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Introduction 
The runic alphabet, thejuthark, was used in most 
Germanic areas. The earliest clearly runic in-
sci ipiions are mainly from Denmark and date 
to the first half of the 3rd century AD, though 
one of them may be from c. AD 160. About AD 
750 the futhark was thoronghly revised, and this 
paper will refer only to the older futhark when 
it says runes, runic alphabet etc. 

No runological problem is as controversial 
as the origin of the futhark (Odenstedt 1990, p. 
146). Attempts have been made to derive it 
from the Latin, Greek and North Italian alpha-
bets. None of these can explain the forms and 
sound values of all the runes satisfactorily. Any 
assumption of more than the slightest develop

ment of runic form (such as inversion or slan-
ting of a horizontal line) from mother letter to 
posited runic heir opens up a floodgate of pos
sibilities and should not be accepted (Williams 
1995, p. 189-190). The same strictness is desirable 
also regarding the sound values of die runes. 

The letters of the archaic Greek script are 
more similar to runes than are the Greek let
ters of the 2nd century AD (Morris 1988, p. 
151—154). The time gap of some 500—700 
years to the earliest runic inscription, however, 
makes this comparison anachronistic and un
tenable (Odenstedt 1991). There is also a long 
geographical distance between the Germanic 
areas and the areas of the archaic Greek script. 

Some runes are identical in form and sound 
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value to letters found in one or another of the 
alphabets that were used in North Italy before 
the area was Romanised (Marstränder 1928, p. 
87). Among these, the Sondrio and Lugano 
alphabets have the greatest number of letters 
similar to runes, but the model alphabet of the 
futhark must have been more Romanised than 
any of these alphabets (Hammarström 1930). 
For an alphabet in North Italy to have become 
further Romanised, it would have required a 
strong Roman presence in the area. This would 
have made it unlikely that one of the subjuga-
ted local tribes could have provided the model 
of the julhark (Odenstedt 1990, p. 150). There 
is also a geographical gap between the North 
Italian inscriptions south of the Alps and the 
Germanic peoples north of the Danube, and 
an even wider gap between the North Italian in
scriptions and the area of the earliest runic in
scriptions. 

The North Italian theory has been revived 
and underpinned by an attempt to explain the 
futhark sequence by manipulations of a 26-letter 
long proto-Tyrrhenian or North-Etruscan alpha
bet from the 71b century BG (Seebold 1986, p. 
541—548; 1993; Mees 2000). These manipula
tions include removal of two letters from the 
original alphabet, change of the sound values of 
some letters, ckange of the forms of some let
ters, pairing of runes, and reordering of the 
pairs of runes. The pairing of the runes follows 
a freely invented and rather arbitrary scheme 
that is very different from the regular Atbash 
scheme referred to. The reorganisation of the 
sequence of rune-pairs follows another speci-
ally invented scheme that is similarly nnwar-
ranted and not as regular as claimed. Such a se
quence of ad koc manipulations proves nothing. 
Calculations would be needed to prove that the 
manipulations have a significant degree of re-
gularity. 

The theories of an exclusivdy Latin origin 
of the futhark usually presume that some Scan
dinavian merchant or soldier went to the 
Roman Empire, learnt the Latin script, inven
ted a new script, and introduced reading and 
writing on arrival back home (Moltke 1976, p. 
57-58 , Ruger 1998). Romans who came to 
Germanic areas would hardly have created a 

new script but would rather have used the Latin 
one. 

There are two major objections to the idea 
that a Scandinavian brought the script to Sean
dinavia. Firstly, scripts are generally not disper
sed in this way. Barbarian merchants and soldi
ers were in close contact with the Egyptian and 
Chinese civilisations for centuries and millen-
nia without ever establishing reading and wri
ting in their own countries. Africans and Ame
rican Indians whose contacts wilh European 
civilisation were limited to trade with travel 
Ung merchants never modified the European 
scripts for their own needs. The art of reading 
and writing was effidently dispersed only when 
those who were literate since childhood settled 
in new areas as merchants, colonialists or mis
sionaries. Tke well known Cherokee script was 
developed in Georgia only in the 19th century, 
when Georgia was a state led by Americans of 
European descent. The Easter Island rongorongo 
was invented without European settlement on 
the island. It is, however, not a true script but 
only a graphic representation of a highly limi
ted corpus of rhetorical statements (Fischer 
2003, p. 290—291). 

Secondly, there is no indication of Scan
dinavian soldiers in the Roman army before 
the runic script had appeared in Seandinavia. 
Arminius, of the Germanic Cherusci tribe 
between the Weser and the Elbe, was trained in 
the Roman army only because the Cherusci had 
been subjugated to the Romans. After having 
been defeated at Kalkriese by Arminius' coali-
tion of Germanic tribes in AD 9, lhe Roman army 
did not venture into Germanic areas much be
yond the Rhine and shun from employing Ger
manic soldiers for a long time. Men of Ger
manic descent were recruited as soldiers to the 
auxiliary troops of the Roman army already in 
the 2nd century AD, but these Germanic soldiers 
came from tribes settled in the Roman provin
ces and had to be Romanised before being re
cruited (Alföldy 1968, p. 136-163). Vita Marci 
states that gladiators, mountain tribes in Dal-
malia, Greek country constables, and Germa
nic soldiers were recruited to the army during 
die Marcomannic wars, AD 166—180 (Lennart?. 
1969, p. 161). Because the Germanic soldiers 
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are mentioned in this context they seem to ha
ve been rather few. There were deserters from 
the Marromanni, the Quadi, and perhaps other 
Germanic tribes participating in lhe Marco-
mannic wars (ibid., p. 190), and the Germanic 
soldiers may have been recruited from this 
group. Soldiers recruited from these tribes 
would probably not have settled in Seandinavia 
aller having served in the Roman army. Scan
dinavians who knew neither the local tongue 
nor Latin, the language of command, would 
not have been recruited even if they had, some
how, travelled through lhe territories of diffe
rent German tribes to reach the limes. The vex-
illaliones units that were introduced by the end 
of the 2nd century could also be recruited from 
client tribes in the börder area (Schulz 1985, p. 
26—27). Because there is no evidence of client 
tribes in Seandinavia, it is very unlikely that any 
Scandinavian soldiers had served in the Roman 
arrfiy when the runes appeared in Seandinavia 
at the beginning of lhe 3rd cenlury AD. 

Il may be conduded tbat the many attempts 
to derive the runic alphabet from the Latin, 
Greek, and North Italian alphabets have not 
been successful. It may therefore be asked what 
other alphabets might have been the model of 
the runic alphabet. Iberia had its own alpha
bets but they were never used near any Ger
manic area and are not attested to have been 
used after the 1st centuiy BC. Because no fur
ther alphabet is known to have been used by 
any European people in Roman times, an alter
native model of lhe runic alphabet has to be 
sought outside Europé. 

Roman army auxiliaries from Africa and 
Asia who were stationed on the limes in Europé 
in the 2nd century AD are presumably the on
ly people who may have provided a non-
European model for lhe runic scripl. There we
re auxiliaries from the provinces of Maure-
tania, Africa proconsularis, Syria, and Roman 
Arabia on the limes in Europé (Stein 1932). 
They may all have used Semitic scripts. 

Morris (1988, p. 157) found that the appea
rance of the runes suggests that they could derive 
from some Semitic alphabet. An Aramaic Se-
mitic scripl was the model of the Turkish runic 
alphabet in Central Asia (Haussig 1985, p. 

81—85). This alphabet (V. Thomsen 1919, p. 
3o—31) had letter forms such as: 

f A > x ) N ! T H H 1 f l i 

These letters were probably not related to the 
Germanic runes, bul ihev indicate thal rune-li-
ke forms may have developed from the much 
more rounded forms of j\ramaic letters. 

Non-representation of double letters, writ
ing of words without spacing, and variable direc
tion of writing in early runic inscriptions are fea
tures that were advanced as arguments for the 
Greek theory vs. the Latin theory (Morris 1988, 
p. 125—139). In defence of die latin theory tkese 
features were explained as independently in
vented for the runic script or as a resuk of the 
runic script being primitive (Odenstedt 1991, 
p. 383-384) . Recourse to such ad /Wexplana-
lions is not necessary to escape acceptance of 
the Greek theory. Double letters are not repre
sented in the Nabatean y\ramaic script (Can-
tineau 1930, p. 37). Consecutive writing is nor
mal in lhe Nabatean script and other Semitic 
scripts. Most Semitic scripts are written from 
right to left. The variable direction of writing in 
early runic inscriptions could perhaps be ex
plained by the runic script being based 011 two 
scripts wilh different directions of writing. Three 
features of the runic script that were forwarded 
as arguments for the Greek theory may thus in
stead be used a.s arguments for a Semitic theory. 

The runic alphabet is the only European 
alphabet known to have had meaningful letter 
names such as the Semitic alphabets have. The 
name of the first rune, fehu "catde", and the name 
of the first Semitic letter, akf "ox", have prae
tically the same meaning (Rasmussen 1990, p. 
121). This supports the idea that a Semitic al
phabet was at least one of the models of the ru
nic alphabet. 

