fyn (but not a lot of information regarding this trade route is currently 

known) (Troeng 2003: 296). What we can confirm is that dugout canoes have been found 

along the Rhine both at the German border as well as the Frisian border, with evidence for a 

trade route establishing around 200 BC with the trade goods consisting of metal works, 

different objects made out of different rock types, glass objects, grains and more (Knol 2021: 

25).  

The boats themselves were dated to the sixth century AD, with additional boats potentially 

being located around the Rhine thanks to rivets (rivets are mainly used in the creation of 

clinker-built vessels) (Knol 2021: 26). A Similar boat was found in Nydam Denmark dated to 

between 200 – 400 AD which could carry up to 273 kilograms, so if used for trading purposes 

then it could carry a lot of goods both there and back, but the boat has been characterized by 

archaeologists as a warship, the boat itself can be seen in figure 11 (Corsi 1984: 63 – 64, 

Bockius 2017: 251).  



 
 

 

Figure 11. This figure shows the Nydam boat and the ornamented heads made out of wood. 

Photo taken by Matthias Suessen (Wikimedia commons 2017). 

 

However I would like to suggest that it could likely have been used for both purposes 

considering that you would not always be in warfare and then the boat would not be used 

unless it had other purposes as well which could include trading and some other activities 

such as fishing. Something that should be noted is that trading was fairly common between 

Denmark and the Roman Empire during the second century BC – the fifth century AD, but 

was gradually replaced by Italy and the Romanized Gaul at some point in around the first 

century AD. With a more complex trading network between Denmark and the Roman Empire 

being established in around 200 AD with several beakers, buckets, drinking glasses as well as 

finger rings and a ‘snakehead arm’ being imported from the Roman Empire and Gaul. The 

items were later seen in burials often associating it with higher social status individuals 

according to Corsi (Corsi 2014: 35 – 42).  

Recent evidence would also suggest an earlier established trade connection between the North 

Sea coastal areas and Britain during the Early Iron Age, which we can further strengthen by 

looking at a specific highly traded trade good being amber (Morris 2015: 416). Amber is a 

fairly common gemstone in Northern Europe so it being traded is a fairly common 

assumption, and according to Morris amber gems were some of the objects traded from the 



 
 

Celts most likely in Gaul to Britain as well as from the areas around the Baltic sea to Southern 

Europe (most likely to Gaul) where it then was traded to England (ibid 2015: 416). One way 

they could have done this is by going through Rhine, since the Rhine is one of the longest 

rivers in the continent and reaches all the way down to eastern Gaul. However the amber 

could also have been traded straight from Italy since Italy traded amber as early as the Late 

Bronze Age well into the Iron Age, but there is a possibility that they also imported amber 

from the Baltic considering that there were only small deposits of amber found in Italy 

(Angelini & Bellintani 2005: 441, 443). 

 

5.2.2 Gaul  

Another route that should be considered is the route from Gaul (todays France, northern Italy, 

parts of Belgium and western Germany). This route is largely based of the theory that people 

living in Gaul knew about several languages such as Celtic, North Etruscan, Latin and 

potentially Punic. This is because Gaul was inhabited by people coming from different 

countries in Europe, and that Gaul was used as a trading center for a couple centuries starting 

all the way back in the eight century BC (Collis 1984: 12, 17).  

The earliest trading network established in Gaul was between the North Etruscan elites and 

elites in Gaul with traded goods consisting of metals, textiles, salt and more (Briggs 2003: 

244). At a later date around the fifth century BC a new trading network was being developed 

with Rhine being the main contributor to long distance trading between Gaul and Germanica 

at around 60 BC (Collis 1984: 17). It is even stated in Gallic war by Ceaser that the people 

across the border of the Rhine often went over to Gaul and grew familiar with the Gallic 

ways, Ceaser also mentioned that traders and mercenaries often crossed the border to get to 

Gaul (Fairfax 2014: 180 – 184). It was also stated that “Germanic mercenaries were brought 

in by Arverni and Sequani, with fifty thousand untamed and barbaric men crossing the Rhine” 

(ibid 2014: 185). If what Ceaser said is correct then that could support the theory that Runes 

might have emerged around Gaul. Then if we take into consideration that Germanic 

merchants likely would have learned Greek, Latin and possibly Etruscan in order to sell their 

goods and services to the locals and possibly even high-ranking Franks, since selling goods 

and services without knowing the dominant languages in a country is fairly difficult (Fairfax 

2014: 184 – 186, Crabtree 2016: 2).  



