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Abstract
This thesis concerns itself with the Orcadian corpus of runic inscriptions and how
identity is expressed in it.
In this PhD project, the 54 Viking Age and Late Norse runic inscriptions from Orkney
have been reviewed, with some addition and removals from the corpus, and put into
a wider context, using interdisciplinary methods from runology, linguistics, philology,
onomastics, and archaeology. The inscriptions are used as sources of identity
expressions for various aspects of the Norse in Orkney, such as gender, linguistic
identity, personal beliefs, commemoration of people and events, and social status.
The materials used for carvings, the date ranges of inscriptions, the find spots of
runic inscriptions and the ratios of portable compared to immovable objects with
runic inscriptions are analysed, and connections across the sea are examined.
The results demonstrate that rune carving was performed primarily, but not
exclusively, at a number of high-status sites with visibility to the Norse community
in Orkney, such as the locations of halls and of the top-level assembly, by male and
female carvers. Particularly during the twelfth century, carvers situated themselves
consciously and deliberately within the Norse world. This is interpreted in light of the
political situation of Orkney as a Norwegian earldom during the relevant period. The
argument is made that the rune carvers must not necessarily have been travellers
from other Norse settlements or Scandinavia. In discussing if the Norse in Orkney
should be considered diasporic, the runic evidence in this thesis suggests that, at
least for the period that most dateable inscriptions were produced in, the concept of
a diaspora is not suitable to contextualise these inscriptions. The analysis of the
corpus as a source for identities underlines the suitability of runic inscriptions as
written sources for pre-thirteenth-century Orkney.
Finally, some reflections on the modern use of runes in Orkney are made, and it is
shown that in modern Orkney, runes also serve as expressions of a Norse identity.
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1. Introduction
Orkney, an archipelago of 72 islands from c. 8 to c. 80 km to the north of the Scottish
mainland (fig. 1), has an interesting corpus of runic inscriptions. These have been
examined by researchers from the mid-nineteenth century to the present. Yet, there
is no up-to-date edition covering all Orcadian inscriptions or any publication which
puts them into a wider context. Attempting this is the main aim of this thesis.

Fig. 1: Map indicating the geographical position of Orkney (red) to the north of the
Scottish Mainland (Map: Wikimedia Commons 2019)
Over the last few decades, questions of diaspora and identity have been
increasingly highlighted in Viking Studies, for example by Judith Jesch (2015).
Seeing as runic inscriptions are the only surviving written texts from Orkney during
most of the Norse period, this thesis will examine if, by studying them closely and
putting them into a wider context, these inscriptions can contribute to a better
understanding of its diaspora identities.
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In the first two chapters of this thesis previous research is discussed and geographic
boundaries are defined. These chapters also establish what definitions of diaspora
and identity are applied in the research. In chapter 3, theoretical approaches and
practical methodologies applied in this thesis are detailed. After the corpus is
discussed and revised in chapter 4, general analyses of the collected data are
carried out in chapter 5. Chapter 6 focuses on selected case studies, which are
deemed appropriate to answer particular research questions more in-depth. This
selected evidence is analysed in the light of the theoretical framework and, where
spatial relations are concerned, through the creation of detailed maps.
The case studies in chapter 6 have been picked to illustrate various aspects of
identity negotiations, i. e. gender identity in chapter 6.1, cultural or ethnic identity in
6.2, the supposition of identity onto the landscape in chapter 6.3, commemoration
in 6.4, social status in 6.5, personal beliefs in 6.6, and runic literacy in 6.7. Each
aspect has been examined through examples from various Orcadian inscriptions
and placed in a wider context and analysed along with comparative material from
other regions. Finally, chapter 7 evaluates all the material, data and case studies to
reflect on the main research question if and how diaspora identity negotiations are
reflected in the Orcadian corpus of runic inscriptions, with a short conclusion about
the study in chapter 8.

1.1 Research questions and aims of the thesis
The main aim of this thesis is, as stated above, to put the Orcadian corpus of runic
inscriptions into context, especially in examining the inscriptions as sources for the
formation and expression of identity in Orkney as part of the Norse diaspora. The
usefulness of the inscriptions as sources for different aspects of identity, such as
gender, social status, linguistic identity, and ethnicity will be interrogated and tested
against the data collected about the corpus.
This thesis also aims to examine if and how the Orcadian corpus of runic inscriptions
is different from other runic corpora, and if so, whether the reasons for this
divergence can be sought in a specific way of forming diaspora identities which
differs from the homeland. As this thesis is part of an “Applied Research
Collaborative Studentship” project, it is hoped that a better understanding of the
13

corpus will contribute to new and innovative displays of the objects held by the
Orkney Museum, a partner in this collaboration, and in extension attract new visitors
to the museum.

1.2 Terminology
In runology and archaeology, the term “Viking Age” is usually applied to the period
from c. AD 800 to c. AD 1050/1100, while dates after this period are called (late)
medieval. These terms are used within this thesis depending on the original source
for the dating ranges. This periodisation is not uncontested, and in the last two
decades, an argument was brought forward for the Scandinavian Viking Age being
a construction of nineteenth century nationalistic and evolutionary ideas (for
example Wawn 2000; see also Brink 2008: 5). In addition, within Scottish
archaeology, the term “Late Norse” is often applied to post-Viking-Age medieval
dates, or the entire period of Scandinavian settlement is simply called “Norse” with
no cut-off date made around 1050 AD. As James Graham-Campbell and Colleen
Batey discuss:
A date which has been favoured in this connection, because close to that
taken as marking the end of the Viking period in other parts of Europe, is the
death of Earl Thorfinn the Mighty (one of the most famous of the Orkney
earls) in about 1065. If, however, we were to look for an end-date to mirror
the onset of raiding from Norway which marks its beginning, then the
westward expeditions of King Magnus Barelegs of Norway inevitably attract
attention, the last of these ending with his death in Ireland in 1103. However,
the choice between a date of c. 1050 or c. 1100 to mark the end of the Viking
period in Scotland is of no great relevance in the present context, for this
book is primarily concerned with the Norse archaeology of Scotland – and
much of the archaeological material cannot be so precisely dated. It is
necessary to deal instead with an overlapping chronology in which the ‘Viking
period’ covers the ninth to eleventh century and the ‘Late Norse period’ is
taken to begin about 1050 (1998: 2).
Similar issues of precise dating and chronology, which have an impact on
terminology, appear in runology, particularly for fragmentary inscriptions and stray
finds without other means of dating them. However, in runology the distinction in
dating between “Viking Age” and “medieval”, in this case meaning between the end
of the Viking Age and the reformation in Scandinavia, is still widely applied,
particularly in the Scandinavian Runic Database. Often, inscriptions in the corpus
cannot be dated with much precision, so that they are only broadly categorised as
14

either “Viking Age” or “medieval”.1 This makes it important to retain the two
distinctive categories to enable an evaluation and comparison of dates, both within
the Orcadian corpus and with data from other regions.
Therefore, in this thesis, the term “Viking Age” will be applied consistently with the
categorisation in this database even though I recognise that, in an Orcadian context,
it is not an ideal nomenclature as explained above. Dates after this period will be
called “Late Norse”, following Graham-Campbell and Batey (1998: 2) in order to be
able to use archaeological material for comparative purposes. The term “medieval”,
as used in runology, will be retained in direct quotations but is otherwise avoided
because Orkney does have a clear distinction between its Late Norse and medieval
Scottish period (see chapter 1.4 and 1.5 for background). Any “medieval” runic
inscriptions from Orkney fall into the archaeological and historical period termed
“Late Norse”.
Using the proposed terminology in order to enable comparisons should by no means
be seen to imply that there was a major cultural, political or other shift in mideleventh-century Orkney. It has been done purely for pragmatic reasons. Wherever
possible, I will discuss the “Norse” period and then specify a more precise date
range or timeframe to avoid introducing an arbitrary boundary either around 1050 or
1100.
Another key point regarding terminology is the avoidance of gender assumptions.
For example, whenever the gender of a rune carver is unclear, i. e. when the carver’s
name is not mentioned in the respective inscription, the gendered pronouns “he” or
“she” have been replaced by singular “they”.
Generally, the term “Viking” will be avoided as far as possible because of the
connotations of raiding, violence and masculinity it carries in modern English. When
raiding activities are concerned, the term will be used because this is also fits the
original etymology of the term (Brink 2008: 6). The term “Scandinavian” is not ideal,
either, as it strongly connects to the countries comprising modern Scandinavia while
neglecting the Norse diaspora, such as Iceland or Greenland. The term “Norse” will
be used instead even though this, too, carries cultural and ethnic connotations which

In the original Runic Database helptext, the dating information is explained as follows: “D här
anges U, V eller M för respektive period, ofta även med närmare tidsangivelse, t.ex. ”V 800-t” [The
date is given here U, V or M for the respective period, often even with a more precise timeframe,
for example V 800-t]
1
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might not necessarily apply to those carving runes in Orkney during the Norse
period.
In cases where both a Norse and an English term exist, such as jarl/earl, the term
which provides more clarity is used. In case of the Earldom of Orkney, I will use
“earl” because of the local use in Orkney, where the jarl Magnus, for example, is
always called Earl Magnus.
In this thesis, the term “community” is used in the sense of “interpretive community”
as coined by Stanley Fish, defined as communities who “share interpretive
strategies not for reading (in the conventional sense) but for writing texts, for
constituting their properties and assigning their intentions” (Fish 1976: 483).

1.3 Study area, chronological and geographic boundaries
This thesis focuses on Orkney during the Norse period. It examines in detail the
corpus of runic writing of this archipelago and puts it into a wider context within the
Norse North Atlantic. This means that the Orcadian evidence is also compared with
neighbouring regions, in particular Shetland, mainland Scotland (there primarily
Caithness), and the islands along the Scottish west coast, both the Western Isles
and Inner Hebrides (fig. 2). Orkney and Shetland are often grouped together as the
“Northern Isles” but this thesis tries to avoid the expression because of the distinct
nature of both archipelagos and because the focus of this thesis is on Orkney.
Where necessary, comparisons with other areas of Norse settlement in the North
Atlantic are drawn, for example the Faroe Islands, Iceland and Greenland, along
with the Norse settlement regions in modern Scotland mentioned above. In order to
examine if and how runic writing in Orkney has developed differently compared to
the Norse homelands, examples from Scandinavia are sometimes also brought into
the discussion.
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Fig. 2: Runic inscriptions in mainland Scotland, Orkney, Shetland, the Western Isles
and Inner Hebrides (Base map: Ordnance Survey/qGIS; map data: Freund 2018)

1.4 Background: Timeline for the Norse settlement in Orkney
In order to contextualise Viking Age and Late Norse rune carving in Orkney, the
Norse history of the area must be considered. Therefore, in the following subchapter
I will provide a short overview of key developments in the region during this period.
The first Norse presence in Orkney has been claimed to date back to at least the
790s, when Viking raiders established a base on the islands to launch attacks both
on Norway and the Irish Sea (Thomson 2008: 26). This is, however, not confirmed
through archaeology. The earliest archaeologically confirmed Norse settlement in
the region may be found in Shetland, at Norwick, which gave C14 dates from the
late seventh to late ninth century AD (Ballin Smith 2007). However, critics of the
anomalously early date for Norwick argue that it could be due to the marine reservoir
effect from fish prepared on site or a statistical anomaly and maintain that there is
no evidence for Norse settlement in Atlantic Scotland dating earlier than the mid17

ninth century (Barrett 2008: 674). Another early Norse settlement in Shetland, Old
Scatness, where Pictish buildings were re-used by the Norse, suggests a “first
contact” in the late ninth century, again later than often proposed, with some
calibration issues due to a plateau in the curve for the radiocarbon dates but
independent confirmation through archaeomagnetic dating (Dockrill et al. 2010: 95
– 97). For Orkney, archaeological evidence indicates a first stage of informal
settlement and co-existence of native Picts and Norse settlers, which was followed
in the late ninth century by a more formal settlement and the establishment of a
Norse earldom (Graham-Campbell 2003: 128 – 129). James Graham-Campbell and
Colleen Batey argue that some form of Pictish-Norse contact must have existed
even before raiding activities in the British Isles started and it is possible that early
on, Viking raiding bases were established in Orkney even though none have been
identified in the archaeological record (Graham-Campbell and Batey 1998: 23 – 24).
Nonetheless, the question of Pictish-Norse interaction in Orkney remains
controversial (see for example different models presented in Foote 1986; Lamb
1993; Smith 2001 and Barrett and Richards 2004). Recent research using textile
production tools from Orcadian sites suggests a period of transition in the ninth and
tenth century where both Pictish and Viking building and art styles were
accommodated (Stirling and Milek 2015). Based on historical sources, Alex Woolf
maintains that the earldom was created by the Danish king Harald Bluetooth in c.
AD 980, and not by the Norwegian king Harald Fairhair in c. AD 880 (2007: 300 –
308). In contrast, Barbara Crawford, also working with historical sources, concludes
that the earldom was indeed founded in the late ninth century with Harald Fairhair
as the most dominant figure (1987: 53 – 58). Very recently, the established narrative
on the early Norse settlement of Orkney was challenged by David Griffiths who
argued that, on archaeological grounds, the very first Norse settlers were not from
Norway but instead from the hybrid populations in the Irish Sea, and that the
establishment of the earldom and Norwegian overlordship dates later than
previously accepted, namely in the tenth century (Griffiths 2019).
As indicated above, the exact date for the foundation of the earldom is unclear.
According to literary sources, it was likely established by Norwegian king Harald
Fairhair c. AD 880 and remained under control of the Norwegian crown, though this
has been contested using archaeological and historical evidence (Johnston 1916;
Crawford 1987: 53 – 58; Woolf 2007: 300 – 308; Griffiths 2019). For the ninth to
eleventh centuries, James Graham-Campbell discusses “the overwhelming nature
18

of the Scandinavian impact on Orkney” in terms of the archaeology looking entirely
Norse (2003: 129). During the eleventh century, the earls of Orkney began to
intermarry with Scottish nobility while maintaining strong links with the Norwegian
crown and in the mid-eleventh century an Orcadian bishopric with a seat in Birsay
was founded (Barrett 2012: 17 – 18). Caithness had been conquered by the Norse
earls at some point in the ninth century, but by the late eleventh century “it was
apparently recognised by the kings of Norway that Caithness was part of the
Kingdom of Scotland although the earls of Orkney are certainly said to have done
homage to the kings of Scots for their Caithness earldom before then” (Crawford
1993: 130). It should be noted that, therefore, the same person could be tributary to
both the Norwegian and Scottish crown at the same time if he was Earl of Orkney
and Caithness.
A seminal event in the relationship between the Orcadian earls and the Norwegian
crown were the expeditions of Norwegian king Magnus Barelegs to the Irish Sea in
the late eleventh and early twelfth century. According to literary sources, such as
Heimskringla and Orkneyinga saga, the king had made an enemy of the Scottish
king (Mundal 2010: 244). He also deposed the earls of Orkney and temporarily
made his own young son Sigurd king over the islands (Mundal 2010: 245). This
interference must have caused considerable political disruption, and indeed the
following decades were full of power struggles, resulting in the killing of Earl
Magnus, later St Magnus, by his cousin and opponent Hakon in c. 1115-18
(Antonsson 2007: 1 – 102).
After these events, the earldom flourished in the twelfth century, with an emphasis
on monumental architecture, such as St Magnus Cathedral, and literary production
such as Orkneyinga saga and skaldic poetry (Jesch 2005). A large number of runic
inscriptions in the Orcadian corpus date from this period (for a more detailed
discussion of their dating, see chapters 4 and 5.2). In chapter 7, I will examine if this
climax of Orcadian rune carving may be connected to the preceding political events
and the changed political situation in the earldom.
Taxation rights over Shetland were lost for the earls of Orkney after the battle of
Florvåg on April 3rd, 1194. Earl Harald Maddadsson had sided with the
Eyjarskeggjar, who rose against King Sverre of Norway and lost, and in retribution
the earl had to hand taxation rights for Shetland to the king, while keeping taxation
rights over Orkney and Caithness (Koht 1952: 102 – 103). In 1266, the Norwegian
19

crown lost the Western Isles to Scotland in accordance with the treaty of Perth and
thus Norwegian influence in Scotland was strongly diminished (Lustig 1979). In the
following two centuries, Scottish influence increased in Orkney and Shetland, with
trade relationships from Orkney to the Scottish mainland and Scottish nobles
established in powerful positions in the earldom. The title “Earl of Orkney” itself
transferred to the Scottish Sinclair family (Ljosland 2012: 67 – 69). It may be
expected that during this period evidence for the use of runes in Orkney should be
in decline or even cease altogether, and coming chapters will investigate if there are
any runic inscriptions from Orkney which post-date the mid-thirteenth century. In
1468, the Earldom of Orkney and Shetland was finally passed to the overlordship of
the Scottish crown, as the Danish king Christian I failed to pay a dowry for his
daughter Margaret to the Scottish king James III for which he had given the islands
as a guarantee (Thomson 2008: 198 – 202). In the context of epigraphy, this can be
expected to form the definite endpoint for any potential use of runes in Orkney as
the last remaining connection to Norway was severed after this. Therefore, the
period this thesis covers is from the very start of Norse settlement in Orkney during
the Viking Age until the end of Norwegian dominance in 1468.