It would not be unique for the runic alpha
bet to be based on more than one alphabet. 
The Iberian type of alphabet that emerged in 
800—500 BC was based 011 bolh the Phoenidan 
alphabet and lhe Greek alphabet (Untermann 
19S7). The first alphabet for a Slavonic langu
age, the Glagolithic alphabet from the 91b cen
tury AD, had Semitic letters, Greek letters, and 
Christian symbols as models (Nationakncyklo-
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pedin 1992:7, p. 498). Though the fberian and 
Glagolithic alphabets were based both on Se
mitic and Greek alphabets, there is no evidence 
that a mixed Semitic-Greek alphabet ever exis
ted. 

Among the leading Semitic alphabets used 
in lhe first centuries .AD there were the Jewish 
(Hebrew) script used by the Jewish diaspora 
and the Nabatean Aramaic script used in 
Roman Arabia, approximately the area of mo
dern Jordan and the Sinai (Hooker 1996, p. 
236—242). The Nabatean script has been seen 
as a forerunner of the Arabic script (ibid., p. 
246). Runes difficult to explain from Latin let
ters appear more similar to Nabatean letters 
than to other Semitic letters. 

Nabatean models of some runes 
Most runes have their forms and sound values 
well explained by Latin letters (table 1). The 
arguments for the derivation of the runes from 
Latin capitals have most recently been elabora-
ted by Odenstedt (1990) and Williams (1996). 
The inventor of the runes may have been mo
re likely, however, to have been confronted 
wilh the cursive Latin writing of e.g. graffiti and 
military riiplomas tkan the Latin capitals dis-
played on stone monuments (Quak 1996, p. 
172). The Latin cursives^\a, H h, V n, f s, ? /, 
andTTofrom lhe first two centuries (Thompson 
1912, p. 335-337) may explain better than 
Latin capitals the forms of the runes. The 
sound vallie of runic f is contested but usually 
thought to be i. No Latin capital can explain 
the combination of form and sound value of 
runic J" i , but cursive Latin Z y can do it. 
Neverthdess, some runes are best derived from 
Latin capitals, e.g. the problematic runic O is 
best derived from t.alin Q q which is close in 
both form and sound value. 

The runes, X g / 3, P w, * j , C p, T 2, II e, 
M ö have been difficult to explain by deriva
tion from Latin letters. 

Runic I1 0 has usually been thought to deri
ve from Latin D rf but neither the forms nor the 
sound values are quite similar. It is also stränge 
that the r -rune and not the d-rune would have 
the form of Latin D. Nabatean f> t (Hooker 
1996, p. 248) better explains that runic 1̂  has a 

slem that reaches above and below its pocket. 
It also better explains that r represents a voice-
less dental consonant. 

Runic 1 w and T 2 were proposed to bave be
en moddled on Latin P and Y, but there was no 
good explanation for their sound values (Oden
stedt 1990, p. 163—166; Williams 1996, p. 215— 
216). Nabatean 1 wand)" / (Hooker 1996, p. 
247) instead may well explain the forms and -
sound values of runic 1 mand T z. It has been 
presupposed that the original runic forms were 
angular such as f w (Odenstedt 1990 p. 159), 
bul this assumption is not warranted (Williams 
1992, p. 200-201; Barnes 1994, p. 17—18; Oden
stedt personal communication). 

The ^ rune , X , has the form of Latin X ks 
but seems to have denoted g (e.g. Williams 
1996, p. 214) or 3 (e.g. Odenstedt 1990 p. 
160—167). Nabatean X seems to have denoted 
both g"and Y (Canlineau 1930 p. 39; Hooker 
1996 p. 247). It has a sound value similar lo the 
g r a n e and may have developed into the g-ru-
ne's form when inscribed in e.g. wood. 

Runic e /bas been proposed to derive from 
capital Latin G g-(Odenstedt 1990 p. 160, 165; 
Williams 1996:), but 2iid-century cursive Latin 
S g" is more similar in form to t h e / r u n e . The 
difference in sound value between the rune and 
the proposed Latin model letter is remarkable, 
however. In the Latin script the /-sound was de
noted by I i, and it is undea r why this letter was 
not used to denote t he / sound , had the /-rune 
been derived from the Latin script (Odenstedt 
1990 p. 65). Nabatean S j , i (Hooker 1997, p. 

248) provides the best explanation of the com
bination of form and sound value that consti-
tutes the / r u n e . 

Runic t. p has usually been seen as a coina
ge, but has also been derived from Latin B b or 
K k (Odenstedt 1990, p. 160, 166; Williams 
1996, p. 214). Cursive Latin Up (Prou 1910, p. 
58) is doser in both form and sound value. 
Nabatean J /»./(Cantineau 1930, p. 30, 38; al-
Theeb 1993, p. 177) is also more similar in 
form and sound value to runic C p. 

Runic fl r o r H ekas usually been thought 
to derive from capital Latin E (Odenstedt 
1990, p. 97—101). This derivation is based on 
questionable theories about why the form 
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Latin letters 

Capital 

F 

V 

D 

A 

R 

C 

X 

P 

H 

N 

I 

G 

Y 

Z 

B 

K 

P 

Y 

S 

T 

B 

E 

M 

M 

L 

Q 
D 

O 

Cursive 

\ 

C 

H 
f 

s 
7 

r 

f 

w 

? 

TT 

Sound 
vallie 

f 

u, v 

d 

a 

r 

k 

ks 

P 

h 

n 

i 

g 
y 
z 

b 

k 

P 

y 
s 

t 

b 

e 

m 

m 

1 

k 

d 

0 

Nabatean letters 

Form Sound 
value 

fr t ' 

>\ g . Y 

1 vv 

3 j . i 

J p.f 

f / 

TI b, a, c 

^ m 

J 1 

Runic 

Form 

t 
A 

\ 

1 
K 
< 

X 
1 
p 
H 

+ 

alphabet 

Sound 
value 

f 

u 

e 
a 

r 

k 

g / 3 
w 

w 

h 

n 

1 i 
i 

t 

C 

T 
{ 

T 
* 

n 
(i 

n 
r 
0 

M 

X 

i 
*(?) 

p 

z 

s 

t 

b 

e 

e 

m 

1 

D 

d 

0 

Table 1. Latin letters, Nabatean letters, and the runic alphabet —Latinska bokstäver, nabateiska bokstäver 
och runalfabctet 

Fornvännen g8 (2003) 



2 94 John Troeng 

would have changed. Runic M e has alternati-
vely and without proper regard to its sound va
lue been derived from Latin M m (Williams 
1996, p. 214—216). Cursive Latin Wc (Thomp
son 1912, p. 335) is close to the e-rune in bolh 
form and sound value. Nabatean 11 (Naveh 
1982, p. 137) is almost identical in form to the 
»mine. In the consonantal Nabatean script it 
represented primarily h but was also used for 
representation of e and a (Cantineau 1930, p. 
46—47). It seems more likely, however, that ru
nic fl e derives from a letter that primarily re
presented the c-sound and at the same time was 
dose in form to lhe m m e , i.e. from cursive 
Latin \\ e. 

Runic t / has usually been derived from 
Latin L /. Nabatean J / (Naveh 1982, p. 156) is 
somewhat doser in form and may instead have 
been the model of the /-rune. 

Runic M ö has usually been seen as a coina
ge, possibly from doubling of runic ) 6 or Latin 
D d (Odenstedt 1990, p. 160—164; Williams 
1996, p. 216). This derivation also requires an 
explanation why the resulting rune was not r r • 
No Latin or Nabatean letter can satisfactorily 
explain the form of runic N ö . 

Latin M bas usually been seen as the sole 
model of runic H m (Odenstedt 1990, p. 160— 
167). If also Nabatean *3m (Cantineau 1930, p. 
29) influenced the form of runic H m, tkis form 
is better explained. 

Since most runes derive from Latin letters, 
it may be asked why not all runes had Latin mo
del letters. Only for the (•-, w-, a n d / r u n e s and 
perhaps for the g rune can the use of Nabatean 
models be explained by there being no Latin 
letters with the proper sound vallies. 

Nabatean letters may have been used as mo
dels of /> and z-riines and perhaps the w-rune 
because the (capital) Latin letters of these ru
nes were too similar in form to other runes. If 
the sound value of runic Z. p had been denoted 
by capital Latin P p this rune would have beco
me almost identical to runic f tv. The cursive of 
this Latin letter or a Nabatean letter may the
refore have been used instead. If Latin Z had 
denoted the z-sound tbis rune would have be
come too close in form to runic f i (?). Because 
Latin M m was very similar to runic N e, a diffe-
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rent form may have been needed to denote the 
»n-sound. 