 
 

If we also consider the form of payment that they would have received, being Roman coins 

such as the Constantine house coins as well as other coins, then we can draw that back to 

chapter 5 section 5.1.5.1 where it is mentioned that a Roman coin could have influenced the 

Undley bracteate. If we also take into consideration that some Germanic people were hired by 

the Roman Empire as mercenaries around the same time then they could have gained 

knowledge of other languages such as Latin, Greek, Punic and even Etruscan to an extent 

(Fairfax 2014: 184 - 186, Fischer 2005: 50), and if that is the case then why go back to 

Northern Europe to create a whole new language when they could just use Greek, Latin or 

Etruscan? The reason why could be because they wanted to detach themselves from the 

people in Gaul and create their own language and therefore create their own identity. 

  

5.3 Migration theory  

Now that we have mentioned the trading theory it is reasonable to follow this by discussing 

the possibility that Runes could have spread due to migration since both the theory of trading 

and migration do at certain points overlap with one another. For example the Roman coins 

found in Scandinavia could have been from trading but could also have been from people 

migrating back from the Roman Empire as stated earlier. It should also be noted that the items 

that were traded between the different countries could also have arguments for migration and 

as such it would be a lot of repetition so therefore only evidence that we can assert was from 

migration will be mentioned, such as the Razwadów spear head, Kowel lance head, the 

Dahmsdorf lance head and the Pietrossa gold ring with all of them being evidence for 

migrating Goths that spread Runes to the southeast (Nielsen 2012: 52). Originally the Goths 

came from a place called Scandza somewhere in Northern Europe according to Jordanes 

(Olsson 2022: 5). Apparently the Goths started to migrate as early as the first century AD and 

later split into two groups the east and west Goths around 290 AD according to Olsson 

(Olsson 2022: 7). Interestingly enough we do not know if the Goths knew of Runes around 

the time when they started migrating or if they got acquainted with them as they were 

migrating and then decided to create their own version. Since the earliest evidence for Runes 

associated with the Goths emerged around 300 AD.  

However there are some people theorizing that the Gothic Runic objects have some 

connection to the Mos lance head from Sweden, but that is unlikely, given that there is little 

evidence to support it (Ilkjaer & Lonstrup 1981: 63). Frisian should also be mentioned here 



 
 

since it was previously established that Anglo-Saxons did in fact migrate over to Frisia when 

Frisia was supposedly ‘abandoned’ in the fourth century AD, which we already discussed in 

chapter 5 section 5.1.3. It should also be stated that migration to Northern Europe was not 

uncommon, in fact it was fairly common for people to migrate to other places for different 

reasons for example marriage, family connections or the current site they were at was not 

prosperous enough. This could be seen in the pottery found at Drenthe, Netherlands. The 

pottery itself is believed to be both imported and locally made, with speculation that the 

pottery was originally created somewhere in the Elbe-Weser area and ended up in Drenthe 

through immigrating people (Knol 2021: 22). This shows that Runes were not only spread 

through trading but also through other ways such as migration. 

 

5.4. Comparison between the Runic language and other languages  

Over the last couple months, I read through multiple theories in regards to the creation of 

Runes, and I have noticed a pattern where one theory fails, the other one succeeds and vice 

versa. So, in order to make sense of the theories I suggest a multilingual theory, where two or 

more languages were used as a basis for Runes. The problem with this theory is that it does 

not tell us where the potential place of origin is, but if we look past that and instead focus on 

the similarities between Runes and for example Etruscan, Latin and Greek. Then we can see 

that they all share some similar symbols for example the Runic b and the Etruscan B and the 

reversed ancient Latin B which can be seen in appendix 2 table 1 and appendix 2 table 2 while 

some even share similar phonology values. It is even mentioned in several sources that the 

Germanic speaking people would have been subjected to multiple different languages and as 

an outcome learnt how to read and write in different languages (Barnes 2012: 10). However 

they did not just simply adopt one of the languages but instead created their own with 

influence or at least inspiration from the other languages (ibid 2012: 10). This could explain 

why none of the languages fully matches up with Runes, but in order to understand the 

similarities between the different languages then we have to compare and contrast them to 

each other starting with Etruscan.  