1.5 Political developments in Scandinavia, the Norse North
Atlantic, and Scotland in the Viking Age and Late Norse
period
In order to understand how wider developments outside Orkney may have
influenced identity negotiations in the archipelago, this subchapter will provide a
brief overview over major events and developments in Scandinavia and the Norse
North Atlantic as well as Scotland during the period covered by this thesis, the Viking
Age and Late Norse period.
During this time, kingship and power in Scandinavia were consolidated: kingdoms
emerged in Norway and Denmark, and to a lesser extent and somewhat later in
what is now Sweden. Powerful ruling dynasties were founded. Influential rulers,
such as Harald Bluetooth in Denmark and Harald Fairhair in Norway attempted to
unify and centralise their respective kingdoms (Berend 2007: 13 – 15).
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Between the eighth century and the turn of the first millennium, all major islands in
the North Atlantic gained some Norse settlement, and a temporary, short-lived
colony was established in North America in the eleventh century (Linderoth Wallace
2003). The Faroe Islands were settled in the ninth century (Arge 2008). They soon
became a Norwegian dependency under Harald Fairhair’s “active west-oriented
policy” but not an earldom with its own power structure like Orkney, Shetland and
Caithness. Complete Norwegian dominion was established through two expeditions
of Magnus Barelegs in the late eleventh and early twelfth century (Helle 2005: 17 –
19). It appears that, at the latest in 1247, the Faroe Islands stood under direct rule
of the Norwegian king and paid tributes or taxes to the crown (Bjørshol Wærdahl
2011: 62). The general academic consensus used to be that before the Norse
settlement, the islands were uninhabited but the specifics of potential Irish
expeditions and the very first Norse settlement on the archipelago are unclear.
Recent excavation, for example at Argisbrekka, Eysturoy, revealed buildings dating
as early as the ninth century (Debes 1993; Arge 1993; Arge 2008). In archaeology,
the Faroe Islands are often seen as one distinct area grouped with Shetland
because the material culture is very similar. However, in the last two decades there
has been more discussion on potential Celtic pre-Norse activities in the Faroe
Islands (Stummann Hansen 2003: 33 – 58). Faroese archaeology has in the past
been taken to suggest that, as the archipelago was uninhabited before the Norse
settlement, the Norse settlers simply “transplanted” their architecture there. This
seems unlikely in light of the similar architecture in the previously inhabited Shetland
Islands. In addition, portable objects hint at a more insular identity with some
connections to other regions in the North Atlantic and Irish Sea. Steffen Stummann
Hansen suggests that early Faroese settlers rapidly formed a new, mixed Faroese
identity in order to counter Norwegian claims for supremacy (2003: 61 – 64). It is
interesting that Knut Helle, a historian, and Steffen Stummann Hansen, an
archaeologist, appear to come to rather different conclusions about developments
in the Faroe Islands. In recent years, there is mounting archaeological evidence that
the Faroe Islands were indeed settled before the Norse settlement, potentially in the
fourth to sixth centuries AD (Church et al.: 2013). In any case, the runic corpus of
the Faroe Islands could be expected to be rather different to that of Orkney. This
body of evidence could be used for comparison of developments in previously
largely uninhabited versus previously inhabited new settlement regions.
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Iceland was settled from c. 870 and remained politically independent until 1262-4
when it submitted to the Norwegian crown (Karlsson 2016; Karlsson 2000: 83 – 95).
The Norse settlement in Greenland was established in c. 1000 and remained under
formal Norwegian, later Danish-Norwegian rule, until the mid-fourteenth century
(Keller 1991: 25 – 26). The reasons for the end of the settlement in the fifteenth
century are still debated. Probably, a combination of factors led to its demise. These
range from climate change, a decline in trade of walrus ivory, lack of support from
the homelands after the Norwegian and Danish crown were united in the Kalmar
Union, to the Black Death in Norway (Keller 1991: 41 – 44; Arneborg 2003; Lynnerup
2014; Frei et al. 2015; Jackson et al. 2018).
Moving further south, in Scotland, by the 740s, the “sources seem to indicate that a
single strong Pictish kingdom existed comprising most of Scotland north of the Forth
[i. e. north of the Firth of Forth near modern Edinburgh]” (Woolf 2007: 9). The
situation on the seabord, up to Shetland, is unclear, both in terms of to what extent
the area was under this kingdom’s control and whether a British Celtic/Pictish or
Gaelic language was spoken (Woolf 2007: 12 – 13). As stated above, in the next
century, Scandinavians conquered large areas of littoral Scotland as well as the
isles, which lead to the fall of the Pictish kingdom in the late ninth century (Woolf
2007: 41 – 121). At the same time, Gaelic influence, originally centered on the
kingdom of Dal-Ríata on the west coast grew stronger. This development
culminated in the House of Alpin gaining power over a newly formed Gaelic-Pictish
kingdom of Alba in the late ninth century (Broun 2007: 111 – 112; Woolf 2007: 122
– 176). In the second half of the eleventh century, the kingdom of Scots was united
and power over mainland Scotland consolidated by King Malcolm III Canmore
(Woolf 2007: 263 – 271).
A decisive event in Scottish-Norse history was the 1263 Battle of Largs, which the
Norwegian army lost against the Scottish forces, and the subsequent 1266 Treaty
of Perth (Lustig 1979). After this, the decline of Norse overlordship in all of Scotland
was inevitable until Orkney and Shetland were finally lost to the Scottish crown in
the mid-fifteenth century (see 1.4).
The situation further south in the Irish Sea and on the Irish coast at the beginning of
the Viking Age appears less binary with Gaelic-Scottish powers versus the
Norwegian crown. In the late ninth century, the Kingdom of Man and the Isles
emerged, with a Norwegian as its first ruler, and later under a Norse-Gaelic hybrid
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ruling dynasty. It formed the only medieval thalassocracy in the British Isles other
than the Earldom of Orkney and Shetland (Crawford 2014: 65). Therefore, it may
prove useful for comparative purposes in this thesis in providing another area with
a similar power structure and parallel developments. In Ireland, the Norse
established various coastal settlements, most prominently at Dublin, but they never
gained a hold over major areas of the island (see for example Hurley 2010; Kelly
2010). Indeed, as can be expected the runic inscriptions examined in this thesis
show connections to all of these areas of Norse settlement, but these connections
may have had very different characteristics.

1.6 Limitations of this thesis
There are a number of limitations to the research presented in this thesis. In some
cases, the excavations where runic inscriptions were discovered in Orkney have not
been published in full (for example Tuquoy and Westness, see chapters 4.2 and 4.3
for details), limiting the quantity and quality of data available both in discussing a
runic object and its context. Other limitations are presented by the study area. This
thesis will neither discuss the runic inscriptions in the Eastern Norse diaspora nor
those of the Western Norse diaspora outside the former Earldom of Orkney in great
detail with the exception when they are useful for comparative purposes. Postmedieval uses of runes are not examined at great length with the exception of
inscriptions that could be thought to be Viking Age or Late Norse but are modern,
as detailed in chapter 4.5. There are also some reflections on the modern use of
runes in Orkney in chapter 7.5.
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2. Literature Review
2.1 Definitions of diaspora and cultural identities
The concept of diaspora, and how it relates to the Norse in the North Atlantic, is
highly important for this thesis. In order to gain an understanding of this concept, it
is essential to distinguish it from migration: in social sciences, the term migration
denotes the physical act of moving, while diaspora describes the remaining
connection to “the people and traditions of a homeland and to migrants of the same
origin in their countries” (Mirdal and Ryynänen-Karjaleinen 2004: 8).2 Therefore, in
a sociological sense diaspora is a state of mind rather than an actual place. This
definition also implies that, applied to the Norse North Atlantic, with a diaspora being
not physical, it is not objective but rather subjective. There could be those who
express a strong connection to the homeland while others may not experience these
sentiments to such an extent.
From the earliest translation of the Hebrew Bible into Greek until the mid-twentieth
century, the term diaspora was used almost exclusively for the Jewish diaspora
(Kantor 1992: 81). Its meaning has since then been expanded to include any similar
circumstances throughout history. This broadening, however, has also opened it up
for criticism. Expanding the term further and applying it to non-Jewish trading
communities, the idea of a “trade diaspora” was coined by Abner Cohen (1971).
This was further developed by Philip D. Curtin (1984) to describe the development
of new hybrid identities and the diaspora as an intermediary in overseas trade,
connecting different societies to enable them to establish trading relations. However,
due to the history of the term, Clare Downham maintains that for some the
alternative term “merchant network” might be preferable, and that this term is more
flexible (Downham 2015: 369 – 370). In this respect, it must be noted that Ina
Baghdiantz McCabe, who studied trading diasporas in the early modern period,
found that a distinction between trading diaspora and merchant network is
necessary. According to Baghdiantz McCabe, a trading diaspora is mostly
monocultural and refers back to the same homeland, while merchant networks
consist of different trading diasporas and native populations who interact. Within this
model, the trading diaspora acts as an intermediary embedded in a larger merchant
network spanning different homelands, histories, cultures and languages
2