It is more difficult to say why Nabatean mo
dels would have been chosen for runic fl c and 
T t. Because horizontal lines were avoided in ru
nes (Odenstedt 1990, p. 158), Latin E ernay ha
ve been less suitable to denote the e-sound than 
Nabatean TI h, a, e. The horizontal arm of Latin 
L /may similarly have made this letter less suit
able than Nabatean J /. 

Forms and sound values thus indicate that 
some runes probably derive from Nabatean mo
del letters. It must then be asked how letters of 
the Nabatean alphabet used in Roman Arabia 
may have become models of certain runes in 
northern Europé. Only people of Nabatean de
scent are likely to have known the Nabatean let
ters well enough to use them for an alphabet. 

Nabateans on the limes at Straubing in Bavaria 
The wealth of the Nabateans was based on con
trol of the long-distance trade between Meso
potamia and Egypt and between South Arabia 
and the Mediterranean coast, as well as on par-
tidpation in the lucrative Mediterranean trade 
(Glueck 1966, p. 346). Nabatean inscriptions 
in Europé have been found in the Greek archi-
pdago, at Puteoli near Naples, and in Rome (Wen-
ning 1987, p. 22—23). After AD 106, when the 
Romans had turned the Nabatean kingdom in
to a province called Roman Arabia, soldiers of 
Nabatean origin began to be recruited into the 
Roman army (Bowersock 1983, p. 76, 107—108). 
Two cohorts recruited there were stationed on 
the limes in Germany (Walke 1965, p. 55—56). 
The cohort that will tum out to be of particular 
interest is described below. 

The Canalha cohort of 1,000 archers was 
recruited from Hauran in Roman Arabia and 
came to Straubing (Sorviodurum) in Bavaria some 
lime in AD 121-128 (Walke 1965, p. 55—56, 
83-87). Canalha (modern El-Qanawat) was only 
40 kilometres north of Bostra, the provincial 
capital of Roman Arabia (Bowersock 1983, p. 
101—106). Though Canatha was not actually 
located in Roman Arabia at that time but a few 
kilometres north of the börder with Syria (Bo
wersock 1983, p. 66,103, 114—115), die Canalha 
cohort was probably mainly of Nabatean ori-
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gin. When the cohort was in Bavaria, it pro
bably received a continuing flow of recruits 
from Roman Arabia (Keppie 1984, p. 185). 
Military diplomas indicate that the Canalha co
hort was still at Straubing in AD 166, but such 
diplomas are lacking from laler periods (Stein 
1932, p. 80, 286; Kellner 1971, p. 67). 

Crafts were well developed at Straubing. 
Many woodworking tools such as iron saws, 
iron ehisels, an iron wedge, and an iron plane 
have been found in the remains of die fort there 
(Keim and Kfumbach 1951, p. 37-40). There 
was an unusual amount of bronze casting taking 
place for an auxiliary vicus (Walke 1965, p. 86). 

Nearly one hundred bone and iron pendls 
(stili) and almost as many graffiti on pottery 
found at Straubing indicate imusiially intensive 
writing for an auxiliary camp (Walke 1965, p. 
58). The pendls usually had a pointed end for 
writing in wax and an opposite broad end for 
erasing inscriptions in wax (Kellner 1971, p. 
103). Some of the iron pendls found at Strau
bing are peculiar in tkat lhe non-pointed end 
is not broad and splayed out but broad and 
tapering like a chisel and with an asymmetric 
edge (Walke 1965, p. 58, Tafel 112:1—2). Be
cause a chisel end was less functional for eras
ing inscriptions in wax, it is not satisfactory to 
explain the chisel ends only as a whim of the 
workshop. Chisel ends are suitable for making 
short straight scores in wood, e.g. when inscri-
bing runiform letters. The peculiar pendls 
found at Straubing may thus have been made 
for inscription of Latin or runic letters in wood. 

No true runic inscription has been found at 
Straubing, but non-Latin rune-like forms occur 
in some of the Latin inscriptions there. Graffiti 
on pottery has < k, i. s, and Po, (Walke 1965, 
Tafel 146—147). Bronze armour with Latin in
scriptions has * Äand T / (Keim and Klumbach 
1951, p. 16, 20, fig. 13, 16). No comparable 
ninnber of rune-like characters is known from 
any other Roman site of the 2nd century AD. 

An old north-south trade route from the 
upper Elbe and the Bohemian basin crossed 
the upper Danube at Suaubing. This trade route 
was important already in the late Neolithie and 
there was an oppidum at Straubing in the Celtic 
era (Walke 1965, p. 80). This was succeeded by 

a Roman fort in whose vicinity bronze, iron, 
wood, leather and cloth were worked (Walke 
1965, p. 50—63). As the Nabatean wealth had 
been based on control of long-distance trade, 
auxiliaries of the Canalha cohort may also have 
been interested in engaging in the long-distan
ce trade from Straubing. 

The Roman army units at the limes normally 
got their supplies from their own provinces 
and sometimes also from nearby areas on the 
other side of the limes (Junkelmann 1997, p. 
52—54, 73—85). By the end of the 2nd century 
AD the ongoing change to a wetter and colder 
climate in Central Europé accelerated and re-
sulted regularly in poor harvests (Zabehlicky 
1994). In the late 2nd century the population 
in the area of Straubing seems to have decrea-
sed drastically, possibly as the result of pest 
(Junkelmann 1997, p. 188). Then the Roman 
forces at the limes in south Germany probably 
could not get necessary supplies from the Ro
man hinterlands or nearby Germanic areas. 
They may have had better chances to find them 
in more distant Germanic areas (Lund Hansen 
1995, p. 431—435). Auxiliaries may have had 
worse living conditions than legionaries, and 
those from the Near East would have had great 
difficulties in returning home when dissatisfi-
ed. Dissatisfied soldiers may have revolted and 
gone plundering as a result of the economic 
crisis (ibid., p. 435). If the Canalha cohort had 
heard about the trade route to Seandinavia 
they may have gone there to seek a living. 

The Roman military presence at Straubing 
may be traced in the numbers of coins found 
there from different periods. While there are 
1-3 coins from each of the emperors in the ist 
century AD before the Roman fort had been 
established shortly after AD 76, the number is 
some 20-50 coins from most of the emperors 
in the period AD 81-211 (Walke 1965, p. 74, 
80). As many as 24 coins of Septimius Severus 
(AD 193—21 1) have been found at Straubing, 
but only 0-2 coins from each of the subsequent 
emperors of the 3rd century (Walke 1965, p. 
74). Of eleven coins found at Straubing that 
are thought to have been hidden, nine were 
struck for Septimius Severus (ibid..). These 
coin finds are best explained by unrest and the 
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termination of the military occupation of the 
fort at Straubing in AD 193—211 or shortly af-
terwards. The Canatha cohort thus seems to 
have left Straubing in this period. 

Professional soldiers and reorganisation in Den
mark from about AD 200 
After c. AD 200 there were professional soldiers 
in Denmark, and war there reached hidierto un
known proportions and became much more 
bloodthirsty (Hedeager 1992, p. 92, 170, 22). 
Retainers seem to have served local chieftains 
in Denmark from c . AD 200 on (Crumlin-Pe
dersen 1991, p. 42). Estates and powerful land-
lords seem to have emerged in Denmark in the 
3rd century AD (Hedeager 1992, p. 199-201; 
Thrane & Porsmose 1996,p. 171—172). Hund-
reds, jnrisdictional districts, were established in 
Denmark c. AD 200, probably by soldiers who 
had been in Roman service (Hedeager 1992, 
p. 189 ,231 ,248-249) . 

The new ownership of the land was accom-
panied by the introduction of innovations in 
land use, animal husbandry, and food produc
tion. Scythes for haymaking appeared in 
Seandinavia in the 3rd century AD (Pedersen 
& Widgren 1998, p. 358). Endosed pasture-
land began to appear in Denmark and Eastern 
Sweden in c. AD 200 (Thrane & Porsmose 
1996, p. 171-172; Pedersen & Widgren 1998, 
p. 292—306). Sheep and horse breeding seems 
to have emerged in Seandinavia in the 3rd cen
tury AD (Hedeager 1992, p. 160—161; Peder
sen & Widgren 1998, p. 368). The earliest finds 
in Seandinavia of rotary querns, clay hearths, ba-
king ovens and bread all date to c. AD 200 (Pe
dersen & Widgren 1998, p. 401). 

About the same time specialised craftsmen 
and sites for crafts and trade emerged in 
Seandinavia (Storgaard 2003, p. 109). These 
were associated with the introduction of inno
vations in iron extraction, forging, and weaving 
(ibid.). Roman-standard carpentry seems to 
have been introduced about AD 200. A 
wooden plane was deposited at Vimose (Engel-
kardt 1869, p. 28). This tool from c. AD 200 is 
the earliest of its type in Seandinavia. Barrels 
appeared in Seandinavia as a high-status novelty 
after c. AD 200 (kund Hansen 1995, p. 