The Etruscan language shares a lot of similarities with Runes specifically the forms are very 

similar which can be seen in appendix 2 table 1, with one Etruscan letter even showing up on 

an object in Norway and Denmark together with Runes which can be seen in figure 8 and 9. 

How the language might have reached Northern Europe could be because of the Cimbric 



 
 

invasion which took place at the end of the second century BC (Mees 2000:38). We also 

established earlier that Germanic speaking people were possibly in contact with people from 

Northern Italy who would have spoken Etruscan, thanks to the contact with Gaul. If we also 

go by that same logic then both Greek and Latin were also present in Gaul around the first 

century AD.  

The Latin language shares some similarities with Runes both in terms of form and phonology 

value, seven letters in total share some form of similarity while the other 17 do not share 

similarities with each other. For example some of the Runes cannot be derived from Latin 

letters since their forms and phonology value do not correlate, while other such as the t and b 

rune do look similar to their Latin counterpart T = t rune and B = b rune (Troeng 2003: 289, 

Lorencic 2013: 4). While some Runes can arguably be similar to some Latin letters which 

Wimmer (the person that brought forward the Latin theory) showed in his book (Wimmer 

1874), as well as many other scholars during the 19th century. But it is not enough in order to 

establish that Runes were completely derived from Latin.  

The Greek language is also heavily discussed as a potential basis for Runes, with the main 

argument being that the archaic Greek letters shares some resemblance with Runes. But this 

theory is incomplete just like all the other ones, with the biggest limitation being that only 

some letters are similar to Runes and that there is too big of a distance between the Germanic 

areas and the areas were Greek was spoken (Troeng 2003: 289). However that has been 

questioned significantly with the knowledge that Germanic mercenaries and traders crossed 

the Rhine to get to Gaul an area which was dominated with mainly Greek between the third to 

first century BC with evidence that Greek remained well into 50 AD. Afterwards it was 

replaced by Latin thanks to Gaul being conquered by the Romans which caused the main 

language in Gaul to be replaced spanning a couple decades. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

6. Conclusion 

To conclude there are multiple different theories on how Runes might have been spread 

throughout Europe, However I would say that it is still largely inconclusive and requires 

further research. It should also be stated that trying to understand if the inscription on the 

objects was inscribed at the time it was created or at a later date is largely uncertain and will 

most likely stay so until further research is conducted. Also it should be mentioned that the 

routes that I proposed are largely based on objects themselves and as such if new objects 

emerge or new information regarding the objects comes to light then the route would possibly 

change. Overall I think the spread of Runes is an interesting topic and requires further 

research. When it comes to the potential origin of Runes then that will still need further 

research and a more critical look into some of the theories and the multilingual theory 

(Etruscan, Greek and Latin) needs to be conducted. What we can establish with this paper is 

that Runes are not a Scandinavian invention but must have originated somewhere in central 

Europe and then spread north by trading, migration or some other method. But what way they 

might have gone in order to reach Northern Europe is largely still inconclusive and will most 

likely became more complex as more objects with Runic inscriptions emerges.  
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Appendix 1: Materials  

 

Figure 1. This figure shows the Vimose comb and its inscription that is located on the shaft. 

Photo was taken by Roberto Fortuna and Kira Ursem (Runes Forschungsprojekt der 

Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023). 

 

Figure 2. This figure shows the lance head that was found in Vimose bog from both sides. 

Photo was taken by Odense (Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu 

Göttingen 2023).  

 

 



 
 

  

Figure 3. This figure shows the lance head from Vimose bog and the inscription that I 

outlined with a red circle. Photo was taken by John Lee (Runes Forschungsprojekt der 

Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023). 

 

Figure 4. This figure shows the sheath mount from Vimose bog, it also shows the runes that 

are located in the middle of the mount. Photo taken by Arnold Mikkelsen (Runes 

Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023).   

 



 
 

 

Figure 5. This figure shows the two lance head from Illerup, with lance head 1 being the top 

one and the second lance head being the bottom one. Photo taken by Lennart Larsen (Runes 

Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023). 

 

Figure 6. This figure shows the kolben armlet (also referred to as kolbearmring) found in 

Boltinggård, Fyn and also shows the inscription. Drawing created by Imer (Imer 2010: 49). 