This is also the definition of diaspora Jesch (2015) uses.
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(Baghdiantz McCabe 2013: 143 – 169). Networks in the Norse North Atlantic have
been studied in great depth by a number of researchers, for instance Søren
Sindbæk (2012; 2015a), but often focusing on single aspects, such as art styles, or
economy, like the use and trade of steatite. For the Norse, Downham argues that
the idea of a network leads to thinking of the settlement as too radically separated
from the homeland, while the term diaspora always implies a remaining connection,
which is why she uses it despite the above-mentioned problems (Downham 2015:
369 – 370). Therefore, in this thesis, the concept of diaspora is the more suitable for
an examination of the Norse settlement in the North Atlantic region, as the
“merchant networks” lack this reference to the Scandinavian homelands and the
remaining connection to Norse culture.
There are further reasons why the concept of diaspora is preferable for the purposes
of this thesis. Curtin (1984) postulates the development of hybrid identities in the
diaspora. In relation to this, Virinder Kalra, Raminder K. Kalhon and John Hutynuk
argue that “diaspora […] means to be from one place but of another” (2005: 29).
This implies that processes of identity formation in the diaspora are influenced by
other factors than in the homeland. Kalra, Kalhon and Hutynuk go on to stress that
“diasporic subjects are carriers of a consciousness which provides an awareness of
difference. This sense is a basic aspect of self-identity for diasporic subjects” (Kalra
et al. 2005: 30). This means that being part of a diaspora itself has an influence on
identity negotiations. Therefore, when runic inscriptions in the diaspora are viewed
as expressions of an identity, one could expect these expressions to differ from the
homeland. Chapters 6 and 7 detail how the Orcadian runic inscriptions differ from
those in the Norse homelands regarding various aspects and address the issue of
diaspora.
Zanette Tsigaridas Glørstad discusses the term hybridisation, which she defines as
the “process where cultural and ethnic expressions are given new meaning,
adjusted to local practices and situation” (Tsigaridas Glørstad 2014: 153). She
argues that in the Viking Age, ethnic groups and affiliations were clearly recognised
in certain situations and could therefore form the basis for political actions.
According to Tsigaridas Glørstad, hybridisation lead to a clear new formulation and
definition of ethnicity and thus to new definitions and displays of “Norseness” in the
western Norse settlements (Tsigaridas Glørstad 2014: 153 – 154). She stresses that
in Old Norse literature, travelling had ideological and conceptual aspects in addition
to practical and economical reasons (Tsigaridas Glørstad 2014: 167). By
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incorporating “chosen elements” of Norse material culture in the “colonies”, the
journey into the strange lands became transformative, and the lands became a part
of the Norse identity and thus a homeland (Tsigaridas Glørstad 2014: 170). Chapter
7 explores if runic inscriptions can be viewed as one of these “chosen elements”,
which could aid the transformation of the diaspora into a Norse homeland.
In order to understand the formation of the Norse diaspora, and potential
implications on the Orcadian corpus of runic inscriptions, it is essential to look at the
process of Norse migration in the region. Discussing Norse migration in the North
Atlantic, Birgitta Linderoth Wallace argues that this can be viewed as a two-stage
process, which required significant planning. The first stage is a phase of discovery
with scouting, followed by a second phase of a migration stream. The Norse
settlement in the North Atlantic corresponds with the second phase, with the
exception of North America (Linderoth Wallace 2003: 207 – 208). It is only this
second phase which leads to the potential formation of a diaspora, which in turn
means that North America should not be included in the Viking diaspora. This idea
will be revisited later as North America is also the only area of Norse activity in the
North Atlantic which has not yielded any Viking Age or Late Norse runic finds
(Samnordisk Runtextdatabas 2017). Therefore, it constitutes an opportunity to
examine if runic writing in new settlements only commences during the second
phase of migration, once a diaspora community has established itself.
In his study on early Scandinavian settlement in England, Shane McLeod examines
the process of migration in the region in-depth using various principles from
migration theory. He finds that, while not all tenets of modern migration theory fit this
ninth century migration, some elements are applicable: as migration theory
stipulates, a subset of migrants had migrated previously, and most of the migrants
were young adults upon their arrival, alhough there is a stronger presence of women
than expected. Particularly important for this thesis are McLeod’s observations that
the migration stream was not a one-off event, even though it peaked in the ninth
century, and that there is evidence for scouting (which would correspond to the first
phase that Linderoth Wallace postulates), followed by a chain of migration and
potentially leapfrogging (i.e. migrating in stages), the latter mainly by migrants
travelling from west across the Irish Sea to England and stopping on the Isle of Man
(McLeod 2014a: 43 – 108). It is relevant for this thesis when McLeod shows that
leapfrogging does not occur in the Norse migration stream to England from the east
as there is no land between England and Scandinavia where migrants could have
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stopped (McLeod 2014a: 73 – 74). For Orkney, this means that there would have
been no leapfrogging between Norway and Orkney, but Orkney could have been a
waypoint in a migration stream to the Western Isles, Ireland or the Irish Sea and
vice versa (see below for another potential migration route). If the idea of a longterm, continuous migration stream holds true for Orkney, one could expect new
developments in runic writing that occurred in Scandinavia after the first settlement
in the isles, such as dotting, to be reflected in the Orcadian corpus soon after their
introduction in the Norse homelands, as they would have been brought to Orkney
quickly by new settlers’ arrivals.
Recently, as mentioned in chapter 1.4, David Griffiths published a paper in which
he assembled the latest archaeological evidence and questioned the accepted
theory that Orkney was primarily settled directly from Norway (Griffiths 2019). He
argued that the earliest Norse settlements in Orkney show a hybrid material culture
and stronger insular influences than should be visible if Orkney was settled primarily
from Norway and if Norwegian overlordship had been quickly established. According
to Griffiths, the earliest Norse settlers in Orkney may have come from the mixed
Norse-Celtic populations in the Irish Sea instead, and Norwegian overlordship was
only established much later than previously maintained. This would also imply that
the passages in the Orkneyinga saga narrating the foundation of the earldom are a
later narrative, composed to suit the political situation in the twelfth century to
explain why Norway held power over Orkney (cf. Woolf 2007: 300 – 308). If this is
the case, it could be expected that runic writing might have increased after the
establishment of direct Norwegian overlordship in Orkney and that there may be few
runic finds from early, hybrid settlements. The dating of the corpus is discussed in
chapter 5.2, and chapter 7 examines the implications of Griffiths’ argument in
relation to the runic inscriptions in Orkney.
Within the framework of migration and diaspora research, there are various
definitions and views of culture and identity. Attempting to define “cultural identity”,
it could be argued that “forming a cultural identity involves adopting the beliefs and
practices––the custom complexes––of one or more cultural communities” (Jensen,
Arnett and McKenzie 2011: 286). However, for the purpose of this study, this
definition is too broad to be useful in analysing fragmentary material. Another
possibility is to define the concept through the proposed existence of a collective
“cultural memory” (Assmann and Czaplicka 1995). This concept might be useful for
some aspects of studying runic inscriptions in terms of identity formation but for most
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of this study, it should be expected that it is impossible to demonstrate a collective
cultural memory. I would also argue that other aspects, such as language and
beliefs, are equally important for a Norse cultural identity, while the focus on memory
appears too backward-looking and cannot explain any potential changes in the
expression of cultural identity.
In archaeology, establishing cultural identities has proven controversial, and postprocessualists have gone so far as to propose that any cultural practice should not
be regarded as an expression of cultural identity but rather as a reaction to
environmental constraints and pressures, although there are examples of practices
that cannot be explained by adaptation to circumstances in the archaeological
record. It has been recognised by archaeologists that cultural expression is not static
and varies over time and regions, but a clear, agreed definition is difficult to pinpoint
in archaeological literature (Shennan 1994: 1 – 30).
Stuart Hall identifies two main definitions of “cultural identity” in an overview of
different possible definitions of the term:
The first position defines 'cultural identity' in terms of one, shared culture, a
sort of collective 'one true self', hiding inside the many other, more superficial
or artificially imposed 'selves', which people with a shared history and
ancestry hold in common. Within the terms of this definition, our cultural
identities reflect the common historical experiences and shared cultural
codes which provide us, as 'one people', with stable, unchanging and
continuous frames of reference and meaning […] [The] second position
recognises that, as well as the many points of similarity, there are also critical
points of deep and significant difference which constitute 'what we really are';
or rather - since history has intervened - 'what we have become'. […] Cultural
identity, in this second sense, is a matter of 'becoming' as well as of 'being'.
It belongs to the future as much as to the past. It is not something which
already exists, transcending place, time, history and culture (1990: 223 - 5).
Hall then argues that cultural identities under both definitions are the result of
historical developments but undergo constant changes due to ongoing influences.
They are a way of grounding a sense of self in the past and securing it for the future
(1990: 225). In the context of Norse diaspora studies, these two definitions could
have very different implications: thinking about cultural identity as indeed one shared
culture would mean there should be significant evidence of shared traits in runic
inscription, in both language and content. The second view, however, would imply
that there may have been new ways of expressing different Scandinavian diaspora
identities, while simultaneously showing an awareness of a common Norse heritage
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and history. Consequently, in the second sense of Hall’s definition, cultural identity
in the Norse diaspora would allow for considerable variety in runic writing.
In her key work on the Viking diaspora, Judith Jesch demonstrates that, importantly
for any study of identity in the Norse settlements in the North Atlantic, “the Viking
‘expansions’ and ‘migrations’ were not the one-way movements suggested by those
terms, but involved multi-directional contacts, networks and influences over a period
of time, in a far-flung geographical world held together by the common language
that we now term Old Norse, and by a distinctive culture rooted in this language”
(2015: 3). On the multi-directionality of Norse migration, McLeod notes that, while
the material evidence does not support this idea, written sources suggest that there
was at least some return migration to Scandinavia or further migration to other
Scandinavian-controlled regions (2014a: 103 – 107). Jesch further argues that the
“Vikings were indeed transnational, but were not imaginary, and if they were
constructed by anyone, it was themselves, in the fruitful encounters of
Scandinavians with new landscapes and new cultures” (Jesch 2015: 4). This means
that for Jesch, cultural identity in the Viking diaspora falls under Hall’s second
definition, namely being newly constructed outside the homeland with reference to
a common heritage.
Lesley Abrams stresses that the term diaspora is useful in discussing the dispersed
Scandinavian settler communities during the Viking Age, as it both expresses a
“sense of collective identity” while also permitting for “innovations and developments
which flowed back and forth” (2012: 38). She argues that the adoption of the
diaspora terminology for the Norse raises the significance of the settlers as driving
forces in cultural development in their homelands as well as in this new settlement
(Abrams 2012: 38). Abrams’ application of the terminology seems useful for the
purpose of this thesis, too, as it is fairly unrestrictive and generally applicable to the
entire region and timespan, while still allowing for both a distinct definition of
diaspora identity and an exchange of ideas in both directions.
A relevant factor in a Norse diaspora context, is that a “diversity of historical
trajectories [are] possible in the wake of a ‘single’ migratory process” (Barrett 2003a:
3). In his analysis of the Norse in the North Atlantic, James Barrett identifies various
reasons for this but emphasises the development of different and distinct identities
on previously uninhabited islands compared with places where there was an
interaction with an indigenous population, such as Orkney (2003a: 3). Downham
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suggests that the Norse diaspora could be interpreted as a trade diaspora, which
would mean that interaction with the indigenous population, such as intermarriage,
constitutes a necessary integration strategy to ensure political and economic
success, with social ties stabilising markets and enabling cross-cultural trade
(Downham 2015: 370 – 371).
On the question of ethnicity in the Norse diaspora, Barrett maintains that in some
instances, for example the massacre of St Brice’s Day, when the English king
Aethelred the Unready ordered all Danes in the kingdom of England were to be
killed on 13 November 1002, or the expulsion of the Dublin Norse in 902, a
primordial, or “blood” model applies, i.e. ethnicity being defined by descent. In
contrast, in many other examples, such as the Gall-Ghaidheil, ethnicity was dynamic
and situational and could thus be used as an instrument by the Gall-Gheidheil in
order to position themselves in the region, politically or economically (2003b: 93 –
94). These examples also demonstrate that, situationally, people’s ascribed
ethnicity could change, or, in certain cases, such as St Brice’s Day, individuals could
have an ethnicity imposed on them which they might not identify with. Thus, ethnicity
in Barrett’s model is negotiated two-fold, by an individual and by others for the
individual, and the two do not necessarily result in the same attribution. This thesis
is primarily concerned with individuals’ own negotiations of their identity and
therefore it becomes crucial not to attribute pre-conceived and potentially externally
imposed ethnicities to people. That means that in this thesis, it is still necessary to
refer to the writers of the relevant inscriptions as “Norse”, or similar, but this does
not imply that they must have regarded themselves as such in every case. The
question if the carvers did indeed claim a Norse identity for themselves is further
discussed in chapter 7.
Barrett interprets the continuous respect by Norse settlers for pre-Viking Age burials
in the North Atlantic region as potential evidence for a certain survival of the
indigenous population and potentially a slow process of cultural immersion and coexistence, which again could mean that a “self-conscious” view on ethnicity
developed [i.e. by conscious alignment and not necessarily by descent] (2003b: 95
– 98). In a more recent study, Barrett focuses on the Norse settlement as a maritime
society consisting of various microcosms which operated within a spatially
attenuated world-system and whose mobility reflected wider pan-European
currents. He concludes that, while the Scandinavian diaspora as such is a widespread phenomenon, there is a diversity of extremely local expressions of
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distinctive, sometimes hybrid identities. In Orkney, for example, the Norse continued
using an anachronistic form of weight-adjusted silver ring-money instead of coinage
(Barrett 2015: 2 – 5). In the context of this thesis, a major question concerns if the
development of distinctive local identities is mirrored in the runic evidence, which
would support Barrett’s argument, or if there is little local innovation throughout the
diaspora, which would be a better fit with Jesch’s ideas.
In discussing ethnicity and identity in Viking Age Ireland, Harold Mytum concludes
that ethnicity is neither absolute nor identifiable through skeletal remains or
diagnostic artefacts but was instead a social construct (2003: 114). He argues that
traditionally, the scale and nature of Viking-Irish interaction has been
underestimated and that the Norse were integrated in at least some aspects of
medieval Irish cultural, political and economic life (2003: 131 – 132). This is the
opposite of Barrett’s “blood” model, and it appears that, in contrast to Mytum’s
argument, the Norse were always identified as “the other” in certain aspects by Irish
chronicle writers. Thus, after four centuries of settlement in Ireland, the Vikings were
still described as “foreigners” (Finn-Gaill3 or Dubh-Gaill4) in medieval Irish
chronicles, and after the English conquest of the Irish trading ports in 1170, the
localised Hiberno-Norse identity declined quickly (Downham 2015: 379 – 380).
There is no separate, comparable study on Norse ethnicities in the Scottish Isles. It
is therefore difficult to ascertain if there were similar processes as in Ireland or not.
This thesis contributes new ideas about negotiations of identity in the Scottish
Northern Isles, primarily in Orkney, and discusses in some detail if this can be
extended to questions of ethnicity (see chapters 5 to 7).
Religion is an important factor in the negotiation of identity. In discussions of Norse
identities this specifically concerns the conversion to Christianity. Barrett argues that
in the Northern Isles and Northwest Scotland, there are various potential processes.
Christian patrons may have coexisted with a pagan elite during a period of
syncretism, or there may have been distinct Christian and pagan factions which did
not necessarily correspond to potential Pictish or Norse factions. He demonstrates
that in Orkney, the latest pagan and earliest Christian burials contained virtually
contemporary coinage and that Birsay could have been the centre of a tenth century

3
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“fair foreigners”
“dark foreigners”
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pagan faction (2003c: 207 – 221). This idea will be reconsidered with regards to the
runic evidence from Birsay in chapter 6.6.
In general, when the Norse settlement is viewed as a trade diaspora, conversion
becomes a necessity. Medieval Christianity was intolerant towards polytheism, thus
it seemingly formed a trading barrier between Norse pagans and Christians in the
areas where the Norse settled. The latter could avoid this barrier by converting
(Downham 2015: 373). For Scandinavia, a large body of research has been carried
out into different aspects of Christianisation, particularly into the role of women (for
example Staecker 2003 and Gräslund 2003). There, too, the conversion appears
largely pragmatic; there are no sources indicating violent reactions to the destruction
of pagan idols (Sanmark 2003: 556). This means that, by the time of conversion,
paganism would not have been perceived as an integral and unchangeable part in
the negotiation of identity by the Norse, otherwise one would expect at least some
defence of the old faith. There is not yet a comparable body of studies for the North
Atlantic region but with regards to the potential importance of conversion for trade
in the diaspora and the pragmatism evident in Norse religious decision making, a
similar process is conceivable. As religious identity seems to be an integral part of
cultural identity within a diaspora, chapter 6.6 will evaluate if any of this process is
evident in the runic material, and if not, try to find possible explanations why it is not
reflected in the corpus.
One remaining question about “diaspora” regarding Orkney in particular concerns
the time when the diaspora becomes the homeland, or if it ever does at all. Is it still
justifiable to speak of a diaspora after the establishment of Norse legal structures
with Norse law and assemblies (things) and a Norwegian earldom, meaning that
Norse culture had become dominant? After all, the mainstream definitions of
diaspora, derived from the Jewish diaspora, relate to a community that is very much
in the minority in terms of language, culture and religion. Thus, it appears that the
term fits the Norse settlement in Orkney in certain ways but may not be the ideal
description.
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2.2 The written word in the Norse period
For an understanding of runic writing and literacy in the Norse diaspora, perceptions
of the written word in Northern Europe during the Viking and medieval period can
usefully be studied.
One general overview of the written word in the Early Middle Ages was published
as a collection of papers in “The uses of literacy in Early Medieval Europe” edited
by Rosamond McKitterick (1990). While this volume does not specifically cover
Northern Europe or even Norse culture, she nevertheless draws some crucial
conclusions for this study. McKitterick argues that in general, writing is a far more
difficult skill to acquire than reading. Therefore, writing was probably practised only
by a subset of those who were able to read (McKitterick 1990: 3 – 4). In all the
regions studied by McKitterick and during the entire period, the symbolic function
and practical uses of writing were intertwined; and while orality retained its centrality
in society, writing was nevertheless an important tool for those in positions of
authority to wield power and influence. A major problem identified is the survival of
evidence, for example epigraphy carved in stone surviving much better than (short)
notes on wood or skin. She also argues for a clear link between areas with a strong
central government and an extensive use of literacy for governing and
administration (McKitterick 1990: 319 – 325). These issues will be examined in
chapter 6.7 in order to see if these conclusions are reflected in the Orcadian corpus
of runic inscriptions.
Already in medieval sources, there is some understanding of the functionalities of
the written word as a communication tool. This is shown by Tom Birkett through the
example of Kostbera in Atlamál in Grœnlenzko. In this Eddic poem, a warning about
a murder complot is written in runes but then defaced by an enemy of the intended
recipient. Subsequenly, the defaced message is interpreted correctly by a woman
allied with the recipient of the warning. This demonstrates an understanding of the
function of writing for communication across distances and also of the risk of writing
becoming unreadable (2013: 8). The potential gender implications of this will be
discussed in chapter 6.1.
In terms of medieval literacy, a distinction must be made between the ability to read
and the ability to produce writing as McKitterick (1990) demonstrated. The skills
involved in the acquisition of reading are different than those needed for writing, but
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the exact relationship between reading and writing development is not yet fully
understood, as Jill Fitzgerald and Timothy Shanahan discuss:
Various forms of research have supported the theoretical contention that
reading and writing rely on analogous mental processes and isomorphic
knowledge. However, the total amount of shared variance among a number
of reading and writing indicators has never been documented to be more than
about .50. Consequently, it is also important to acknowledge the separability
of reading and writing. Research has not isolated many of the specific
features that make reading and writing unique from one another. Further
evidence suggests that, over time, as reading and writing are learned, the
nature of their relation changes (2000: 48).
Shanahan surveys previous research on the relation of learning to read and learning
to write and concludes that:
These studies show that reading and writing depend on a common base of
cognitive processes and knowledge, and we have a particularly fertile
understanding of what kinds of linguistic knowledge are shared between
reading and writing, how the patterns of this knowledge sharing change with
development, and how reading and writing influence each other. […] While
recent research has expanded our notions of the potential sharing that can
take place among reading, writing, spelling, and handwriting, anthropological
and neurological investigations continue to expand our awareness of the
ultimate separability of reading and writing; that is, it is possible to read
without knowing how to write and vice versa (2008: 179).
This underlines the point made above that potentially, in medieval Europe, more
people may have been able to read than to write and that scarce evidence for writing
may not necessarily mean that people were unable to read.
In learning to write, the own name is often the first word which can be written by the
learner and may contain many errors (Imer 2017: 93). There is no indication that
this process should be different for runic writing.
In a study on early medieval inscriptions in Britain and Ireland, John Higgitt found
that in many parts of the area he examined, these inscriptions are highly complex
literary productions with layers of encoded messages. Often, their layout is designed
to highlight single names, which leads Higgitt to speculate that these names were
meant to be “noticed even by those with minimal literacy” (2003: 327 – 334).
Therefore, this thesis will examine if runic inscriptions in Orkney may emphasise
names for the benefit of a less literate audience (chapters 5.4 on personal names
and 6.7 on literacy).
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2.3 Prior research on runic writing with emphasis on the
diaspora
In the following subchapter, I will reflect on previous research on runes. Its focus will
be on runic writing in the diaspora and it will examine how runes can be used as
written historical sources.
Even for instances where medieval manuscripts provide a large body of vernacular
writing, i.e. writing in the local language instead of Latin, a case can still be made to
use runic inscriptions as sources. Jesch argues that “even those runic inscriptions
that overlap chronologically and geographically with manuscript writing usually
emanate from different socio-cultural circumstances and so give insights into
different registers and usages” (2013b: 80). Therefore, runes do constitute a
valuable historical source for different aspects of society than manuscripts, even
though their use has been doubted at times (for Scotland, see for example GrahamCampbell and Batey 1998: 43).
At the beginning of this project (October 2016), the database of all known
Scandinavian runic inscriptions, Samnordisk Runtextdatabas, contained 6751
inscriptions. However, only 308 of these entries hail from the wider region this
research covers (see table 1).
Region