233—235). There were two-wheel carts in Den
mark already in the Late Neolithie, but the ear
liest evidence of four-wheel wagons in Sean
dinavia is from the 3rd century AD (Pedersen 
& Widgren 1998, p. 338—339). A dinker-built 
ship found at Nydam in Jutland and dendro-
chronologically dated to c. AD 190 is the oldest 
true-dinker built vessel localised in northern 
Europé (Rieck 2003, p. 299). 

There is no archaeological or historical evi
dence of sails among Germanic people in the 
Iron Age before the Sth century (Hårdh 1985, 
p. 182—183). A direct sea trade route was 
established, however, between the Danish Isles 
and the lower Rhine in c. AD 200 (kund Han
sen 1995, p. 385-388) . This trade route wilh 
circumnavigation of most of Jutland would 
hardly have been viable without the use of sails. 
The earliest developed harbour in Seandinavia 
was established at Lundeborg on Funen in c. 
AD 200 (Jensen 1991, p. 133—135)-

The Lundeborg site has evidence of the 
working not only of iron and bronze but also of 
silver, gold, and glass (P.O. Thomsen 1991, p. 
138—140). This is the earliest Scandinavian evi
dence of silver and gold working. A measuring 
stick and scale pans have been found at Vimose 
on Funen (Engelhardt 1869, p. 30, 33). These 
finds of measuring gear are among the very 
earliest ones in Seandinavia and date to c. AD 
200. Coins and gold to be used as payment have 
also been found at Lundeborg (J. Jensen 1991, 
p. 135, 140). A hierarchical system of long-di
stance trade centres emerged in Denmark in c. 
J \ D 200 when Roman objects arrived directly as 
trade goods from the lower Rhine to a leading 
long-distance trade centre in the Danish Isles 
(Lund Hansen 1995, p. 385—388). 

Many innovations in technology and eco
nomy emerged in Denmark c. AD 200 accor
ding to the archaeological record. Innovations 
that appeared in other parts of Seandinavia at 
the same time but are not attested in Denmark 
at this early date probably also occurred in 
Denmark as it was the gateway to Seandinavia 
from the Continent and the Roman Empire. 
All these innovations occurred in the Roman 
Empire before they came to Denmark. 

Storgaard proposed that the strong Roman 

Fornvännen g8 (2003) 



A Semitic origin of some runes 297 

influences in Denmark and tke Roman wea
pons in Denmark in c. AD 200 were the result 
of Zealand being a client or buffer state favou
red by Roman supplies (2001). It is questio-
nable, however, what attacks on the Empire a 
client state in Zealand would have been able to 
ward off. It is incredible that the Empire would 
have supported a dislant Germanic group or 
area at a time when it seems to have been unab-
le to provide necessary supplies for its own ar
my in Roman parts of south Germany. Stor
gaard also argued that the aristocrats buried at 
Himling0je in Zealand in about AD 200—250 
would be of a dynasty that had ruled there sin
ce before the Marcomannic wars (2003, p. 
112—120). They were, however, not buried accor
ding to the local tradition. The aristocrats of 
the 3rd century were interred in graves no 
longer visible in the landscape at a place where 
there had cremation burials under mounds in 
the 2nd century (Lund Hansen 1995, p. 
191-195). The two male aristocrats interred at 
Himlingöje in the 3rd centuiy also differed 
from those cremated there in the 2nd centuiy 
in being remarkably gracile and among the 
lallest and most gracile males from the Iron 
Age in Denmark (Sellevold 1995). Storgaard 
has little archaeological support of his hypo
thesis that local people supported by the Ro
man Empire would have led the reorganisation 
that began in Denmark in about AD 200. This re
organisation was rather led by newcomers. 

One thousand professional soldiers in chain 
mail, armed with long bows and damascened 
swords and mounted on horses or attacking in 
boats from the sea would have had the military 
strength to seize power in the whole of Denmark. 
In a much låter conquest less than two hundred 
Spanish soldiers widi only thirty horses managed 
to gain control of the Inca Empire. 

The earliest runic inscriptions and their context 
There are about 21 runic inscriptions that have 
been dated to AD 200/220—250/260 (in fact, 
phase C i b of the Roman Iron Age in northern 
Europé, but the corresponding dates AD are 
instead given in tkis paper; Krause and Jan-
kiikn 19(1(1; Ilkjaer 1990, p. 324—325; Lund Han
sen 1995, p. 17-18; Stoklund 1995). A fibula 

found at Meldorf north of Hamburg and dated 
to the 1 st century AD has inscribed characters 
similar to runes, but they may be Latin charac
ters or just decoration (Diiwel and Gebiihr 
1981). A two-layer bone comb found at Vimose 
011 Funen has a runic inscription, and the few 
finds of this type of comb have been dated to c. 
AD 70—160 (Ilkjaer 1990, p. 324-325; 1993, p. 
297, 312, 376). Dating the inscription by such 
a typologieal dating of the comb is a questionable 
procedure. The rune-inscribed spearheads found 
at 0vre Stabu in Norway and at Mos in Gotland 
have previously been thought to date from die 
2nd centuiy AD, but they were associated with ob
jects belonging lo the period AD 200/220— 250/ 
260 (Ilkjaer & Lönstrup 1982a, p. 58-59). There 
is no incontestable evidence of any runic inscrip
tion earlier than AD 200/220 (Stoklund 1995, p. 
318). 

Apart from single finds from Norway, Sca
nia and Gotland, all runic inscriptions from the 
period AD 2 0 0 / 2 2 0 - 2 5 0 / 2 6 0 are from Den
mark and the bog site of Thorsbjerg in Ger
many very near the Danish börder. These runic 
inscriptions are from rich graves and from war 
booty depositions at e.g. Thorsbjerg and Vimose 
(Stoklund 1995). The runic inscriptions from 
war booty depositions were mainly carved on 
the weapons of professional soldiers. All five ru
nic inscriptions from rich graves in Denmark 
from the period AD 200/220—250/260 are on 
gilt silver rosette fibulae (ibid.). 

The rosette fibulae of Denmark are so simi
lar tkat they may come from a single workshop 
(Lund Hansen 1995, p. 213). Lundeborg is the 
only place in Denmark where silver is known to 
have been worked in the period AD 200/220— 
250/260. The nearby cemetery of M0llegårds-
marken is the largest Iron Age cemetery in 
Denmark. It has about 1400 graves from the 
Roman Iron Age, only three of them being in
humation graves (Albrechtsen 1971; Stilborg 

1997, p. 47—49). All the silver rosette fibulae 
with runic inscriptions come from inhumation 
graves (Werner 1988). Wet sieving has shown 
that many of the cremation graves at M0lle-
gårdsmarken contained melted droplets of sil
ver and gold (Stilborg 1997, p. 48—49; Thrane 

1998, p. 221). It may thus be that silver fibulae 
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with runic inscriptions were destroyed in the 
funeral pyres at M0llegärdsmarken (Thrane 
1998, p. 222). 

An iron knife with a runic inscription has 
been found at Mollegårdsmarken in a crema
tion grave dated to c. AD 240-320 (Lund Han
sen 1995, p. 18; Stoklund 1995, p. 340). Be
cause iron knives are less likely tkan silver fibu
lae lo have been objects of long-distance trade, 
tkis inscription is a particularly good indication 
of the early knowledge of the runic script in 
soulheast Funen. 

Lundeborg is unique in Seandinavia with its 
homogeneous occupation layer and absence of 
normal aisled houses. Weights, coins, gold to be 
used as payments, glass beads, shards of Roman 
glass drinking vessels and Terra sigillata pottery 
indicate that goods were directly imported to 
Lundeborg and tken redistributed (P.O. Thom
sen 1991). This setdement has the earliest evi
dence in Seandinavia of ship repair. Lun
deborg and nearby Gudme formed a complex 
and very affluent centre that must have played 
a super-regional role in the western Baltic area 
from around AD 200. Because a greater num
ber of rare and singular Roman imports have 
been found in the graves at Himlingöje in 
south-east Zealand than in the graves on Fu
nen, it has been argued that Himling0je rather 
than Lundeborg was the centre of long distance 
trade in the period AD 2 0 0 / 2 2 0 - 250/260 
(Lund Hansen 1995, p. 389). The richer grave 
finds on Zealand may, however, be a result of 
inhumation on Zealand and cremation on Fu
nen. The ship repair and the abovementioned 
indications of direct imports to Lundeborg 
show that the trade centre was probably on 
Flinen and not on Zealand. 

The wealthy settlement of Gudme with its 
varied set of cult-related objects and probably a 
sacral king seems to have been an ideal place 
for rune carvers (Thrane 1998, p. 223). 