 
 

 

Figure 7. This figure shows the Kong statuette found in Kong, Denmark. The inscription on the 

figurine is located on the back. Photo taken by Sophus Bengtsson (Runes Forschungsprojekt 

der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023).  

   

Figure 8. This figure shows the Svingerud stone sticking out of a cremation burial. Photo taken 

by Kultur historiska museum (Science Norway 2023).  



 
 

 

Figure 9. This figure shows the Svingerud stone together with multiple inscriptions. Photo taken 

by Alexis Pantos (Historical Museum 2023). 

 

Figure 10. This figure shows the Ovre stabu lance head. Photo taken by Eirik Irgens Johnsen 

(Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023). 



 
 

 

Figure 11. This figure shows the Froyhov bronze figure with the inscription inscribed at the 

lower part of the ‘clothes’. Photo taken by Kirsten Helgeland (Runes Forschungsprojekt der 

Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023).  

 

Figure 12. This figure shows the lance head from Mos with its ‘odd’ symbols. Photo taken by 

John Ljungkvist (Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 

2023).   



 
 

 

Figure 13. This figure shows the runes on the lance head from Mos. Photo taken by Bengt A 

Lundberg (Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023).

 

Figure 14. This figure shows the Gårdlösa fibula. Photo taken by Helena Bonnevier (Runes 

Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023).    



 
 

 

Figure 15. This figure shows the Kylver stone with 24 runes from elder Futhark. Photo taken 

by Bengt A Lundberg (Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu 

Göttingen 2023).  

 

Figure 16. This figure shows the Skåäng stone with inscriptions from both the elder Futhark 

and younger Futhark. Photo taken by Bengt A Lundberg (Runes Forschungsprojekt der 

Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023). 



 
 

  

Figure 17. This figure shows the controversial Meldorf fibula, with the inscription being 

located on the bottom right. Photo taken by an unknown individual (Runes Forschungsprojekt 

der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023). 

 

Figure 18. This figure shows the Thorsberg chape from the A side with one of the inscriptions. 

Photo taken by Molltke (Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu 

Göttingen 2023). 



 
 

 

Figure 19. This figure shows the controversial Osterrönfeld pot shard from side A. Photo 

taken by an unknown individual (Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften 

zu Göttingen 2023). 

 

Figure 20. This figure shows the sword mount piece found at Bergakker. Picture taken from 

the Valkhof Museum website (Valkhof Museum 2023). 

 

 



 
 

 

Figure 21. This figure shows the belt buckle from Borgharen. Picture taken by Kaiser (Kaiser 

2021). 

 

Figure 22. This figure shows the Kantens Comb case from both sides. Photo taken by Kaiser 

(Kaiser 2021: OFRC1). 

 

 



 
 

 

Figure 23. This figure shows the Undley bracteate, with the Runic inscription twisting around 

the bracteate. Photo taken by an unknown individual (Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie 

der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023).    

 

Figure 24. Caistor-by-Norwichs roe deer bone with Runic inscriptions found together with 34 

other animal bones and human ashes (Myres & Green 1973: 116). Photo taken by an 

unknown individual (Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu 

Göttingen 2023). 



 
 

 

Figure 25. This figure shows the partially fragmented Spong Hill urn. Photo taken by an 

unknown individual (Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu 

Göttingen 2023). 

  

Figure 26. This figure shows the Runic inscription on the urn from Spong Hill. Photo taken by 

Tim Pestell (Runes Forschungsprojekt der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 2023). 

 

Figure 27. This figure shows the fragmented Rozwadów spear head, with the Runes being 

placed on the upper side in the picture with symbols being placed at the bottom side of the 

picture. Photo being taken by Marcjan Smiszko (Torino 2018).  

 

 

 



 
 

Appendix 2: Alphabets  

 

Table 1 This table shows the Etruscan alphabets and its different versions and compares it to 

the elder Futhark. The table was created by Mees (from Mees 2000: 50).  

 



 
 

 

Table 2 This table shows the old Latin alphabets both archaic and classical. The table was 

created by combining two tables from Omniglot (Omniglot 2023).   

 

Table 3 This table shows the different Greek dialects. The table was created by BishkekRocks 

(Wikimedia commons 2006). 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