Number of Scandinavian Runic
Inscriptions

Orkney

56

Shetland

7

Rest of Scotland

15

England

20

Faroe Islands

9

Greenland

101

Iceland

49

Isle of Man

35

Ireland

16

Total number

308

Table 1: Scandinavian Runic Inscription numbers in the Western diaspora (numbers
taken from Samnordisk Runtextdatabas 2016)
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In this section, key research on runology relevant for this thesis will be reviewed.
Owing to the large number of overall inscriptions and the large body of writing about
runology, this literature review focuses on aspects of scholarship that are important
for discussing runic writing in the Norse diaspora and the association of runes and
identities.
Abrams states on the importance of runes in the Viking diaspora that, along with
language, they are “the most obvious shared cultural elements” the Scandinavians
spread abroad, and discusses that “almost identical unornamented runic gravemarkers are found as far afield as Häggesled in Västergötland, Sweden, and
Berezanj in Ukraine” (2012: 23). This emphasises the importance of runic writing as
a connecting element across the entire diaspora, as a marker of a shared identity.
However, Abrams’ statement does not fully reflect the diversity of runic writing and
that there is evidence for regional variation as well as a huge difference over time
(for an overview see for example Pulsiano and Wolf 1993: 545 – 555).
One major role of the association of runes with identity arises during the
Scandinavian conversion to Christianity. In a study of Late Viking Age runestones
from eastern Sweden, Linn Lager identifies the boom in runestone production in
different regions as one of the major markers of Christianity becoming socially
acceptable while the subsequent decline is interpreted as a sign of the emergence
of an institutionalised church (2003: 501 – 506). It has moreover been argued that
the establishment of a church with a Latin culture served as an enriching
background for runic literacy in medieval Scandinavia (Schulte 2012: 181).
However, this argument is refuted by Staffan Fridell who argues that there is no
logical mechanism by which an official use of Latin inscriptions should have inspired
lay people to carve more runes. He instead proposes a gradual increase in runic
literacy from the Viking Age onwards with no relation to any Latin epigraphic tradition
coming from the church (Fridell 2013: 208). With regards to the rich tradition of runic
prayers, for example in Norway, both in informal contexts and in formal epigraphy,
mixing Old Norse and Latin (Zilmer 2012; Zilmer 2013), I would agree with Michael
Schulte that the increase in runic literacy in Scandinavia and the influence of clerical
literacy must be connected (for a different argument see Källström 2012). It remains
to be seen if there is a similar connection between conversion and runic literacy in
Orkney. However, this is not the main focus of this thesis.
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The question of runic literacy is debated. According to Marco Bianchi, one key
aspect is that runes on Late Viking Age Swedish runestones could be viewed as a
resource that was interpreted by its Viking Age viewers in different ways, without
necessarily being able to read the runic text. He shows that the cultural value of a
carving is not always only in its verbal message and that many aspects are
expressed by other means than language so that runic literacy is not a precondition
for understanding the message. Full understanding of runic monuments is only
possible for scholars by realising the specific discourse concerning the social
positioning of a regional elite commissioning these monuments and communicating
through them (Bianchi 2010: 229 – 236).
Further research by Bianchi confirms that, at least for Swedish runestones, the
language is not the only mode of communicating meaning. He argues that there is
a “visual grammar” that still needs to be examined in more detail, which would
enable runologists to interpret runic monuments as multimodal, where layout and
verbal expression correlate to enhance the textual message (Bianchi 2014). From
an archaeological perspective, Anders Andrén stressed the importance of the
relation between writing and material culture: “It is important to note that the relation
between artefact and text is neither unambiguous nor static” (Andrén 1998: 146).
He also argues that text and writing are a “strictly delimited” category while material
culture and artefacts are more varied and heterogeneous (Andrén 1998: 146).
However, Andrén appears to only define writing as “text” while for Bianchi anything
that conveys a message contributes to the “text” in his runestone examples. Bianchi
concedes that some other runic objects, for example the hastily scribbled messages
on sticks from Bergen, do not easily fit all the criteria if “text” is defined as fitting a
norm that transcends a situational context in conveying meaning. Nevertheless, they
could have been regarded as texts by their original readers. Therefore, any runic
inscription must be examined individually within its historical context (Bianchi: 2012:
47 – 50).
One particular sub-genre of runic inscriptions is those carved on “amulets”. For the
purpose of this thesis, the definition of a runic amulet shall be the comparably vague,
but widely applied notion of a “(presumed) protective/healing function of the object
and the assumption that this (magical) function is directly related to, and made
effective by, the runic writing the object bears” (Steenholt Olesen 2010: 161). Thus,
runic amulets contribute information on people’s beliefs beyond their publicly
displayed religious identities. Rikke Steenholt Olesen argues that runic amulets
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were not intended for communications between individuals and that the writing was
primarily functional. She concludes that users or buyers of such amulets would not
have been able to distinguish between runes and rune-like symbols and that these
amulets could have been mass produced, but should not be seen as an indication
of general literacy (Steenholt Olesen 2010: 173 – 174). This seems plausible, and
a similar argument has been made about earlier inscribed bracteates, for example
by Elmer Antonsen (2002: 177 – 179). As there are at least three runic amulets from
Orkney which have proven difficult to interpret (OR 1 Stackrue, OR 21 Deerness,
and OR 22 Quoys), the idea of not having to be lexical in order to function as an
amulet could prove essential for understanding these objects, which will be
discussed in detail in chapters 4.3 and 6.6.
The language of runic inscriptions is a major feature and could contribute to an
understanding of identity expression and bilingualism or multilingualism. In a study
on Christian prayers and invocations in runic writing from Viking Age and medieval
Scandinavia, Kristel Zilmer has concluded that the vernacular (i.e. Old Norse)
outnumbers Latin by c. 3.5 to 1. In addition, it is common for both languages to be
mixed, and inscriptions show varying degrees of Latin literacy. Some were
potentially copied or imitated by non-Latin literate individuals. Over time, vernacular
prayer language tends to become more varied. In contrast, Latin formulas remain
almost fixed, while the forms of runic prayers appear to depend on the object and
context. Zilmer argues that in public spaces the vernacular dominates to reach a
wider audience while on personal objects Latin may have been preferred for
mediating private concerns (Zilmer 2013). Consequently, in chapter 5.3 the uses of
Latin and vernacular for Orkney will be compared with Zilmer’s findings for
Scandinavia to see if there are parallels, or if there are any significant disparities
which might show a differing use of Latin and the vernacular.
Another aspect of runic writing that has been discussed recently and is relevant for
the Orcadian corpus is the importance and meaning of cipher runes, bindrunes and
rune-like symbols. Many inscriptions appear unintelligible at first sight, and research
by Jonas Nordby suggests that in some inscriptions, where scholars used to think
that carvers have added branches and bows to their runes “simply to make the
reading more difficult” (2012: 83), there are in fact other, lexical readings for the
seemingly superfluous elements, for example by re-reading these elements in
reverse direction or upside down, which he demonstrates through various portable
objects from Norway (Nordby 2012). This indicates that other, previously
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“unreadable” runic objects, may need to be re-examined from different angles, too.
Various Orcadian inscriptions contain runic ciphers or have not yielded any lexical
meanings, for example OR 1, OR 7 or OR 4. They will be re-examined in chapters
4 and 6.7 with consideration of Nordby’s findings. If they correspond to his
examples, they might demonstrate a high degree of runic literacy of some Orcadian
carvers.
Regarding runic writing in Scotland, in their archaeological survey of the region,
James Graham-Campbell and Colleen Batey write that “these runic inscriptions
constitute the only body of contemporary written sources left to us by the Norse
settlers of Scandinavian Scotland, but their content tells us nothing of value of an
historical nature – other than the simple fact that the knowledge of runes was one
of the elements of Norse culture exported to the West” (1998: 43). I would argue
that this shows a very essentialist understanding of runic inscriptions. Conceivably,
while the inscriptions in Scotland may not mention dates, named rulers or outcomes
of great battles – neither do the majority of Scandinavian runic inscriptions –, they
can serve as valuable sources for other fields of history, shedding light on the life
and views of everyday people.
Using Maeshowe as an example, Barbara Crawford, referring to work by Judith
Jesch and Michael Barnes, writes:
Although this [i.e. the runic inscriptions of Maeshowe] can be taken as
evidence for a learned and literary milieu in twelfth-century Orkney, it is
thought probable that the rune-carvers were in fact visiting Norwegians or
Icelanders rather than native islanders. There is no evidence that such runic
prowess was widespread in Scandinavian Scotland, which may suggest that
the use of runes as a communication device faded earlier in the west than in
Norway itself (2013: 52).
This point will be re-examined in Chapters 6 and 7 in view of the Orcadian runic
corpus as source material.

2.4 Sources of evidence for the Norse North Atlantic
In the following subchapter, various sources of information for the Norse North
Atlantic will be examined in terms of their usefulness for the aims set out in this
thesis. The different types of evidence, namely archaeology, place-names, DNA and
isotope studies, linguistics, literature and other written sources will be evaluated for
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their potential usefulness in discussing identities in the Norse diaspora, in how far
they may be problematic as sources of information, and how they have been
discussed with specific relation to questions about Norse Orkney so far. This
subchapter will also examine how new information from runic writing as a source of
information could complement these sources in order to create a fuller picture of
identity negotiations in Norse Orkney.

2.4.1 Archaeology and expressions of identity
Various Norse sites in Orkney have been excavated from the Antiquarian period 5
until very recently (for major excavations, see for example Griffiths 2015, Barrett and
Slater 2009, Morris 1989, Batey and Morris 1989). These investigations have
resulted in the discovery of numerous material remains, which frequently have been
interpreted as expressions of a Norse cultural identity, as seen for example in the
Borre-style brooch found in the Scar Boat Burial, an early Norse burial of three
individuals with grave goods in a boat on the island of Sanday (Graham-Campbell
and Batey 1998: 138 – 140). While Norse material culture does not necessarily
equal a Norse identity, it is plausible that these earlier excavations can help to
pinpoint centres and phases of Norse settlement in Orkney and will therefore be
compared with the chronology of developments in runic writing in the archipelago
where suitable. In addition, the archaeological context of the find spots for each
inscription will be discussed in chapter 4.
On the whole, landscape-based archaeological evidence for the areas of
Scandinavian

settlement

in

Scotland,

including

Orkney,

shows

major

transformations beginning in the mid-ninth century. Changes in economy and diet
hint at a rapid development from a littoral economy to intense maritime and
agricultural exploitation coinciding with Norse settlement (Barrett 2003b: 88 – 92).
Chapter 6.3 discusses this transformation of the landscape coinciding with Nose
settlement, examining aspects of monument re-use for runic inscriptions, while
chapter 6.5 evaluates if the find spots of runes are primarily high-status sites.

5

In a Scottish context, the Antiquarian period begins in the late eighteenth century and lasts
roughly to the end of the nineteenth or early twentieth century. For a detailed overview over
Antiquarianism in Scotland, see the edited volume by Alan S. Bell (1981).
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Burial archaeology can arguably reveal much about changing identities, too. Often,
Scandinavian-style weapon graves have been interpreted as warrior graves.
However, detailed analysis has recently shed new light on this burial rite. In Britain
and Ireland this custom is not an unchanged reflection of the custom in the
Scandinavian homeland. It is only performed for a select group of high-ranking
individuals who are often interred with multiple weapons. This is in contrast to the
singular weapon in Scandinavian graves. Norse burials in the British Isles often
contain different weapons, usually swords, compared to axes in their Scandinavian
counterparts. These burials also usually represent only a single generation at any
given location, which could show an urgency to demonstrate a land claim in a newly
settled area. Thus, for this single generation of new settlers, the weapon burials do
indeed express a distinct, local identity (Harrison 2015). However, I would argue that
these burials could also be regarded as a transitional phenomenon en route to
developing a new, hybrid diaspora identity, which is then fully expressed in
discarding the weapon burial rite as an identity marker reminiscent of the homeland
after this single generation. Therefore, in terms of researching new diaspora
identities forming after the initial settlement phase, it will be interesting to see if any
inscriptions come from the same sites as weapon burials and how they relate to the
site in general, as for example there may be a continuity in site use. However, the
only two runic inscriptions from Orkney that were found in close vicinity of weapon
burials (OR 1 and OR 12) are difficult to analyse in this regard. OR 1 is of somewhat
unclear provenance, as discussed further in chapter 4.3, so its relation to the nearby
burial is difficult to establish. OR 12 is from a site including settlement and burials,
apparently from a house, and may not have any relation to the burials, as detailed
in chapter 4.3. When looking at migration as a two-stage process (see chapter 2.1),
the weapon burials in Scotland might be classed as belonging to the first,
exploratory phase where first land claims are made. They appear not to belong to
the second phase, when settlements are firmly established. However, this thesis is
mostly concerned with the second phase (for the dating of individual inscriptions,
see chapter 4, and for a general overview of the timeframe of runic writing in Orkney,
see chapter 5.2).
There are various archaeological indicators of cultural contact within Viking Age
Scotland. Material culture suggests a certain level of pre-Viking Age trade between
Scotland and Scandinavia but only from the mid-ninth century on is there a clear
increase. The earliest Norse sites in Scotland show complex mixtures of Pictish and
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Norse styles in art and architecture with an establishment of Scandinavian style
longhouses and levels of steatite use indicating Scandinavian settlement (Barrett
2003b: 79 – 84). There is little archaeological evidence for Norse settlement in
Scotland before the mid-ninth century, but for the following century, there is a wide
range of furnished burials, the abandonment of which coincides with the
aforementioned change in architecture, diet and portable material culture in the midtenth century (Barrett 2012: 13 – 15). It is therefore necessary to examine if this
increase in Norse material culture is also reflected in a change in the use of runes,
or indeed if runes only begin to appear in the Orcadian record after this shift. This
will be examined in chapter 5.2.
Various aspects of the material culture of the diaspora have been examined in-depth
with inclusion of material from Orkney, for example steatite vessels and bone and
antler combs. For steatite vessels, Søren Sindbæk (2015b: 198 – 210; building on
Amanda Forster’s (2004) PhD thesis) showed that the raw material usually came
from Norway or Shetland and that vessels were also manufactured there as
excavations in Orkney have not found any traces of steatite working. Amanda
Forster and Richard Jones (2017) demonstrated that steatite can be used to trace
Norse migration and settlement in the North Atlantic and identified in detail where
vessels found across homelands and diaspora had been quarried, which made
trade and/or migration routes visible. This is crucial for the interpretation of one runic
find from Orkney, specifically OR 3, which is made from steatite and is thus unlikely
to have been produced in situ. Steatite only appears sporadically in mainland
Scotland even though it completely replaced pottery in the Northern Isles. Sindbæk
concludes that there cannot have been a consistent symbolic emphasis on the use
of steatite as a relation to ancestral culture and that Norse settlers were willing to
pragmatically adapt their material culture to local circumstances. Potentially, the
quick adoption of local pottery in some areas could show a keenness of migrants to
distinguish themselves from the culture of their homelands. A similar case was made
by Steve Ashby (2015: 261 – 272) for bone and antler combs in the Viking Age. His
large-scale study showed no formal homogeneity, but rather a process of stylistic
change aligning with local developments and broader chronological trends. He
concluded that in ninth-century Atlantic Scotland bone combs indicated the Norse
as new players in the negotiation of complex regional identities, and that in the tenth
and eleventh centuries the trajectories of comb development in Scotland and
Northern England diverged even more due to differing networks of contact. For
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Scotland, there is no evidence of comb manufacture in the tenth and eleventh
centuries, which may be the result of a lack of antler as raw material, so that the
comb trade there was still linked to the Scandinavian economic system. According
to Ashby, this is not very surprising as Norse Scotland was both economically and
politically closely tied to the Norse homelands until the thirteenth and fifteenth
century respectively. Chapter 7 of this thesis will examine if the same development
is reflected in the runic evidence.
On a more local basis, excavations in Orkney have revealed information on many
details of Norse settlement. In Skaill Bay, on the west coast of the Orkney Mainland,
for instance, an extensive Norse building complex, with the principal deposits from
c. AD 900 – 1050, has been excavated at the castle of Snusgar. The site is rich in
finds, close to the location of the Skaill Hoard, the largest Viking Age silver hoard
from Orkney, and yielded early glass beads, steatite objects with predominantly
Shetlandic origin, and objects connected to Norway, the continent and the Irish Sea.
Interestingly, it was predominantly a consumer, not a producer settlement, which
hints at a high-status site beyond a simple subsistence economy. In the eleventh
and twelfth century, this site shows a stronger Hiberno-Norse influence. This has
been interpreted as a distancing self-perception of the settled population from the
ancestral homeland, establishing a genuinely distinctive Orcadian identity (Griffiths
2015). Many Orcadian inscriptions, and in particular the corpus from Maeshowe,
date from the mid-twelfth century. Therefore, the idea of distancing oneself from the
homeland while still writing in runes must be considered in-depth after studying the
inscriptions, and chapter 7 examines this thought further.