The origins of the professional soldiers 
The Thorsbjerg war booty deposition is the sou
thernmost site with early runic inscriptions and 
may be of particular interest when deciding 
where the professional soldiers came from. The 
swords deposited at Thorsbjerg were probably 

of Roman origin. Likewise the shield bosses, 
breastplates, leather belts, textiles, garments, 
and horse equipment may have been from the 
Roman Empire (Bender j0rgensen 1986, p. 
349-351; Carnap-Bornheim & Ilkjaer 1996, p. 
471-486) . As the embossed sheet-metal ob
jects at Thorsbjerg are of comparativdy high 
quality they are likely to have been made in the 
Roman Empire (Carnap-Bornheim & Ilkjaer 
1996, p. 481). Ilkjaer & L0nstrup (1982) indi
cated nine shield bosses of Roman provenance 
and three fibulae of a type known almost ex
clusivdy from an area between the Elbe and 
the Rhine and conduded tkat the army whose 
equipment was deposited at Thorsbjerg had 
originated between the Elbe and the Rhine. 
Three fibulae are a skin basis for such a con
dusion. 

More than 180 belt buckles of Roman ori
gin were deposited at Vimose (Carnap-Born
heim 1992, p. 50). It was proposed that all diese 
were imported. It may be questioned, however, 
whether belt buckles or complete belts were va
lued so highly in Seandinavia that they were tra-
ded in such great numbers över great distan-
ces. It may rather be that the belt buckles were 
parts of belts that were worn by 180 soldiers 
who ultimately came from tke Roman Empire. 
The Vimose deposition is therefore also of in
terest in finding the origin of the professional 
soldiers. 

Other items in the war booty depositions in 
Denmark are best explained by the arrival of a 
rather complete unit of the Roman army. There 
are working axes, planes, filés, anvils, and more 
that probably represent army-attached crafts
men (X.P. Jensen et al. 2003, p. 324-325) . 
There are bone saws, a surgical knife, a forceps, 
and slöe thorns from the armamentarium of 
the army surgeon (Fröhlich 2003). There are 
large dögs that probably helped the scouts of 
intelligence and reconnaissance units (X.P Jen
sen et al. 2003, p. 325—326). 

The weapons deposited at Thorsbjerg in
cluded 46 arrows and three broken longbows, 
one of which was still 165 cm long when it was 
found (Raddatz 1987, p. 69—74). Tlie nearby 
site of Nydam has produced a plane for arrow 
shafts and arrow shafts with runes (E.j0rgensen 
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& Vang Petersen 2003, p. 272; Stoklund 2003, 
p. 176). The long and carefully manufactured 
bows found at Thorsbjerg were probably made 
by artisans spedalised in bow making (Jankuhn 
1979, p. 348). Since the bow does not seem to 
have been a weapon among any Germanic people 
in pre-Imperial time and hardly in the Early 
Roman Iron Age either, the emergence of long 
bows after c. AD 200 is surprising (Realkxikon. 
der germanischen Altertumskunde 1978, p. 164; 
X.P. Jensen et al. 2003, p. 316, 319). Certain 
Oriental auxiliaries are the only soldiers depic
ted with large (Scythian) bows on Trajaiks c o 
liimn (Rausing 1967, p. 100). Auxiliary troops 
from the provinces used the bow, but otherwise 
it was hardly used at all in lhe Roman army un
til attempts were made to propagate its use by 
the end of the 2nd century (ibid. p. 100—101). 
All Roman units with Scythian bows in Early 
Imperial times seem to have been recruited 
from Syria and Roman Arabia (Walke 1965, p. 

55-56)-
The use of triangulär arrowheads was con

nected with the use of the Scythian bows (ibid.). 
Whereas south of the Danish areas arrowheads 
were typically broad and leaf-shaped, arrow 
points with triangulär and rectangular cross-
sections are most common in the Nordic area 
(X.P. Jensen et al. 2003, p. 319—320). Arrow
heads with triangulär cross-sections have been 
found at Vimose, in one of the richest graves at 
Himlingöje, and at other places on Zealand 
(Lund Hansen 1995, p. 245). The only Roman 
army units equipped with Scythian bows and tri
angulär arrowheads and stationed on the Rhine 
or the Upper Danube in Early Imperial times 
were Cohors IFlavia Damascenorum from Syria at 
Friedberg in Hessen, Cohors I Iluraerorum from 
Roman Arabia at Mainz, and the Canalha co
hort (Stein 1932, p. 180, 188, 199; Walke 1965, 
p. 55—56). The professional archers who used 
the long bows found at Thorsbjerg and the tri
angulär points found at different places in 
Denmark had probably served in one of these 
three units. Military diplomas indicate that whi
le Cohors I Iluraerorum left Germany already in 
AD 88 the Damascus cohort remained al Fried
berg until at least AD 134 and the Canalha co
hort at Straubing until at least AD 1 (iii. 

The parade armour found at Thorsbjerg in
cludes a cavalry bronze kelmet decorated with 
two serpents (Raddatz 1987, p. 57). Singular 
bronze helmets, each one decorated with a 
pair of serpents and an eagle on the top, have 
been found at Brigetio in Hungary, at Hedders-
heim near Frankfurt, and decontextualised in 
a collection in Hungary (Thomas 1971, p. 
11—13). The top part of the Thorsbjerg helmet 
has no eagle but instead a circular hole with an 
inlaid ornamented plate (Raddatz 1987, p. 
57). The circular hole and the inlaid plate may 
perhaps be a repair made after an eagle was 
broken off. The contemporary Vimose war 
booty deposition is located less tkan 50 km 
from Gudme and has yielded a cast and chased 
bronze griffin head in Roman style that has tra
ces of solder and once probably adorned a hel
met (Engelhardt 1869, p. 12, pl. 4). The feather 
decoration covering the head of the Vimose grif
fin is so similar to the feather decoration cover
ing the eagles' heads in Hungary that the three 
heads must be very closely related. Filigree 
work is also represented 011 all three birds' heads. 
The helmets found in central Europé were pro
bably of Oriental origin (Thomas 1971, p. 13). 

The Thorsbjerg war booty deposition also 
included a gilt and silvered face mask made of 
silver and bronze (Raddatz 1987, p. 59). Apart 
from finds at Straubing and Kelheim 011 the up
per Danube in south Germany (Menghin 
1985, p. 186), gilt bronze or silver masks are ra
re north of the Alps. This find suggests that the 
professional archers at Thorsbjerg and in Den
mark came from Straubing rather than the 
Rhine limes. 

The Vimose deposition has yielded a pléni
tude of parade swords. Many of the sword hills 
and chapes from Vimose are richly decorated 
with silver, gold, and ivory, probably of Asian 
elephant (Engellundi 18(19, p. 14-17). The 
swords deposited al Tkorsbjerg seem to have 
been decorated in a similar way, but they have 
been less well preserved in the acidic environ
ment (Ilkjaer 1993, p. 477-478) . The parade 
swords have a paralld in parade armour from 
Straubing. Straubing has yielded finds of para
de armour that are unique in all of the Roman 
Empire (Keim & Kknnbach 1951, p. V). The 
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Straubing finds include gilt bronze masks of 
Oriental type, non-gilt bronze masks of Helle
nistic type, decorated knee and shank guards, 
and decorated plates of gilt and silvered horse 
head armour (Keim & Klumbach 1951). 

A Vimose sword richly decorated with in
laid gold and a ring-shaped pommel (Ring
knaufschwert) is so similar to swords found on 
the upper Elbe in Bohemia and at Straubing 
that the three swords were probably manufac
tured in the same workshop (Hundt 1953). 
Swords with rings on their handles (Ringknauf-
schwerter) have been found in Germanic Europé 
only along a narrow trail from Straubing, the 
Bohemian basin and along the Elbe up to 
south Jutland and Funen (Menghin 1985, p. 
I82; Kaczanowski 1994). While most Ring-
knnufschwerter have been found in Roman 
Central Europé, an unpublished sword found 
in Hauran in Syria also seems to be of this type 
(Biborski 1994; Lund Hansen 1995, p. 386— 
387). The Canalha cohort was recruited in 
Hauran. Miniature Ringknaufschwert pendants 
known from the Roman province of Upper 
Germania may reasonably be considered as sym
bols of imperial power and would have been 
worn by high officers (Oldenstein 1976, p. 
152-157). It is a stränge fact that no Ring
knaufschwert pendants have been found in 
Raelia though some original Ringknafschwerler 
have been found there (ibid.). It could perhaps 
be that most high officers at Straubing in 
Raetia left the province when the living condi
tions deteriorated there by the end of the 2nd 
century. One Ringknaufschwert pendant has been 
found at Vimose and probably did not come 
there as a result of trade (ibid.). It was propo
sed to have been brought there as booty but 
may rather have been worn by a high officer 
that came to Denmark. X.P. Jensen stated that 
all the six Ringknaufschweiler found at Vimose 
would kave been deposited tkere in tke deca
des around AD 150 while the great majority of 
the 300 swords represented at Vimose would 
have been deposited there in the early 3rd cen
tury (2003, p. 226—231). Because no archaeo
logical reason was given for this dating, it inav 
rather be that the high officeks Ringknauf-
schwerter were deposited at the same time as 

most of the Vimose swords. There is no reason 
to believe that the Straubing Ringknaufschwert 
was earlier than the very late 2nd century 
(Biborski 1994, p. 91). The Himlingöje silver 
goblets depicting Ringknaufschtoerterv/ere buried 
only in the 3rd century (ibid., p. 228). 