2.4.2 Place-names
The study of place-names can contribute much knowledge on the settlement history
of the North Atlantic region, particularly in areas where different populations mixed
but did not leave a written record. For the purpose of this thesis, place-names are
used to examine the status of settlements and potential clerical associations of a
site. In addition, they could contribute information on settlement history of the find
spots of runic inscriptions and, potentially, indicate if runic literacy is limited to highstatus sites in Orkney, or if lower-status sites do have inscriptions as well. However,
using place-names as sources for the Norse Atlantic diaspora presents
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interdisciplinary scholars with considerable difficulty, as there is currently no
comprehensive volume or index of Scottish place-names.
For the region concerned, academic study of place-names started in the early to
mid-nineteenth century, with Peter Andreas Munch, a Norwegian historian,
publishing his research on place-names in Orkney, Caithness and Shetland in 1852
and 1857 – without having ever visited Shetland (Andersen 1984: 18 – 19). One
complication in interpreting place-names in Scotland is the difficulty in tracing the
geographical boundary of Pictish settlement before the Viking Age. It is also difficult
to distinguish Pictish elements as not much is known about the language and many
originally Pictish terms have been mediated through Norse or Gaelic successors
after the respective Viking and Gaelic settlements (Taylor 2011: 67 – 71). This
means that, in an Orcadian context, using place-names from mainland Scotland as
comparative sources for Pictish-Norse interaction is impossible.
The place-names in the Faroe Islands, the closest northern neighbour of the
Earldom of Orkney, have not been published comprehensively yet but Eivind Weyhe
(1999) gives an overview of past and current research. Usually, the place-names in
the archipelago are split into those descriptive of the landscape and those naming
farms, while another distinction is made between pagan and Christian names. In
this respect, I think it should be noted that the formation of place-names in Orkney
and the Faroe Islands can be expected to differ as the Faroe Islands were probably
not settled by Picts before the Norse period.
In the last few decades, more comparative work on place-names in Shetland and
the Faroe Islands has been published than about or comparisons with the placenames in Orkney. In both Shetland and the Faroe Islands, place-names appear to
be exclusively of Scandinavian origin. Many are descriptive of topography, such as
Sandur/Sand (from ON sandr, sand), Dalur/Dale (from ON dalr, dale) or Vágur and
Voe (from ON vágr, bay), or compounds of such elements. These kinds of placenames are also common in Norway (MacGregor 1984: 1 – 7). All these elements
can also be found in Orkney, namely in the island name Sanday and the names of
Papdale and Kirkjuvágr, both in modern-day Kirkwall. Lindsay MacGregor argues
that some place-names in both Shetland and the Faroe Islands indicate that some
of the earliest Norse settlers were pagan. She explains Hov as “temple-farm” and
Hósvík as “Thors-vík” (1984: 9). However, recent research suggests that ON hof
could also simply denote a chieftain’s hall and does not always have to have a pagan
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spiritual or even ritual context, with its meaning varying across regions and periods
(Sundqvist 2016: 104 – 109). Equally, Thor is an element of many personal names,
even after Christianisation (Peterson 2007). Thus, these place-names do not
necessarily have to indicate a pagan settlement of the isles.
One element in many place-names in the Northern isles is “pap*” which denotes a
pre-Norse presence of pápar, potentially Irish monks according to its most common
interpretation. It is attested in seven instances in Orkney, for example in Papa
Westray, Papdale and Papa Stronsay, and in nine place-names in Shetland (see
Barbara Crawford’s “Papar project” 2005). A survey of the Orcadian sites by
Raymond Lamb showed that none of the “pap*” places were remote or suitable for
hermits. In contrast, they were agricultural land and often closely associated with
pre-Norse estates of a Christian clergy. He therefore argues for the papar being
Roman Christian clergy with a highly organised power structure of which the Norse
could have made use (Lamb 1995: 9 – 27). The “Papar project” also demonstrated
that “it is clear that the majority of papar names in the Northern and Western Isles
are associated with areas of very good to medium quality agricultural land […] there
is emerging evidence of agriculturally based early ecclesiastical communities, some
occupying more secluded areas while others possibly living adjacent to or within the
secular community” (Simpson, Crawford and Ballin Smith 2005). Therefore, it is
necessary to check if any of the pap*-sites show evidence for runic literacy, which
would confirm the idea of clerical influence on the spread of literacy as discussed in
chapter 2.3.
Place-names can also attest the status of a certain site. Skaill as a place name (from
ON skáli – “shed/hut”, Zoëga 2004: 370) denotes a high status farm or settlement
in Orkney where, according to Frans-Arne Stylegar, the meaning has evolved from
denoting a shed or hut to an “early medieval hall building” (Stylegar 2004). In
Orkney, Skaill-names generally denote good, old, fertile land with high-status
dwellings. It has been argued that these toponyms go back to the earliest
settlements directly after Norse land-taking (Marwick 1952: 237 – 40). Jane Harrison
writes: “In Orkney the prime bay sites so attractive to Viking–Norse settlers are
disproportionately rich in Skaill (ON skáli) or Langskaill (long-hall) place names
associated with important halls. I have investigated all the Orkney skáli/-skáli sites
and, of the 43 locations associated with the place name Skaill, 40 are situated in
mound-rich locations” (Harrison 2013: 54). Her investigation showed that the Skaill
places in Orkney were locations which “acted as the central place in the local
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landscape: the gathering point where local decision making meshed with the
demands of the overarching earldom system” (Harrison 2013: 55). This led David
Griffiths, Jane Harrison and Michael Athanson to suggest, regarding both placename and archaeological evidence, a hierarchy of Orcadian place-names where
“bu” names signify the earldom farms, Skaill denotes “significant district head farms”
while “gard” or “bister” names are classified as medium-ranking and “quoy” and
“setter” as minor or outlying (Griffiths, Harrison and Athanson 2019: 2). This
interpretation does not require the Skaill-farms to be chronologically early as
postulated by Hugh Marwick (1952: 237 – 40).
Therefore, it should be worthwhile to examine the place-names where runic
inscriptions were found in Orkney to see if they indicate runic literacy primarily at
high-status sites or in a more even distribution across social strata and if there is
any connection of the find spots with clergy-related place-names. The earliest
attested place-name of each find spot will be discussed in the corpus in chapter 4
while questions of status and identity at the sites will be considered in chapter 6.5.

2.4.3 DNA and isotope studies and questions of identity
Over the last few decades, advances in DNA sequencing and analyses and stable
isotope studies have contributed to the body of research about Scandinavian
settlement in the North Atlantic region. Often, these methods have been used to
make statements about identities (see for example Hedenstierna-Jonson et al.
2017), so that considering, comparing and contrasting this type of evidence and the
hypotheses it results in becomes necessary when negotiations of identity are to be
studied through other evidence types, such as runes.
One new area of research, which gained momentum in the years after 2000, is the
attempt to establish whether DNA sequencing, using both analyses of modern DNA
and ancient DNA from burials, could help to retrace the genetic origins of settlers in
the North Atlantic regions, both in Iceland and in the smaller archipelagos, like the
Faroe Islands, Orkney and Shetland. Principal contributions were made by research
groups around Agnar Helgason, Sara Goodacre, Jim Wilson, and others. A study
investigating Orcadian men found a “substantial Scandinavian contribution to the
Orcadian Y-chromosome pool” (Wilson et al. 2001: 5080). Findings in other studies
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included a significantly larger percentage of biological females than biological males
with Gaelic influence in Iceland. According to them, a family-based immigration to
Orkney and Shetland from Scandinavia appearls likely (Goodacre et al. 2005). This
led to the hypothesis of lone men moving into the North Atlantic frontier region from
Scandinavia and in the process “taking” local women from the British Isles with
them, while in regions that were deemed “safe” settlements, such as Orkney and
Shetland, the settlers relocated their entire families from Scandinavia (Helgason et
al. 2000; Helgason et al. 2001; Goodacre et al. 2005; Helgason et al. 2009). As
Goodacre et al. argue:
The excess of Scandinavian patrilineal ancestry observed in the Western
Isles and Iceland and the symmetric contribution of Scandinavian male and
female subjects in Shetland, Orkney and the N&W coastline of Scotland are
consistent with a common feature of human colonizing behavior: This is that
migration to insecure frontier areas tends to involve a disproportionate
number of lone male colonizers, whereas family groups are more likely to be
abundant in secure areas that are closer to the strongholds of colonial power
(2005: 134).
This interpretation of the DNA results is at odds with recent research by McLeod,
among others, who found evidence for a substantial presence of Norse women in
England already during the campaigns of the Great Army, which certainly cannot be
defined as a secure area or stronghold of colonial power during this period (2011:
349 – 353). Thus, the interpretation of women only being “brought into” regions that
were perceived as safe enough (in Goodacre et al.’s 2005 study, these are defined
as regions close to the homelands) for them should be called into question. In
addition, interpreting the DNA results as men either taking women with them or not
completely neglects any potential agency of women themselves. The results could
equally indicate a choice of women, more often accompanying men, or even
travelling individually, to some new settlement regions than to others.
Studies of DNA from the modern Faroese population also revealed a high proportion
of female British and male Scandinavian ancestry, although with a considerable
uncertainty due to the high rate of genetic drift, i.e. the naturally occurring change in
DNA over time, in the Faroe Islands. Again, the discrepancy in origin between
females and males was attributed by the researchers to a settlement by lone Viking
men who then proceeded to “acquire” women in the British Isles and start families
in the Faroe Islands (Als et al. 2006: 501 – 503). Yet, this interpretation again only
focuses on the agency of Scandinavian males. In addition, it is not possible from the
available data to conclude if the Scandinavian males first settled in the British Isles,
47

where they intermarried with the native population and started families, whose firstgeneration mixed descendants then moved on to the Faroe Islands. Another
possibility is that the genetic admixture happened with first generation settlers
directly at the archipelago, which would mean that Norse settlers had taken British
women with them (Jörgensen et al. 2004: 24 – 27). This implies that DNA cannot
tell us how the mixed population in the diaspora evolved and spread out across the
region or how people interacted and intermarried from archipelago to archipelago.
A major pitfall of in the field of DNA studies that cannot be addressed by modern
population-based DNA studies is the possible effect of catastrophic mass mortality
events, such as the Laki eruption in Iceland 1783 which killed between 20% or up
to 24% of the Icelandic population, with differing mortality rates across the island.
This event is now thought to have increased mortality rates as far south as England,
for instance due to failed harvests (Witham and Oppenheimer 2004: 15 – 16 and
25; Thordarson and Self 2003: 13 – 14). Another event, which has been proven to
have affected the genetic variation between Viking Age and modern Norwegian
populations, was the Black Death in the 1300s, which led to a population collapse
in the country (Krzewinska et al. 2015: 6 – 7). Possibly, these and other events could
have eradicated certain haplogroups or terminated an indistinct amount of direct
maternal mtDNA or paternal Y-chromosome lineages across the Scandinavian
diaspora, thus changing the respective contribution of either British or Scandinavian
genetic influence on the whole population. It is therefore impossible to ascertain that
a balanced sample of people with British or Scandinavian heritage was killed without
large-scale studies of ancient DNA from before the respective potential event. As
place-name evidence indicates (Friðriksson 2007: 20 – 21), it can be assumed that
people with British and Scandinavian heritage did not settle equally spread all over
Iceland. Consequently, a discrepancy in the effects of large-scale termination of
lineages on the distribution in modern population DNA becomes even more likely.
A 2005 assessment of ancient DNA studies concludes:
The diachronic interpretation of ancient samples, as representatives of past
ethnic entities that can be directly compared with modern samples of present
ethnic or national groups, is done largely in an atheoretical vacuum […]. The
meagre variation seen in small-sized burial samples seduces the researcher
to fill the interpretive gap between reconstructing a complex series of
historical processes and measuring genetic differences with stories that
seem to allow the data to ‘speak for themselves’ (Gilbert et al. 2005: 543).
A potential solution for some of these issues could be the design of a study in the
North of England, where paternal DNA was analysed for Scandinavian roots based
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on surnames so that a link with historical records could be established (Harding et
al. 2010). A similar approach, including historical and archaeological data as well as
aDNA and modern DNA data, was used recently for an analysis of Viking settlement
in England (Kershaw and Røyrvik 2016). However, for parts of the diaspora where
patronyms are in use instead of surnames, such as Iceland, this approach is not
feasible. For these regions, other types of evidence, such as runic writing, might
complement the DNA evidence used in discussions of the diaspora, migration and
identity negotiations.
Another new scientific means of examining migration patterns is analysing stable
isotope rates in bones and teeth, for example Strontium, Oxygen, Carbon and
Nitrogen ratios (Eriksson 2013). A recent study showed that in three Viking Age
burials from Westness in Orkney, the only woman seemed to come from the North
Atlantic region while the two men came from a different place, possibly Norway
(Montgomery et al. 2014). The authors had to use four different systems of isotopes
as due to the maritime environment both in Scandinavia and the British Isles, the
diets of people living there can be very similar, making some results or isotope
studies inconclusive. However, the sample size contained only three definite Viking
Age burials from Orkney. This permits some doubts about the representativeness
of the study for the entire Viking Age population of the archipelago.
Generally, stable isotope analysis can be useful to trace human mobility as the
isotopes in the tooth enamel are defined by where the childhood is spent while in
adulthood, the isotopic signature only changes in bones (Price et al. 2015).
However, there are some problems with the method. Certain Strontium isotopic
signatures occur in a variety of regions and are therefore not diagnostic per se, and
Oxygen isotopes vary in individuals. For lead isotopes, contamination after burial
has been shown (Price 2015: 79 – 80). In addition, very localised conditions can
significantly influence isotope ratios in individuals, which has been demonstrated for
Iceland where rainfall and sea spray cause Strontium isotope ratios to change from
what researchers expected due to the basalt bedrock (Price et al. 2015: 106). Since
Strontium isotope ratios in Norway, northern Britain and Greenland are generally
higher than the European average, distinguishing the origins of individuals based
on Strontium alone is difficult and other isotopes, for example Oxygen, must be
taken into account (Price et al. 2015: 131 – 132). In view of all these caveats, it
seems risky to me to use isotopes to split for example the Icelandic burial record
into “native Icelanders” and “immigrants” and create an entire narrative of “Icelandic
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wannabees” seeking respectability as Orri Vésteinsson and Hildur Gestsdóttir have
attempted (2016). Therefore, results from isotope studies for the North Atlantic
should be interpreted in conjunction with other types of evidence when discussing
identity, and here the runic evidence can contribute a valuable angle to complement
these results and potentially validate or disprove them.
In addition to these potential pitfalls, it is important to remain aware that neither a
person’s DNA nor the stable isotopes in their bones or teeth can tell how a person
negotiated their identity and defined their ethnicity, or indeed what language they
spoke (compare Jesch 2015: 182 – 183; Jobling et al. 2016 on the difference of
population-based and individual genetic profiling). It is possible that the overall
population may not have been aware about any genetic admixture some
generations after it happened. Therefore, the DNA and isotope evidence should be
taken into account as only one of many types of evidence for the Norse Atlantic
diaspora and regarded as a contributing aspect to the bigger picture, rather than redefining the entire field of Viking identity studies. Just like Jesch asks in her 2015
volume, these scientific findings do raise some questions and should “encourage
the student of those to return to other types of evidence” (2015: 90). Any results
from new DNA and isotope studies should always be put into the context of existing
scholarship and enhance previous theories instead of being used to propagate
entirely new theories contradicting finds from other fields. As Brian McEvoy and
Ceiridwen Edwards state, the results of scientific approaches play a role “particularly
when used alongside traditional historical, linguistic and archaeological sources, in
providing new and interesting insights into the scale and nature of past human
migration” (2005: 112), as demonstrated in a recent project (Kershaw and Røyrvik
2016).
After examining the contributions new techniques from the natural sciences can
make to the study of the Norse North Atlantic settlement and problems assocated
with these, I have concluded only to use them as one aspect of the larger picture in
combination with other sources of information. Generally, for this study on identity
expressed in runic inscriptions, the genetic or isotopic fingerprints of individuals
should solely be consulted as supplementary information about migratory
population movements. Where available, results from excavations near the find
spots of runic inscriptions have been taken into account in chapter 4.
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2.4.4 Linguistics
When using linguistics as a source for identity negotiations in the Norse diaspora,
two issues are at play: on the one hand, Old Norse may have influenced languages
spoken in previously inhabited parts of the diaspora, such as Gaelic. On the other
hand, these languages may have left traces in Old Norse. There is some existing
research for both aspects.
The influence of Celtic languages on Old Norse, specifically in the Icelandic sagas,
was first studied in the nineteenth century. William Craigie remarked on the relative
scarcity of Gaelic loanwords and names he discovered in a survey of Icelandic texts
that:
The general tone of our historical material may well make us doubt whether
the Irish and the Norsemen ever understood each other to any appreciable
extent. […] there is abundant evidence in the Gaelic vocabulary to show that
the Celt learned much from the Scandinavian, while there is scarcely any
similar evidence to prove an Irish influence on the Norsemen. To dub an
unknown word in the Edda as ‘probably Celtic’ is hardly the kind of proof that
is required. This absence of a Celtic element in Icelandic is the more
remarkable, as many of the early colonists of Iceland went from the Hebrides
and Ireland, and a few of them even bore Gaelic names. Yet these half-Celtic
settlers were at best a mere handful of the landnámamenn, and quite
insufficient to leaven the solid mass of vigorous Northern stock around them
(1897: 440 – 441).
After over a century of further scholarship, the argument about the power imbalance
between Norse-speaking and Gaelic-speaking settlers in Iceland and their influence
on language, naming and literary tradition has not changed very much. Gisli
Sigurðsson writes:
Most of these Gaels were slaves and we have seen that more often than not
they were given Scandinavian names by their Norse masters. Since not even
their names were tolerated, we may assume that their language was not
tolerated either, and this may account for the apparently few Gaelic
loanwords in Icelandic. It is likely that the slaves were obliged to learn the
language of their masters (2000: 118).
It is unclear if the situation was the same in Norse Orkney, and it is therefore worth
examining the language of the runic inscriptions for any non-Norse influences in any
case. This is done in chapter 6.2.
One explanation that has been brought forward for the relative scarcity of Norse
loan words in medieval Irish is that while there was some Norse-Irish interaction, the
Norse continued to conduct their own independent relations with England, the
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Northern and Western Isles and the European mainland, so that only a limited
transfer of Norse terms into Irish was necessary (Mytum 2003: 132). However, when
the Norse in Ireland are considered as a trade diaspora (as suggested by Downham
2015), frequent and easy communication with the Irish is a necessity as stated
above so that Mytum’s argument can therefore be questioned. In contrast,
Downham argues that up to the twelfth century, Dublin would have been bi- or even
multilingual and a possible pidgin language for the use of traders could have been
spoken (2015: 375). One might expect such a pidgin to be somehow reflected in the
runic record, particularly in less formal inscriptions. This idea is taken into account
when analysing the Orcadian corpus for traces of any potential non-Norse
influences in the language in chapter 6.2.
The use of personal names is another interesting aspect of language use in the
diaspora. It is essential for any study on identity, such as this thesis, to examine the
use of personal names as reflected in runic inscriptions in Orkney since the choice
of names, for example Norse, Gaelic or biblical names, can express different
affiliations. The borrowing of personal names was a common method of naming
people in the Viking Age. Henrik Williams found that most or all Celtic names which
were introduced into the Scandinavian onomasticon during the period derived from
a first bearer who had a (part-)Celtic parent (2005: 341). Therefore, any Celtic
names in the runic inscriptions in the North Atlantic diaspora might reflect a mixed
Celtic-Norse ancestry, too. In particular, as these names enter the onomasticon
during the Viking Age and not the Late Norse period, they may represent examples
of early Gaelic-Norse intermarriage. Such intermarriage is known from the late tenth
century in Orkney, where for instance Earl Sigurd the Stout married a daughter of
the “king of Scots” (Crawford 1987: 67).
Andrew McDonald has shown that sons in the Hiberno-Norse dynasty of Manx kings
in the twelfth and thirteenth century carried exclusively Norse names, even if they
had Gaelic mothers. This contrasts with Orkney, where the earls could also have
biblical names instead of Norse names, in some cases adapted into Norse, such as
Páll. McDonald argues that the Manx naming custom shows a self-conscious
cultural affiliation with Scandinavia. Women in the dynasty, however, did not carry
Scandinavian names but instead Gaelic or Latin or biblical names. Examples for
such names are Affrica and Mary (McDonald 2015: 338 – 339). This leads to the
question why the Scandinavian affiliation was only expressed through sons’ names
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and if the Orcadian dynasty had less need to show a Scandinavian affiliation through
names.
For the wider diaspora, there are various studies on the use of Norse versus
Christian names. Gillian Fellows-Jensen notes that in England, Guthrum changed
his name to Athelstan after his baptism and that Christian names became “popular
in courtly circles in Scandinavia and the Viking colonies” from the late eleventh
century (2005: 156). On the basis of runic inscriptions, Williams argues that
Christian names occur “late and seldom” in eastern Scandinavia where there are
only half a dozen occurences out of c. 1,300 on stones post-dating c. 1050 (2005:
341). In chapter 5.4 the use of personal names in Orcadian runic inscriptions is
analysed to examine if there, too, Christian names are late and rare or if they reflect
the popularity in courtly circles in the diaspora, as postulated by Fellows-Jensen.

2.4.5 Literature
The main literary source for Norse Orkney is Orkneyinga saga, a “composite work
derived from an earlier (now lost) version, called Jarla sǫgur (‘Jarls’ sagas’)”
(Crawford 2013: 39). The author remains unidentified but was probably an
Icelander, and the collection of accounts was written down as a compilation in c. AD
1200 (Crawford 2013: 39 – 42). The saga recounts the history of the earldom from
the first Norse settlement to the death of Earl Harald Maddadarson in 1206. The
level of detail given for different periods in the saga varies and for many events
relating to Orcadian and wider Scottish history it is the only source (Crawford 2013:
42 – 50). This leads Barbara Crawford to conclude that the text is very important for
studying the earldom and “is a documentary witness to the independent existence
of insular and north Scottish mainland communities which developed their own
distinctive culture and political structures from the tenth to the twelfth century”
(Crawford 2013: 49 – 50). It is worthwhile examining if this distinctive cultural and
political landscape is reflected in runic inscriptions, which may be expected if runes
are indeed used to express identity in Norse Orkney. Various aspects of this are
examined in more detail in the subchapters of Chapters 6 and 7.
As sagas were written down only after 1200, as is the case for Orkneyinga saga,
and were previously related orally, there is an ongoing discussion about “the
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relationship between the surviving texts and the oral tradition from which they are
thought to have emerged” (Jesch 2015: 14). Jesch suggests that this relationship is
different for each text (2015: 14). In the case of Orkneyinga saga, it is usually
assumed that it is more reliable as a historical source for the period just before its
composition than for the beginnings of Norse settlement in Orkney (Crawford 2013:
39 – 50). It should be mentioned that Griffiths recently postulated that the saga “was
composed at a time when Norwegian claims of suzerainty over the North Atlantic
territories were being pressed energetically by supporters among writers and poets
in Iceland” (2019: 7). This makes it a very political narrative and stresses that the
composer’s agenda must be considered in using the saga as a source of evidence
for the Norse settlement in Orkney. Additionally, Lars Lönnroth cautions that “the
dating of early saga texts is so notoriously uncertain and has in later years been
challenged so often, that it may be wisest to avoid the dating problems altogether”
(2008: 305). Lönnroth further argues that sagas are:
obviously meant to be both entertaining and, in some sense, loyal to what
actually happened in the past. No clear distinction was originally made by the
saga-writers between ‘historiography’ and ‘fiction’, although it became
gradually accepted that a story did not necessarily have to be perfectly true
in order to be entertaining. From a modern historian’s point of view there is
enough fiction in all sagas to make them unreliable as sources […] (2008:
305).
The question of the sagas’ reliability as historical sources is especially important for
this thesis because in the past, events described in Orkneyinga saga have been
used to date runic inscriptions (Barnes 1994: 117 – 118) and to make connections
between characters described in the saga and personal names in runic inscriptions
(Crawford 2013: 50 – 53). The aim of this thesis is not to discuss single characters
from Norse Orkney but rather to look at society and identity formation in Norse
Orkney as a whole. This means matching inscriptions and people in inscriptions with
saga events and characters is not essential to deliver its aims and answer its
research questions. Therefore, it is legitimate for the purpose of this thesis to avoid
using evidence from Orkneyinga saga when it is not corroborated by any other
sources.
Orkneyinga saga also preserves a poem by Earl Rögnvald describing his nine skills,
one of which is týnik traula rúnum, “I forget runes slowly”, which demonstrates that
runic literacy was considered equally important for a leader as the also mentioned
shooting, rowing or harp-playing were. This reference has been used to connect the
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earl directly to the milieu of the Maeshowe carvers even though his name is absent
inside the tomb (Jesch 2013a).
In terms of using saga literature as sources for the use of runes and attitudes
towards runic writing, there are various further references in the preserved corpora
of sagas. Birkett cautions that “runes in literature are often best read as poetic motifs
of writing, expressing a conceptual rather than a concrete relationship to the
surviving runic corpus, and interrogating the cultural impact of literacy” (2013: 4).
Nevertheless, for the purpose of runes in the diaspora, these references may offer
valuable clues about how runes were regarded during the later medieval period as
long as they are studied with a critical awareness of the potential pitfalls, such as
the problems of reliability discussed above. Birkett also discusses the treatment of
an exchange of a runic message in Atlamál in Grœnlenzko previously mentioned in
chapter 2.2. In this Eddic poem, a runic message is sent across a long distance,
warning its recipient of an impending attack. An enemy of the recipient defaces the
message but an ally manages to decipher the runic text nonetheless. As Birkett
argues, the fear of defacing the written word as expressed in the poem appears to
have been adapted for a textual community like the Norse diaspora, for which
communication over long distances was crucial and where the danger of this method
of communicating information, which was open to messengers defacing the runic
text, was known (2013: 8). It is notable that in this Eddic poem, recently re-published
by Carolyne Larrington (2014: 211 – 225), the women, namely Kostbera and Guðrun
are the exemplary runic writers while the men either deface the writing or are unable
to decipher it.

2.4.6 Other written sources
In terms of using other written evidence as sources for identities in the Norse
diaspora, this approach poses considerable difficulties for Orkney. There is no
contemporary chronicle for the region and runes constitute the only form of
contemporary written evidence. The oldest surviving charters from the Northern
Isles are from the turn of the thirteenth century (Crawford and Jørgensen 2002) and
are therefore younger than the period of interest for this study. Nevertheless, written
sources from other regions could contribute some valuable information about
developments in the wider Norse diaspora. Other charters and original documents
55

from Orkney, such as registers containing the earliest written place-names, which
date from the Late Middle Ages, might aid in establishing why and through what
mechanisms runic writing declined in the archipelago.
There are various contemporary or almost contemporary accounts from other
regions that discuss aspects of Orcadian history, such as Irish annals, Adam of
Bremen’s history, Icelandic kings’ sagas or Norwegian histories. Various scholars
argue that these works were intended as historical narratives and not as fiction but
do require source criticism and their historicity varies (Barrett 2012: 12 – 13;
Crawford 2013: 53 – 65). For this study, such historic narratives might, with carefully
applied source criticism, contribute to an understanding of the wider political,
religious and historic developments in Orkney but cannot be expected to add much
in terms of information on the Norse settlers’ own identity formation.
In her examination of sources for the Norse settlement in Shetland and the Faroe
Islands, MacGregor examines the documentation of land ownership through
charters and letters. She comes (among other things) to the conclusion that “wealthy
women certainly seem to have held their own in medieval Shetland and Faroe,
though surviving documents suggest that this was possible only for well-connected
Norwegians rather than native Faroese and Shetland women” (MacGregor 1984:
14). This conclusion already shows a part of the problem in using such documents
to assess a community. There is no indication as to the percentage of surviving
documents, so hypothetically, the documents with ties to Norway could have
survived to a higher percentage in a society which was ruled by Norwegian
overlords. It is impossible to assess this, just like it is impossible to evaluate if, in a
pro-Norwegian political climate, any connection to Norway might have been
stressed by the people named in the documents to find favour. Chapter 7.5
examines if a similar bias is possible for runic inscriptions as sources or if they
provide a different picture.
Another problem in using written documentation, such as charters, is the lack of
material from the Viking Age and Late Norse period for some of the diaspora. For
instance, the oldest preserved charter from Shetland is the 1299 charter about Papa
Stour (Andersen 1984: 24; Crawford and Jørgensen 2002). It is the oldest document
from the entire Earldom of Orkney (Crawford and Ballin Smith 1999: xxi, 47 – 49).
Therefore, charters and original documents from the Northern Isles may not be
particularly useful for the study of the beginnings of runic writing in Orkney.
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However, they could contribute valuable information about later medieval
developments which finally led to the decline of runic literacy as the earliest written
documents and the Norwegian overlordship in Orkney overlap by almost two
centuries.

2.4.7 Conclusions on sources
This evaluation of the very different types of evidence for the Norse North Atlantic
diaspora has shown that each type can contribute a certain extent of information
about the Norse settlement and society in Orkney during the Viking Age and Late
Norse period and shows different aspects of identity formation in the Norse
diaspora. Yet, no single source will reveal all necessary knowledge to discuss
identities. Runes constitute the only contemporary sources written by the people
whose identities are the focus of this thesis. Therefore, runic inscriptions contribute
a valuable type of source material for this discussion.
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3. Theoretical framework, methodology and assemblage of
materials
In the following subchapters, I will discuss the theoretical framework and
methodology applied in this thesis. It also gives information on how the corpus of
runic inscriptions, which is examined in the thesis, was assembled.