Chain mail from Roman times has similarly 
been found in Germanic Europé only in the 
Elbe area and South Seandinavia (Kaczanowski 
1994). Chain mail was used by Orientals and 
Celts but not by the Romans (Nationalencyk-
lopedin 1995:16, p. 95). The distribution of Ring-
knaufschwerterand chain mail indicates that the 
professional archers at Thorsbjerg and in Den
mark would have come from Straubing rather 
than Friedberg or Mainz on the Rhine limes. 

An embossed sheet metal phalera found at 
Thorsbjerg has representations of hippocam-
pi, dolphins, and serpents (Raddatz 1987, p. 
63). Hippocampi never appear in Scandina
vian waters but occur in the Mediterranean 
and mainly live in tropical waters such as the 
Red Sea. Dolphins and serpents were the most 
commonly represented animals beside eagles 
in Nabatean art (Glneck 1966^.315—357,471 — 
491). The phalera was a 'provincial' Roman 
military order. Its ornamentation suggests that 
it belonged to a soldier from Roman Arabia. 
Chest fittings found at Straubing are shaped li
ke dolphins (Keim & Klumbach 1951, p. 4 1 , 
fig. 45; Walke 1965, p. 156, fig. 115). A Vimose 
filting (Engelhardt 1869, p. 16, fig. 9) is very si
milar. A Vimose girdle also has a dolphin de
coration (ibid., pl. 11). 

Gold finger rings with serpent heads occur 
at Thorsbjerg and are clearly associated with 
the very richest graves from the period AD 
200/220—250/260 in Denmark (Lund Han
sen 1995, p. 229). There are also a few earlier 
piéces from northern Germany, Thuringia and 
on the upper Elbe in Bohemia (ibid., p. 2 1 0 -
2 12). A bronze ring with a serpent head and a 
gold finger ring with a serpent head have also 
been found at Straubing (Walke 1965, p. 53). 
The gold finger rings with serpent heads should 
be related to the bracelets with serpent heads 
(Lund Hansen 1995, p. 206). These probably 
had Roman models because the bracelets in 
both groups were made of gold, had terminals 
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in the form of animal keads, and were marks of 
distinction in a warrior context (ibid.). Because 
gold finger rings with serpent heads presumably 
also had Roman models, it is of interest thal 
Straubing is the only Roman site known to have 
produced a gold finger ring with a serpent head. 

Fibulae found at Thorsbjerg are decorated 
with a method reniarkably similar to that of a 
hinge fibula found at Straubing (Walke 1965, 
p. 51). Swastika fibulae occur in the same area 
as lhe rosette fibulae with early runic inscrip
tions (Lund Hansen 1995, p. 215—216). Most 
linds are from Zealand and the earliest piece 
may be from Himlingöje and date to the period 
AD 200/210—250/260 (ibid.). The form may 
go back to provindal Roman swastika fibulae 
(ibid.). A silvered swastika fibula was found at 
Straubing and may date to about the 2iid cen
tury AD (Walke 1965, p. 148). 

Many shield bosses found at Thorsbjerg are 
similar to a parade shield boss found at Strau
bing (Thomas 1971, p. 38—41; Raddatz 1985, 
p. 34—57) • One of lhe Thorsbjerg shield bosses 
has the site's only inscription in Latin charac
ters of a name, viz. AEL. AELIANUS (Raddatz 
1987, p. 43). Aelius is the only attested name of 
the last known commander of the cohort that 
was stationed at Straubing, and he was com
mander there in AD 162 (Stein 1932, p. 284— 
286). 

Thorsbjerg has not yielded a single Scandi
navian strike-a-light. The strike-a-lights from 
Thorsbjerg may have come from a Germanic 
area between the Weser in the west, the Vistula 
in the east and the upper Danube in the south 
(Ilkjaer 1993, p. 254-256) . Strike-a-lights were 
hardly traded över any great distance but ra
ther transported as part of the owners' perso
nal equipment. This excludes the possibility 
tbat the professional archers at Thorsbjerg 
would have come from the Rhine limes but is 
consistent with their coming from Straubing. 
Long swords with inlaid metal figures from tlie 
late times era were studied by Ulbert (1974). 
The swords found at Straubing and Nydam are 
miiquely similar in ikat tkeir ratio between 
length and width is 17:1 and thal the inlaid me-
lal figures are a highly styiised Victoria. Other 
swords with inlaid Vicoria figures (and no other 

figure) have been found at Illerup in Denmark 
and 0vre Stabu and R0r in Norway. We may 
now consider thal Nydam and Illerup have yi
elded more objects with early runes than any 
other sites except Vimose, and that 0vre Stabu 
is the only site in Norway with a runic inscrip
tion dated as early as c. AD 200. Three of the 
four non-Roinan sites with Victoria swords are 
thus unusually closely tied to early runes, while 
this type of Roman sword has been found at no 
Roman site apart from Straubing. This traces 
the origin of the inventor(s) of the runes to 
Straubing rather than other places in the 
Roman Empire. 

Conclusions 
Most of the Germanic runes had Latin models. 
However, Nabatean characters explain, better 
than Latin ones, the forms and sound values of 
the five runes r 6 ,X g / 3 , 1 w, t j , and T z and 
perhaps also ihose of runic C p, fl e, H m and I" 
/. There seem to have been good reasons for 
Nabatean models having been used instead of 
Latin ones in most of these cases. 

Nabateans probably constituted the main 
part of a cohort of a thousand archers stationed 
at Straubing in Bavaria in c. AD 1 25—200. Indi
cations of unusually intensive writing for an 
auxiliary camp and inscriptions with unusually 
many rune-like letters suggest that the runic 
script could have been developed by some of 
these auxiliaries. 

Al the time when this Canalha cohort left 
Straubing, about AD 200, professional soldiers 
who had been in Roman service appeared in 
Denmark MU\ thoronghly reorganised society. 
They seem to have established themselves as a 
ruling nobility and introduced many innova
tions in e.g. animal husbandry, food production 
and carpentry. They probably introduced ship-
building, the working of silver and gold, and a 
hierarchical system of long-distance trade cen
tres. 

The earliest runic inscriptions are likewise 
dated to about AD 200. They were inscribed 011 
the weapons of professional soldiers. They we
re carved on silver fibnlae that were probably 
produced at the technological and economic 
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c e n t r e o n F u n e n . T h e earl iest r un i c inscrip

t ions were i n t i m a t d y c o n n e c t e d with t h e arr i 

val of profess ional soldiers f rom the R o m a n 

E m p i r e . 

T h e professionally m a d e long bows at T h o r s 

bjerg a n d t h e t r i angu lä r a r r o w h e a d s f o u n d in 

D e n m a r k p robab ly r e p r e s e n t profess ional ar

che r s f rom t h e R o m a n army. T h e only profes

sional a r c h e r s o n t he R h i n e a n d U p p e r Da

n u b e limesv/ere in t h r e e c o h o r t s from Syria a n d 

R o m a n Arabia . Two of t h e m were o n the R h i n e 

limes a n d the th i rd o n e was t he Canalha c o h o r t 

at St raubing. T h e distr ibution of chain mail, 

Ringknaufschwerterdnd silver masks indicates that 

the professional a rchers at Thorsb je rg a re m u c h 

m o r e likely to have c o m e from Straubing than 

from the Rhine limes. T h e distr ibution of o l h e r 

kinds of weapons a n d objects re lated to the p ro 

fessional soldiers co r robora tcs this finding. 

It may b e c o n d u d e d tha t t he run i c fo rms 

a n d the a rchaeo log ica l mater ia l po in t in t he sa

m e d i r ec t ion . T h e fo rms of s o m e r u n e s a r e best 

e x p l a i n e d by N a b a t e a n m o d e l s . T h e a r c h a e o 

logical a n d historical mater ia l ind ica tes tha l 

N a b a t e a n s w h o h a d served in t he R o m a n a rmy 

p robab ly r e o r g a n i s e d t he society in D e n m a r k 

a n d i n t r o d u c e d t h e run i c scr ipt t h e r e c. AD 

2 0 0 . T h e r e is n o t e n o u g h ev idence to say whet

h e r t he run i c scr ipt was inven ted at S t r aub ing , 

o n F u n e n , o r s o m e w h e r e else. 

A c o m p r e h e n s i v e discussion of t he or igin of 

t he futhark shou ld g o b e y o n d t h e or ig in of t he 

r u n e s . It s hou ld i n c l u d e l he or igin of t he r u n e 

n a m e s a n d t h e o r d e r of t he r u n e s in t he futhark. 

T h e s e issues will b e dea l t with in a f o r l h c o m i n g 

paper . 

A cknowkdgements 

Bengt Odenstedt, Birgitta Härdh, Henrik Williams, 

Klans Diiwel, Mals G. Larsson and Jan Retsö have gi

ven helpful criticism and suggestions for improve-

ments lo earlier versions < il iliis paper. I of course ha

ve the sole responsibility for any fäiills and mislakes. 

References 
Albrechtsen, E. 1971. FynskeJemcddersgrave TV. Grav

pladsen pa Mollegiirdsmarken. Fynske Studier IX. 
Odense. 

Alföldy, G. 1968. Die lliljslruppen der römischen Provinz 
Germania inferior. Dusseldorf. 

Barnes, M.P. 100, |. On types of argumentation in ru
nic studies. Knirk (ed.). Proceedings oj lhe /hird in
ternational symposium on runes and riinie insrrijr-
tions. Runrön 9. Uppsala. 

Bender J0igensen, L. 1986. Forhistoriske lekslilier i 
Skandinavien. 1'rebislorir Scandinavian textiles. 
Copenhagen. 

Biborski, M. 1994. Typologie nnd Chronologie der 
Ringknaiilschwei ler. Friesinger, Tejral & Slnpp-
ner (eds.). Markomannmkriege. Ursachen und Wirk 
ungen. Brno. 

Bowersock, G.W. 1983, Roman Arabia. Cambridge, 
Mass. 

Cantineau, J, 1930. Ee nabatéen I. Nations gtnérales, 
i-rrilnre. griiinmnni. Paris. 

Carnap-Bornheim, C. 1992. Die Germanische 
Gefolgschaft. Zur Interpretation der Mooropfer 
der jiingeren römischen Kaiserzeit in Siidskan-
dinavien. Straume 8c Skar (eds.). Peregiinalio 
Gothica /// .Oslo. 

Carnap-Bornheim, C. ge Ilkja-r, ). 1996. Illerup Adal 
5. Die Prachtansiiislnngen. Textband. Jutland 
Archaeological Society Publications 25:5. Aarhus. 

Crumlin-Pedersen, O. 1991 • Maritime aspects of lhe 
archaeology of Roman and Migration-period 
Denmark. Crumlin-Pedersen (ed.). Aspects oj ma
ritimt- Sianilinuvia AI) 200—1200. Roskilde. 

Diiwel. K. K- (iebuhr, M. 1981. Die Fibel von Meldorf 
nnd die Anfänge der Runenschrift. Zeitschrift fur 
ilnilsihes Altertum und deutsche l.itnalnr 1 IO. 
Wiesbaden. 

Engelhardt, C. 18(19. Vimosefundet. Copenhagen. 
Fischer, S.R. 2003. A kistory of writing. London. 
Fröhlich, A. 2003. The .11 m.iiiu-nlariniii of lhe army 

surgeo11.J0rgen.sen, L. et al. 2003. 
Glueck, N, 1966. I tillies and dolphins. The story 0/ lhe 

Nabateans. London. 
Hammarström, M, 1930. Om runskriftens här

komst. Studier i nordisk filologi 20. Helsinki. 
Hårdh, B. 1985. Grunddragen i Nordens pirhistoria. 

University of Lund. Institute of Archaeology 
Report Series 23. Lund. 

Haussig, H.-W. 1985. Der historische Hintergrund 
der Rnnenlimde in Östeuropa und Zenlral-
asien. Röhrborn & Veenker (eds.). Runen. lam 
gas und Graffiti aus Asien und Östeuropa. Wies
baden. 

Hedeager, L. 1992. Iron Age societies. Enim Irilw to state in 
northern Enrnpe. Oxford. 

Hooker, J .T 199(1. Reading Ihe pasl. Ancient writing 
from cuneiform lo the alphabet. London. 

Fornvännen g8 (20117) 

http://surgeo11.J0rgen.sen


A Semitic origin of some runes 303 

Hundt, H.-J. 1953. Ein tauschiertes römisches 
Ringknaufschwert aus Straubing (Sorviodurum). 
Festschrift des Römisch-Germanischen Zentralmuseums 
in Mainz zur Feier seines hundertjährigen Bestehens. 
Band III. Mainz. 

Ilkja-r, J. 1990. Illerup Adal 1. Die Lanzen und Spenen. 
Textband. Julland Archaeological Society Publi
cations 25:1. Aarhus. 

- 1993. Illerup Adal 3. Die Giirtel. Beslandleik und 
Zuhehör. Julland Archaeological Society Publi
cations 25:3. Aarhus. 

Ilkjaer, J. & Lönstrup, J. 1982. Interpretation of the 
great votive deposits of Iron Age weapons. 
Journal of Danish Archaeology 1. Copenhagen. 

- 1982a. Runefundene fra Illerup Adal. En arkaeo
logisk vurdering af vore jeldste indskrifter. 
KUML 1981. Copenhagen. 

Jankuhn, H. 1969. Nydam og Thorsbjerg. Neumiinster. 
- 1979. Die römische Kaiserzeit und die Völ

kerwanderungszeit. Struve, Hingst, & Jankuhn 
(eds.). Geschichte Schleswig-Holsteins, 2. Band, Von 
der Bronzezeit bis zur Völkerwanderungszeit. Neu
miinster. 

Jensen, J. 19(19. The prehistory of Denmark. London, 
(ensen, X.P. 2003. lhe Vi mosejind. Jörgensen, L. et al. 

2003. 
Jensen, X.P., Jörgensen, L. and Lund Hansen, U. 

2003. The Germanic army. Warriors, soldiers, and of
ficers, Jörgensen, L. et al. 2003. 

Jörgensen, F..& Vang Petersen, P. 2003. Nydam Bog. 
New finds and observations. Jörgensen, L. et al. 2003. 

Jörgensen, L., Storgaard, B. & Cebauer Thomsen, L. 
(eds.). 2003. The spoils ofviclory. 'The North in lhe 
shadow of the Roman Empire. Copenhagen. 

Junkelmann, M. 1997. Panis mililaris. Die Emähmng 
des römischen Soldaten oder der Grundstoff der Macht 
Mainz am Rhein. 

Kaczanowski, P. 1994. Das Problem der Wieder-
spiegdnng der Markomannenkriege in den 
W.illenfunden des Barbaricums, Friesinger, Tej-
ral, &Sluppner (eds.). Markomannenkriege. Ursach
en und Wirkungni. Brno. 

Keim, J. 8c Klumbach, H. 1951. Der römische Schatz
fund von Straubing. Munich. 

Kellner, H.-J. 1971. Die Römer in Bayern. Munich. 
Keppie, L. 1984. The making of the Roman army. From 

Republic In Empire. iötowa. 
Krause, W & Jankuhn, H. 19(16. Die Runeninschriften 

im ätteren Futhark. Göttingen. 
I.ennartz, K. 1969. Zwischeneurofia in der geographi-

schen Vorstellungen und der Kriegfiihrung der Römer 
in der Zeit von (Mesar bis Marcus Aurelius. Bonn. 

Lund Hansen, U. 1995. Himlingöje, Seeland, Europa. 
EAn Gräberfeld der jungeren römischen Kaiserzeit auf 
Seeland, seine Bedeutung und inlemalumakn 
Beziehungen. Copenhagen. 

Marstränder, C.J.S. 1928. Om runene og runenav-

nenes oprindelse. Norsk Tidsskrif'for Sprogviden-
skap 1. Oslo. 

Mees, B. 2000. The North Etruscan thesis of the ori
gin of the runes. Arkiv för nordisk filologi 115. 
Lund. 

Menghin, W. 1985. Die Langobarden. Arcbäologie und 
Geschichte. Stuttgart 

Moltke, E. 1976. Runerne i Danmark og deres oprindelse. 
Copenhagen. 

Morris, R.L. 1988. Runic and Medileiranean epigraphy. 
Odense. 

Nalionakncyklopedin. 1989—1996. Höganäs. 
Naveh, J. 1982. Early history of lhe alphabet. An intro

duction lo West Semitic epigraphy and palaeography. 
Jerusalem. 

Odenstedt, B. 1990. On lhe origin and early history of 
Ihe runic scripl. lypology and graphic variation in the 
older futhark. Acla Academiae Gustavi Adolphi 
59. Uppsala. 

- 1991. A new theory of the origin of the runic 
script: Richard L. Morris's book Runic and 
Mediterranean epigraphy. Bammesberger (ed.). 
Old English runes and their continental back
ground. Heidelberg. 

Oldenslein, J. 1977. Zur Ausrustung römischen 
Anxilareinheiten. Bericht der Römisib-Cnnianischen 
Kommission 57. Mainz am Rhein. 

Quak, A. 1996. Noch einmal der Latein-These. 
Looijenga & Quak (eds.). Frisian runes and 
neighbouring traditions. A mslerdamer Beiträge zur 
älteren G*lnnanistik 45. Amsterdam. 

Pedersen, E.A. 8c Widgren, M. 1998. Järnålder 500 
f.Kr.—1000 e.Kr. Det svenska jordbrukets historia. 
Jordbrukets första femtusen är. Slockholm. 