3.1 Material: Corpus of runic inscriptions examined in this
thesis
This thesis is primarily concerned with re-examining the corpus of Orcadian runic
inscriptions and putting it into a wider context. This corpus has been revised and
updated, which is detailed in chapter 4.
In order to establish the corpus of inscriptions from Orkney for this study, the
relevant inscriptions in the runic database were selected and then compared with
the information held by the Orkney Museum. Further information has been compiled
from various sources: Barnes and Page’s corpus edition of Scandinavian Runic
Inscriptions in Britain (2006), other academic publications (for instance Holman
1996; Futhark: International Journal of Runic Studies), excavation records on the
circumstances of discovery (where available), place-name evidence for the find spot
(where

possible)

and

archival

material for

Antiquarian

finds,

such

as

correspondence or field notes (for details see respective entries in chapter 4). I have
also studied and re-evaluated the inscriptions in person where possible (all
inscriptions in the corpus with exception of OR 21 – Brough of Deerness). Some
inscriptions have been removed from the corpus because their modern origin has
been proven or there are at least reasonable doubts about their authenticity (see
Freund and Ljosland 2019). On the other hand, a number of new inscriptions have
been discovered during the compilation of the corpus. One of these has been judged
as medieval and is thus included in the corpus for this study as OR 24 (Ljosland
2020). Other newly discovered inscriptions were judged as modern and are
discussed in chapter 4.5.1.
Due to time constraints of this PhD project, a cut-off point for the inclusion of newly
discovered material into the corpus examined in this thesis has been set. This was
chosen as April 1st, 2019 in order to have sufficient time to evaluate any new
inclusions before finishing the thesis.
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In practice working with the Orcadian corpus of runic inscriptions in the field is not
as straight-forward as it would appear. Not all inscriptions are easily accessible and
the corpus is currently spread over a wide geographical area. Some inscriptions,
such as OR 4 and OR 16 are still at their original locations, in this case at the Ring
of Brodgar in the West Mainland of Orkney and at the church ruin on the tidal island
of Brough of Birsay off the west coast of the Orkney Mainland respectively, so the
latter is only accessible in favourable tidal and weather conditions. A number of
inscriptions are now held in the Orkney Museum in Kirkwall but others are at the
National Museum of Scotland in Edinburgh, either on display or held in reserve
collections. A large number of inscriptions in Orkney are found inside the Neolithic
tomb of Maeshowe, a Historic Environment Scotland (HES) “property in care”,
where access for research purposes is very limited. A number of inscriptions were
discovered during archaeological excavations which have not been published. The
inscribed objects from these excavations are therefore kept in storage, either by the
excavator (HES; University of Cambridge) or by the National Museum of Scotland.
Solutions for these accessibility issues had to be found during the compilation of the
corpus.
Another issue is the varying amount, depth and reliability of information that can be
obtained on individual inscriptions. This results partly from the varying accessibility
conditions but also from the timeframe during which the inscriptions were first
discovered. This timeframe ranges from the mid-nineteenth century through to 2017.
Therefore, some inscriptions have been studied and re-evaluated by runologists for
decades or over a century, while others had not been seen or published by
runologists before the start of this project.
The circumstances of discovery are equally diverse: some inscriptions have been
found by chance (e.g. OR 20, OR 24), while others have appeared during building
projects (e.g. OR 23), and some were recovered in controlled, stratigraphic
excavations of archaeological sites (e.g. OR 15 and OR 21). This variety obviously
has a major effect on any evaluation of an object’s provenance, its context, and its
dating. Some Antiquarian finds were not recorded properly in an archaeological
sense, and for instance OR 5 was lost shortly after its discovery in 1908 with only
one black and white photograph remaining.
The resulting revised corpus of Orcadian runic inscriptions and all the compiled
information is discussed in detail in chapter 4.
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3.2 Theoretical framework and methodology in runology
In order to choose a suitable theoretical framework and methodology for this thesis,
it has been important to first of all develop an awareness of what disciplines are
involved. Is this study straightforward runology? To determine this, one might look
at definitions of runology, although these vary quite widely. Terje Spurkland states
that, insofar as runology exists as a discipline, it must contain elements of linguistics
as well as archaeology and cultural history (1987: 56). In contrast, Michael Barnes
argues that the prime objectives of runology as a discipline centre around the origin
of runic writing, changes in the writing system, graphemes and transliteration. He
suggests “that the reading of runic inscriptions is more central to runology than their
interpretation” (Barnes 2013a: 10). He further argues that runology may consult
elements of archaeology and cultural history but that, in and by itself, runology is the
study of runes and runic writing (Barnes 2013a: 10). Within Barnes’ narrow
definition, the approach of this thesis does not fall under runology, as it is not
primarily concerned with the reading of runic inscriptions, or the development of rune
forms, but rather runic inscriptions are used as primary sources, which are
interpreted within a context of archaeology and cultural history.
In contrast to Barnes’ narrow definition, the main journal in the field of runology,
Futhark: International Journal of Runic Studies, maintains that “We take the word
runic to refer to all scientific study dealing with phenomena related to objects bearing
runes (within the Germanic tradition). Not only runologists in the stricter sense are
thus welcome, but also archaeologists, historians in various disciplines, theologians,
etc., who work with runes or runic inscriptions, as well as phenomena otherwise
connected with runic objects” (Knirk and Williams 2010: 5). Thus, for lack of a better
term, one might use “runology” as an umbrella term for any research concerning
itself primarily with runes and runic objects, which this study does. Within this wider
framework, this thesis fits into runology, while also touching on aspects of
archaeology, cultural history, and linguistics as well as onomastics. Therefore, the
purpose of this thesis can be defined as an interdisciplinary study of Norse
settlement and identity formation in Orkney with a runological core, i.e. using runic
inscriptions as primary sources to answer the research questions.
An advantage of taking an interdisciplinary approach is that there is a wide choice
of possible methodologies for the project, while precautions need to be taken to
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maintain coherence. It is important to limit the range of applied theories and methods
so that the thesis does not become too wide-ranging for the limitations of a PhD
project. For choosing a practical methodology, runology in its strictest sense, as
defined by Barnes above, is not sufficient for the purpose of this study because it
would not account for the wider context of an object. Therefore, methods from other,
related fields, such as archaeology or place-name studies must be used to put the
respective rune-inscribed objects into their context. When it comes to dating
inscriptions, evidence beyond the runic text, such as archaeological dating, will be
used, too, and compared with the dates suggested by the runic inscription itself.
There is a fairly established and widely accepted methodology of transliterating and
reading inscriptions with standardised conventions within runology, but when it
comes to interpreting them, there is no academic consensus (Barnes 2013a: 13 –
27). This means that for the interpretation of the Orcadian runic inscriptions as
sources for the Norse settlement and identities in Orkney, theoretical frameworks
and methods from other fields must be used, as is explained in Chapters 3.3 and
3.4.

3.3 Theoretical framework
In terms of an all-encompassing theoretical framework, there is little runology, in
Barnes’ narrower definition, can offer. Barnes states that, when defining that “a
theory should be a statement of general laws or principles and have explanatory
power, it is not easy to see where the theoretical basis of runology might lie” (2013a:
11). He argues that for many examples within his definition of runology, theory
cannot provide answers, and that “theory can often be so far removed from actual
objects of study that it becomes hard to discern its purpose” (Barnes 2013a: 13).
Therefore, Barnes rejects attempts to apply theoretical frameworks to runology.
However, as he previously explains that a theory has, per definition, “explanatory
power”, having a theoretical framework as basis for analysis within the study of
runology appears useful. Williams was facing a similar problem when he worked on
his PhD thesis in runology and there was no developed theoretical framework for
runology (1990: 9 – 19). His solution was to borrow from other fields, such as
phonology, and Williams states about his framework: “Framställningen i min
avhandling bygger på ett antal antaganden från min sida och ett visst sätt at se på
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det behandlade materialet. Därför är den nedan skisserade bilden snarare att
betrakta som ett sätt att förhålla sig till materialet än en teori” (1990: 10).6 In this
thesis, a similar approach is taken. Any applied theory is regarded as a certain way
of considering and treating the material but not as a strictly limiting framework.
For the purpose of this interdisciplinary study with a strong runic focus it is therefore
necessary to see if theoretical frameworks from other fields could be adapted to
provide an explanation or state general laws and principles. One theoretical
approach which may be helpful for interpreting the runic inscriptions from Orkney is
to consider the act of creating an inscription as dialogic. As the major proponent of
dialogism, Mikhail Bakhtin, explains:
The study of verbal art can and must overcome the divorce between an
abstract ‘formal’ approach and an equally abstract ‘ideological’ approach.
Form and content in discourse are one, once we understand that verbal
discourse is a social phenomenon – social throughout its entire range and in
each and every of its factors, from the sound image to the furthest reaches
of abstract meaning (Bakhtin 2006: 259).
Bakhtin also argues that due to the nature of language as dialogic and discursive it
is constantly subject to unifying, centripetal forces and disgressing, centrifugal
forces, leading to heteroglossia. For him, these forces are caused by both ideology
and individuality, and any utterance, be it written or spoken, contributes to further
heteroglossia through dialogue (Bakhtin 2006: 271 – 275).
In runology, the idea of dialogism and heteroglossia can contribute to an
understanding of “deviance” from the established norms and account for the
diversity of style and language in inscriptions. One could speculate that in Orkney,
at a further distance from any centres of normative power than in the Scandinavian
homelands, potential centrifugal forces might have a stronger effect on any
utterances. This idea will be tested for the Orcadian runic corpus in subsequent
chapters. Particularly with reference to new ideas about the establishment of
Norwegian overlordship as the reason for composing Orkneyinga saga and a shift
in power during the Norse period in Orkney (see chapter 2.4.5), it can be expected
that this should be reflected in the runic material. This is further discussed in the
subchapters of chapter 7.

6

The framework in my thesis is based on a number of assumptions from my side and a certain way
of regarding the discussed material. Therefore, the picture sketched below should rather be viewed
as a way of treating the material than as a theory. [my own translation]
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Naturally, applying a theoretical framework developed for one particular discipline
to another discipline creates several pitfalls. One might argue that epigraphy is not
true literature, inscriptions are often short and formulaic, and thus a framework from
literary criticism should not be applied to them. However, while Bakhtin has
developed his theories using literary texts, his hypotheses concern communication
in a more general way. Thus, they have also been applied to a diverse range of nonliterary communication. Bakhtin’s ideas can cover a wide range of fields. Dialogism
has been used as an overarching model to explain issues in social studies, such as
political discourse (Robinson 2011), and education, for instance in language
learning (Shirkhani, Nesari and Feilinezhad 2015). Bakhtin’s theories have been
applied by scholars of Scottish/Northern Studies before, for example on the
discussion of marine renewables in Orkney (Ford forthcoming).
Another issue might arise from the lack of knowledge about the communities
participating in the dialogic process of communication involving the inscriptions.
However, when taking this lack of knowledge into account it is still possible to
develop hypotheses and then test them against the evidence, be it from runic
inscriptions or other sources. This means that the proposed theoretical approach
will be useful for the purpose of this thesis despite its limitations.

3.4 Methodology
On a more practical level, one must consider how to apply the theoretical framework
in order to find a methodology which can provide concrete answers for the research
questions. The research in this thesis itself is split into various stages: 1)
establishing the corpus of runic inscriptions for the study, 2) choosing a number of
various case studies for in-depth examination of certain aspects, and 3) comparing
the results to the material from Scandinavia and other West Norse diaspora regions.
Different approaches and methodologies have been applied during these three
stages, depending on which ones fit the objectives for the respective stage best.
In the following paragraphs, I will present the practical methodologies used in
working with the runic inscriptions from Orkney. When examining the inscribed
objects discussed in this thesis, they have all been first inspected visually, with
exception of OR 21, which was not accessible. Where necessary, a magnifying
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glass has been used, and in some cases an electric torch has been held against the
inscribed surfaces at an angle, in order to make the inscriptions better visible by
enhancing the shadows of the incisions. During this examination, notes, photos and
drawings were produced in order to establish my own reading, which was then
compared with other runologists’ readings, for example those in Barnes and Page
(2006). Photos inside the tomb of Maeshowe could not be taken because of an
overall photography prohibition at the site.
In the cases of objects which were no longer located at their original find spot, these
find spots, when known, were visually inspected, too, in order to gain an
understanding of the site context and landscape. To further understand the
archaeology of a site, excavation reports and field notes were taken into account
where available, and where not, archaeologists who had excavated the sites were
consulted as far as possible.
Subsequently, all references to “runes”, “rune”, and “runic” in the Orkney Library and
Archive database were checked. Additionally, notes of some Antiquarian scholars,
such as Frederick Thomas and Thomas Stewart Traill, who had worked on relevant
sites, were examined.
A number of fieldtrips to other regions with runic inscriptions were undertaken in
order to examine comparable material, for example in Shetland (Shetland Museum,
Lerwick), Sweden (Uppland, Jämtland, Medelpad, Skåne), mainland Scotland
(National Museum of Scotland, Edinburgh, Knockando cemetery, and Caithness
Horizons, Thurso), and Denmark (National Museum of Denmark, Copenhagen, for
Danish and Greenlandic material). The same methods as described above were
applied in examining the runic objects studied at these locations.
In order to analyse the corpus, a number of software tools were then used to compile
and compare the collected data. For mapping, qGIS, a free Geographic Information
System software was used. All information was also entered into fully searchable
Microsoft Excel tables. To facilitate a linguistic frequency analysis, i.e. to examine
the most frequently used words and phrases in the corpus, all lexical inscriptions
were additionally run through the “WriteWords” frequency analysis software tool
(available at: http://www.writewords.org.uk/word_count.asp). The results were then
compiled. In order to find answers to the research questions, they were compared
with earlier literature, results from other types of evidence as presented in chapter
2.4 and evidence from neighbouring regions.
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4. The corpus of runic inscriptions for this thesis
4.1 Remarks on assembling the corpus
In this chapter, the corpus of runic inscriptions selected for this thesis is discussed
in detail. All inscriptions discovered in Orkney have been included in the corpus,
even if, in the case of portable objects, the objects and/or their inscriptions may have
been produced elsewhere. In order to analyse aspects of the spatial distribution of
the Orkney runic inscriptions, they have been divided into two groups: those on
immovable objects, such as large stones or buildings, and those on portable objects,
for instance spindle whorls or bones. At the end of this chapter, comparative material
from regions neighbouring Orkney will be presented.
A primary overview of the inscriptions from Orkney was created through searching
the Scandinavian Runic Database. A search of the database showed 56 inscriptions
from Orkney when this project started in October 2016, 33 of these in Maeshowe
alone (Samnordisk Runtextdatabas 2016). More detailed information on the nonMaeshowe inscriptions can be gained from the corpus edition by Barnes and Page
(2006) and for Maeshowe, there is a monograph by Barnes (1994). The numbering
of the inscriptions with signa (two letters for the respective origin, for example OR
for Orkney, and then a number in ascending order according to find date),
introduced by Barnes and Page for non-Maeshowe inscriptions, as well as Barnes’
numbering of the Maeshowe inscriptions (Or Barnes and a number) have been
used. Inscriptions found after the publication date of Barnes and Page (2006) have
been fitted into this existing system by various authors publishing them in Futhark:
International Journal of Runic Studies.
Each inscription is discussed in its respective subchapter in as much detail as
possible in terms of the circumstances of its discovery, transliteration, reading,
dating and, where possible, an English translation is given. The object on which the
inscription is found is discussed and placed in its archaeological context. In order to
be able to discuss site status, the toponym of the find spot for each inscription is
analysed, too.
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All inscriptions included in the corpus are carved in variants of the Younger Futhark.
Only inscriptions that are plausibly from the Viking Age or Late Norse period have
been included (for exclusions and their reasons see chapter 4.5.). A geographical
overview of all objects discussed in subchapters 4.2 to 4.4 can be seen in fig. 3
below.
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Fig. 3: Geographical distribution of Viking Age and Late Norse runic inscriptions in
Orkney (Web Mercator Projection; base map: Ordnance Survey/qGIS; map data:
Freund 2018)
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In order to place the Orcadian corpus of runic inscriptions within the wider Norse
diaspora, it must be compared and contrasted with inscriptions from the
neighbouring regions. Geographically closest to Orkney is mainland Scotland,
particularly Caithness, but across the North Sea, Fair Isle, Shetland and the Faroe
Islands are well-connected with the archipelago, too. Other diaspora regions
geographically connected to Orkney along the Scottish west coast and across the
Irish Sea are the Isle of Man and Ireland. Inscriptions from these regions will be
discussed, with a focus on similarities and differences to the Orcadian corpus, in
chapter 4.6.

4.2 Inscriptions on immovable objects
All inscriptions discussed in this subchapter have been classed as being on
immovable objects. The reasons are varied: they are either on large stones which
can be seen as difficult to transport, or they are found on fragments of larger stones
which can be assumed to originally have been immovable objects. While most such
fragments have been re-used in buildings, I find it reasonable to assume that most
building materials in Orkney up to the modern period were sourced fairly locally.
Consequently, the modern find spots of runestone fragments can still be assumed
to be relatively close to the original location of the inscription. These inscriptions will
now be discussed in numerical order.
OR 4 – Ring of Brodgar
The inscription OR 4 from the Ring of Brodgar (West Mainland, fig. 3) has been
subject to considerable debate since its discovery in 1906-7. It consists of five
symbols, carved onto stone number 3 in the north-north-west part of the Neolithic
stone circle (of Brodgar). The stone itself is a stump and considerably lower than
other remaining standing stones in the monument. Further parts of the nowremaining stump stone 3 had broken off. These were re-attached to the stone’s
foundation with concrete when all fallen stones were re-erected in 1906-7. However,
not all fragments of the stone have been preserved (Downes et al. 2013: 103). The
earliest reference to OR 4 is found in letters exchanged by Magnus Spence, Albany
Major and an unnamed official of the Viking Club in London, possibly Alfred Wintle
Johnston between January and November 1908, now in the Magnus Spence Papers
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in Orkney Archive (Orkney Library and Archive, Magnus Spence Papers: D 32/2/2).
Unfortunately, the letters only represent parts of the correspondence, as the replies
from the Viking Club official are not preserved in the archive.
One of these letters contains a sketch of the inscription (letter dated 22/1/1908).
Other letters reference a second inscription of a single rune found on a stone near
the site, presumably the now lost OR 5 (letters dated 31/10/1908 and 23/11/1908;
for discussion of OR 5 see chapter 4.5). Major asks for exact measurements of the
Brodgar stone and inscription, in order to assess if the inscription was carved before
or after the stone cracked (31/10/1908) and tried to establish the direction in which
the stone fell (23/11/1908). He also mentions that casts made from photographs
had been sent to Magnus Olsen, who had also received a sketch earlier and is said
to have stood by his earlier interpretation, based on this sketch (10/04/1908).
Spence adds that Olsen suggested other runic inscriptions could be found on the
Brodgar stones (10/04/1908).