Prou, M. 1910. Manuel di• paléographie laline et fram ai 
se. Paris. 

Raddatz, K. 1987. Der Thorslijerger Moorfund. Katalog. 
Neumunster. 

Rasmussen, F. 1990. Guldkornens tydning. Forhistoriske 
billedsymboler, runerne og den gamh nordiske religion. 
Lyngby. 

Rausing, G. 1967. 'The bow. Acta Archaeologica 
Lundensia, Series altera in octavo 6. Lund. 

Realkxikon der germanischen Altertumskunde 1976. 
Berlin. 

Rieck.F. 2003. The ships from the Nydam bog. Jörgensen 
et al. 2003. 

Riiger, C.B. 1998. Lateinische Schriftlichkcit im rö
mischen Grenzgebiet gegen die Germanen. 
Diiwel (ed.). Runeninschriften als Qiielkn interdis-
ziplinärerForschung. Berlin. 

Schulz, H. 1985. The Romans in Central Europé. New 
Haven. 

Seebold, E. 1986. Was haben die Germanen mil den 
Runen gemacht? Und wieviel haben sie da von 
ihren antiken Vorbilder gelemt? Brogyani 8c 
Krömmdbein (eds.). Germanicdiakds. Linguistic 

Fornvännen g8 (2003) 



3 0 4 John Troeng 

and philological investigations. Amsterdam. 
- 1993. Futhark, Beith-Luis-Noion, He-Lamedh, 

Abgad und Alphabet. Uber die Systematik der 
Zeichenaufzählung bei Buchstaben-Schriften. 
Heidermanns, Rix 8c Seebold (eds.). Spracheund 
Schriften des antiken Millelmeerraums. Festschrift fur 
färgen Unlermann zum 65. Geburtstag. Innsbruck. 

Sellevold, BJ. 1995. The human remains from 
Himlingöje graves. Lund Hansen. Himlingöje, See
land, Europa. Ein Gräberfeld der jungeren römischen 
Kaiserzeit auf Seeland, seine Bedeutung und interna-
lionakn Beziehungen. Copenhagen. 

Stein, E. 1932. Die kaiserliche Beamten und Truppen-
körjier im Römischen Deutschland unter dem Prin
zipal. Vienna. 

Stilborg, O. 1997. Shards of Iron Age Communications. 
Lund. 

Stoklund, M. 1995. Die Runen der römischen Kaiserzeit. 
In Lund Hansen 1995. 

- 2003. The first runes. 'Lhe literary language 0/ the 
Germani. Jörgensen, L. et al. 2003. 

Storgaard, B. 2001. Himlingöje. Barbarian empire 
or Roman implantation? Storgaard (ed.). Military 
aspects of the aristocracy in Barbaricum in Ihe Roman 
and Early Migration f/eriods. Copenhagen. 

- 2003. Cosmopolilan aristocrats. Jörgensen, L. et al. 
alOOJ. 

al-Theeb, S.A.-R. 1993. Aramaic and Nabatean inscrip
tions from Norih-west Snudi Arabia. Riyadh. 

Thomas, E.B. 1971. Helme. Schilde, Dolche. Studien rö-
misch-pannonische Wajfenfunde. Amsterdam. 

Thompson, E.M. 1912. An introduction to Greek and 
Latin fxilaeography. Oxford. 

Thomsen, P.O. 1991. Lundeborg, A trading centre 
from the 3id-7th century AD. Crumlin-Peder
sen (ed.). Aspects of maritime Seandinavia AD 
200—1200. Rosk i lde . 

Thomsen, V. 1919. Samkde ajhandlinger. Copen
hagen. 

Thrane, H. 1998. An archaeologist's view of runes. 
Diiwel (ed.). Runeninschriften als Qiielkn inlerdis-
ziplinärerForschung. Berlin. 

Thrane, H. 8c Porsmose, E. 1996. Handdspladser og 
kobsta-der, Crumlin-Pedersen, Porsmose & Thrane 
(eds.), Atlas över Fyns kyst ijemakkr, vikingelid og mid-
delaUler. Odense. 

Ulbert, G. 1974. Straubing und Nydam. Zu römi
schen Langschwertern der spälen Limes/eii. 
Kossack (ed.). Studien zur vor- und fruhgeschicht
lichen Archåologie. Festschrift fiirJoachim Wernerzum 
65. GeburlslagTomus 1. Munich. 

Unlermann, J. 1997. Neue Uberlegungen und eine 
neue Quelle zur Entstehung der althispanischen 
Schriften. Madrider Mitteilungen 38. Madrid. 

Walke, N. 1965. Das römische Donaukastell Stranbing-
Soniiodiirnm. l.imesforschungen 3. Berlin. 

Wenning, R. 1987. Die Nabaläer. Denkmäler und 
Geschichte. Freiburg. 

Werner, J. 1988. Danäeny und Branstrup. Unter
suchungen zur äernjachov-kultur zwischen Se-
retu und Dnestr und zu den 'Reichtumszentren' 
auf Flinen. Bonner Jahrbiicher 188. Cologne. 

Williams, H. 1992. Which came first, fl or fl ? Arkiv 
för nordisk filologi 107. Lund. 

- 1995. The Romans and the runes. Uses of wri
ting in Germania. Nyström (ed.). Runor ocb ABC 
Stockholm. 

- 199(1. The origin of the runes. Looijenga 8c 
Quak (eds.). Frisian runes and neighbouring tra
ditions. Amslerdamei- Beiträge zur älteren Gemia-
nistik 45. Amsterdam. 

Zahebdicky, H. 1994. Kriegs- oder Klimafolgen in 
der archäologischen Befunden? Friesinger, Tej-
ral 8c Stuppner (eds.). Markomannenkriege. Ur
sachen und Wirkungen. Brno. 

Sammanfattning 

Ett semitiskt u r s p r u n g lill några r u n o r 

Inflytelserika f r äml inga r i D a n m a r k ca. 2 0 0 e. Kr 

De flesta g e r m a n s k a r u n o r h a d e lat inska före

b i lde r m e n e n de l r u n o r kan in te p å et t överty

g a n d e sätt h ä r l e d a s från lat inska bokstäver. 

Bokstäver av d e n naba te i ska va r i an ten av d e t 

a r ame i ska semit iska alfabetet kan bä t t r e än la

t inska bokstäver förklara form och l judvärde 

h o s d e fem r u n o r n a M , X g /"*, , 1 w, * j , o c h 

T 2. Kanske också h o s C p, We,W rn o c h \ l. 

Det naba te i ska r iket omfa t t ade unge fä r nu 

v a r a n d e J o r d a n i e n o c h Sinai , m e n o c k u p e r a 

des av r o m a r n a 106 e.Kr. och blev p rov insen 

Arabia. N a b a t é e r u tg jo rde t ro l igen h u v u d d e l e n 

av e n k o h o r t m e d 1000 bågskyttar som s t a t i o 

n e r a d e s vid S t r a u b i n g i Bayern ca 125 e.Kr. Vid 

u t g r ä v n i n g a r h a r m a n d ä r påträffat a n m ä r k 

ningsvär t i n å n g a skr ivdon o c h inskr ip t ioner , 

varav ovanligt m ä n g a m e d r u n l i k n a n d e bokstä-
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ver. En gammal handelsled till Skandinavien 
korsade Donau vid Straubing. Kohorten med 
lusen beridna bågskyttar torde ha lämnat Strau
bing ca 200 e.Kr. då det tycks ha blivit problem 
med försörjningen i Sydtyskland. 

Professionella soldater som varit i romersk 
tjänst framträdde i Danmark ca 200 e.Kr. och 
omorganiserade samhället i Danmark. De tycks 
ha etablerat sig som en härskarklass och byggt 
upp ett hierarkiskt system för handeln med 
Romarriket. De införde troligen skeppsbyggeri, 
ädelmetallbearbetning och innovationer inom 
boskapsuppfödning och livsmedelsproduktion. 

De äldsta runinskrifterna framträdde också 
ca 200 e.Kr. De finns på professionella solda
ters vapen och på fibulor av silver. 

De professionellt tillverkade långbågarna 
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från Thorsbjerg och de triangulära pilspetsar 
som påträffats i Danmark härrör troligen från 
bågskyttar i den romerska hären. Sådana fanns 
vid gränsen mot germanernas områden endast 
hos två kohorter vid Rhen och hos kohorten 
vid Straubing. Utbredningen av bl.a. ringbryn-
jor, Ringkn auf schwer ter och silvermasker tyder 
på att bågskyttarna i Thorsbjerg kom från Strau
bing snarare än från Rhengränsen. 

Slutsatsen är att runformerna och det arkeo
logiska materialet pekar i samma riktning. Någ
ra runors förmer förklaras bäst av nabateiska 
förebilder. Det arkeologiska ock historiska ma
terialet visar att nabatéer som tjänstgjort i ro
merska armén troligen omformade samhället i 
Danmark och introducerade runskriften där 
ca 200 e.Kr. 
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