Fig. 4: OR 4 – Ring of Brodgar (Photograph: Blendl 2017)
The five runes of OR 4 are placed centrally on the stone slab and facing the centre
of the stone circle. Underneath them, there is a (single) carved cross (fig. 4). From
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left to right, rune 2 is a plain Younger Futhark rune, the other four are twig runes.
Barnes and Page (2006: 162) transliterate the inscription as
2/2 r 4/3 (3/2) (2/2)
The system of cipher or twig runes, also applied in Maeshowe, rests on the splitting
of the 16 runes of the Younger Futhark into three ættir (1. tbmlR, 2. hnias, 3. fuþark).
The twigs on either side of the stave indicate the ætt and the number of the rune
within its ætt (Düwel 1998: 566 – 568). Applying the standard cipher code, OR 4
must be read from left to right because 4/3 does not exist while 3/4 is plausible. The
resulting reading is niorn.
Olsen (1954: 164 – 165) interprets this is an attempt to carve the male personal
name Bjǫrn. Barnes and Page state that a reading of Bjǫrn “makes obvious sense
but that involves a reading of our r.5 (his [Olsen’s] r.1) which is speculative and in
our view contrary to the evidence”. They suggest it is “safest, and most scholarly, to
leave this text uninterpreted” (Barnes and Page 2006: 164), while also noting that
they have doubts about the authenticity of the inscription.
I would argue that, since the inscribed side of the slab was facing down when
discovered (Colin Richards 2017: pers. comment), it is likely to be pre-modern and
certainly pre-dates the falling of the stone. Unfortunately, it is impossible to give a
date for when the stone broke. A terminus ante quem is the winter of 1848/49, when
Frederick W. L. Thomas of the ordnance survey spent a season in Orkney and
produced various sketches of the ring-monument. In his work, published in Thomas
(1851), the stone is numbered 39. It is labelled “broken” and shown as a low stump.
No other stones are shown erect in the vicinity, so a mix-up between adjacent stones
is unlikely. This means that the stone broke and fell before the opening of Maeshowe
in 1861, which makes it impossible for the runic inscription to be an Antiquarian
carving inspired by the Maeshowe runic discovery (which inspires modern rune
carvers to this day, see Freund and Ljosland 2019), with the caveat for the – in my
opinion improbable – case that the entire team discovering the runes could have
lied about the circumstances of the discovery.
As for interpreting the inscription, theoretically, rune 1 could indeed be a lexical
error. In the cipher most likely used in the inscription, the difference between “n” and
“b” is only one twig. However, rune 5 looks almost identical, so assuming a carver’s
error for rune 1 and transliterating it as b instead of n while transliterating rune 5 as
n raises some doubts. Nevertheless, it remains a possibility.
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OR 4’s close proximity and similarity to the Maeshowe inscriptions, both in style and
use of twig runes, which are not widely used elsewhere in the Northern Isles or
Scotland, and the fact that it is an inscription on a pre-Norse monument suggest it
could either have been carved by the same group of people or have been inspired
by the Maeshowe inscriptions. Either option would place it in the mid-twelfth century.
Seeing as Maeshowe was not open for a very long period (all the inscriptions date
to within a few decades in the mid-twelfth century, see chapter 4.4), the inscription
cannot have been carved much later, either, if it was inspired by the inscriptions
inside the tomb. The meaning of carving into a pre-Norse monument is further
discussed in chapter 6.3.
The place name Brodgar/Brogar was first recorded in 1563 as Broager with the d
added later to reflect a change in pronunciation after the Norse period (Marwick
1952: 112). Thomas (1851: 96) still records it as Brogar and already assumes it “is
derived from Scandinavian bro or brú, a bridge, and gard, an enclosure”. The
original meaning of the place name is debated but it appears to be of ON origin and
could combine the elements brú “bridge” and garðr “farm” (Marwick 1952: 112).
Marwick does not entertain the possibility that the “gard” element might also derive
from the original meaning of the ON word, “fence” (Zoëga 2004: 161). In Orkney,
according to Marwick the gard-names appear to be early, but not primary
settlements. However, he does not elaborate how he arrives at this chronology and
gives no evidence, so it must be classed as speculation (Marwick 1952: 238). It is
worth noting that another possibility for the name, particularly regarding its earliest
written form, is that it consists of the elements bro and akr “field” (Brink 2019: pers.
comment). Thus, the place-name seems to indicate the existence of a Norse
farmstead or field and a bridge, either “farm by the bridge” or “field by the bridge”.
The current excavations at the Ness of Brodgar and a large-scale geophysical
survey (Card et al. 2007), covering the entire Unesco World Heritage site, showed
no traces of a Norse farmstead. Therefore, the latter option for the name appears
more likely.
However, OR 4 is found in the middle of a rich archaeological landscape with
Neolithic henges and the Neolithic mound of Maeshowe. Alexandra Sanmark
argues that “it seems plausible that the area around the two henge monuments
[stone circles], the various standing stones and Maeshowe formed an assembly
landscape that may have been utilised in a manner similar to top-level thing sites in
Scandinavia” (2017: 223). The earliest mention of this area as a thing site comes
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from Thomas Stewart Traill’s 1833 diary of an Antiquarian excursion in Orkney
where he mentions that “the great circle Dr T. [Traill, a relative living in Orkney]
believes no to have been a temple but the Ting [sic] or place of meeting of the
National Council on solemn occasions – and thus [sic] to have been the place of
religious ceremony” (Thomas Stewart Traill Papers, NLS: MS. 19396 f. 34). The
place-name element “bridge” itself, referring to the isthmus between the Stenness
and Harray lochs, also hints at the existence of a thing site. Sanmark explains that
“bridges and crossing points are commonly found close to thing sites, functioning as
entry points. This particular bridge may have marked the entrance into the assembly
area for people who travelled to the gatherings from the north via land routes across
the Ness of Brodgar or on boat across the two lochs” (2017: 219). Those travelling
from the north would have had to cross the Ring of Brodgar en route, where OR 4
is now found. The exact end date of the use of Brodgar as a thing site is unclear,
potentially at some point in the twelfth century, so it is possible that the inscription
was carved while the site was still in use. A potential relation between the
inscriptions in this entire area and the thing site is discussed in chapter 6.3.
This inscription is still in its original place at the site, and despite the influence of the
weather it is still clearly visible (fig. 4). However, this stone, like many others at the
site, also has a considerable amount of modern graffiti.
OR 6 – Birsay (I)
The stone fragment which contains OR 6 – Birsay (I) was discovered by Orcadian
historian Hugh Marwick at the Brough of Birsay, the tidal island off the west coast of
the Orkney Mainland (fig. 3), and recorded in a photo album as “Runic Stone found
by me in St Peter’s Chapel (earlier Colm’s Kirk) on Brough of Birsay 24/3/1921” (Dr.
Hugh Marwick Collection, Orkney Archive: D29/6/20). Unfortunately, the actual
photo is missing, but there is a transliteration of the inscription noted underneath the
image’s original position, namely “_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ FILIBUS RÆRU” (Dr. Hugh
Marwick Collection, Orkney Archive: D29/6/20). This makes it clear that this is the
stone now known as OR 6 – Birsay (I). It is at present exhibited in the National
Museum of Scotland, Edinburgh.
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Fig. 5: Stone fragment from Birsay, showing the first part of the inscription OR 6
(Photograph: Freund 2018)
In a letter to the editor of The Scotsman dated July 24, 1921, Marwick explained
that he found the stone “a couple of months ago” at the Brough of Birsay “among
the ruins of the old chapel there” (Dr. Hugh Marwick Collection, Orkney Archive:
D29/2/11). He stated that the stone has 25 runic characters and that one part of the
inscribed face had been completely obliterated. Of the remaining runes, according
to Marwick, 13/14 are defaced but 11 very distinct and of a type similar to the runes
in Maeshowe. Marwick originally read the runes as FILIBUSRYRU but had been
advised by Old Norse scholar Bruce Dicking to correct this to FILIBUSRÆRU, which
Marwick interpreted as Philippus ræist runar. Marwick found the name in connection
with a church “not at all surprising”. The part of the inscription preceding these runes
to the left is so obliterated that Marwick states: “I regard this as an earlier inscription
altogether.” (Dr Hugh Marwick Collection, Orkney Archive: D29/2/11).
Barnes and Page (2006: 166 – 72) do not give a secure reading or interpretation of
the first 14 runes from the left, either, but read the following 11 runes as
f i l i b u s r a=n r u
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Their suggested interpretation consists of the name Filippus/Philippus followed by
an anagram of runar. They argue that it seems “likely the carvings have a medieval
origin” [i.e. Late Norse] and note that “the name Philippus points to a Christian
milieu” (Barnes and Page 2006: 172).
I agree with Barnes and Page’s reading and interpretation after personal inspection
of the stone (fig. 5). It should be noted that, despite there being no agreed reading
for the first 14 symbols from the left, they seem likely to have formed a runic
inscription once and indeed appear to be of greater age than the legible inscription
in terms of weathering and chipping of the stone. The staves are also somewhat
taller and chipped at both ends, which presumably happened when the stone was
re-worked to be fitted into a wall, while the runes of the Filippus-inscription are fitted
to the current shape of the stone. That makes it possible that the carver, possibly
somebody named Filippus, consciously re-used an older inscribed stone to
memorialise his name on this slab. This re-use of an object which may have been
perceived as “old” during the Late Norse period is a recurring theme in Orcadian
runic inscriptions and will be discussed in more detail below (see chapter 6.3). It is
worth noting that OR 6 is the only instance of the suggested name Filippus in a
Viking Age or medieval Scandinavian runic inscription. As a comparison, N 603 from
Bryggen has the name Philomena spelled as Yilum.ena. This runestick dates to c.
1300 (Samnordisk Runtextdatabas 2018). I would suggest that the change in
rendering “phi” with fi instead of Yi indicates a greater age, but it is difficult to place
an exact date on it.
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Fig. 6: Map of Orkney parishes, showing the location of Birsay (Map: Patricia Long
2018)
The place name Birsay is first attested in Orkneyinga saga as Byrgisherað and twice
as Byrgissey, either “herað (district) of Byrgi” or “island of Byrgi”. Marwick suggests
the first element, a personal name Byrgi, is derived from ON borg, “fortress” (1952:
130 – 131). To me, a derivation of Byrgi from borg does not appear very plausible
in an Orcadian context because o becoming y is not attested anywhere else in
Orkney. However, this change is common in the rest of the ON world (Brink 2019:
pers. comment). Stefan Brink suggests a derivation from ON byrgi, “enclosure,
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fence” (2019: pers. comment; see also Zoëga 2004: 81). Marwick also argues that,
at the time the name was coined, the herað (“district”, Zoëga 2004: 195) would have
included both the present parish of Birsay and Harray (Marwick 1952: 130 – 131,
see also fig. 6). Crawford discusses the herað formation in Orkney as “remaining
traces of a different or complementary administrative structure” (1987: 84). If correct,
this indicates that at that time Birsay was considered the centre of a considerable
area of land.
OR 8 – Birsay (II), OR 9 – Birsay (III) and OR 16 – Birsay (V)
After Marwick’s discovery of OR 6, further fragments of runic inscriptions were
discovered during archaeological excavations at the Brough of Birsay. The three
inscriptions OR 8 – Birsay (II), OR 9 – Birsay (III) and OR 16 – Birsay (V) are here
discussed together because, as Barnes and Page note, they are remarkably similar
and may even have been part of one original inscription (Barnes and Page 2006:
175 – 176). All three inscriptions were discovered during excavations in the 1930s.
The fragments were excavated in association with the church ruin, although the
exact find spots were not recorded. OR 8 was broken in two pieces. OR 8 and OR
9 were found on loose stone slabs while OR 16 still formed part of a standing wall
of the structure when photographed and reported in 1938 (Barnes and Page 2006:
175). Seeing as all three fragments were re-used as building material on this tidal
island where the latest date for structures is the twelfth century (cf. Morris 1996),
Barnes and Page argue that they “can hardly have been carved after the eleventh
century” (Barnes and Page 2006: 176). OR 16 remains as part of a wall of the chapel
(Canmore-ID: 1796) which is dated to the early twelfth century. However, I do not
agree with Barnes and Page’s idea that the terminus ante quem must be in the
eleventh century because in their view a runestone would only have been reused
as building material if it was already regarded as old in the early twelfth century. In
my opinion, the stone could, quite plausibly, have been almost new but been split in
a deliberate move to destroy it, be it for political or any other reasons, depending on
who might have been commemorated on it. There is evidence for the deliberate
destruction of runestones shortly after they were produced, for instance at Spånga,
Uppland, Sweden, where over 25 fragments of this type have been discovered in
and around the church (Hamilton 2008: 25 – 26; Jansson 1953: 266 – 269) as well
as in Köpingsvik on Öland where a number of runestone fragments have been found
in connection with the church, which also appear to have been destroyed
deliberately when they were not old (Kitzler Åhfeldt 2009; Owe 2002). This
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reinforces the idea that, theoretically, an early twelfth century date for the inscription
OR 16 cannot be excluded on archaeological grounds.

Fig. 7: OR 8 (above) and OR 9 (below) on display at the HES site Brough of Birsay,
both upside down (Photograph: Freund 2019)
OR 8 and OR 9 (fig. 7) are both now in the small visitor centre at the Brough of
Birsay. For OR 8, Barnes and Page identify the lower parts of 13 runes with two
crosses as division markers before the first rune from the left and between runes 7
and 8. On the basis of the shape of runes 8 – 13, Barnes and Page extrapolate the
following transliteration: (ra)*(s)**[ or (ro)*(s)**[.
Barnes and Page suggest that this could be read as the past tense verb raisti
“raised” as part of the traditional runic memorial formula and interpret the piece as
a fragment of a memorial stone. This would suggest that runes 1 to 7 form part of a
personal name, which they, however, were unable to reconstruct (Barnes and Page
2006: 176 – 179).
For OR 9, Barnes and Page identify the lower parts of 12 runes with larger spaces
between runes 5 and 6 and 10 and 11. They tentatively suggest that runes 6 to 10
could form the preposition aftir “in memory of” while the previous runes could either
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have formed the demonstrative pronoun þina or the noun stein (Barnes and Page
2006: 179 – 180). Both readings appear plausible in terms of the remaining carving
and the memorial formula but while Liestøl (1984: 226) prefers þina, Barnes and
Page (2006: 180) favour stein as they cannot identify the bow of a þ.
Either interpretation makes it very likely that the two fragments of OR 8 together with
OR 9 once formed one memorial inscription. As seen in fig. 7 and 8, the stones’
surfaces now look to be of slightly different shades of grey and levels of weathering.
However, as so little is known of their excavation circumstances, this could be due
to their position and exposure to the elements in situ before excavation and should
not necessarily be taken as an indication that they cannot have formed part of one
monument.

Fig. 8: Weathered remains of OR 16 – Birsay (V) in the wall of the ruined chapel at
the Brough of Birsay (Photograph: Blendl 2017)
As seen in fig. 8, at a site visit in 2017 the inscription OR 16 had all but disappeared.
It is now impossible to make out if the slab is indeed, as Barnes and Page claim,
upside down (Barnes and Page 2006: 180 – 181). Various staves can still be made
out but no branches can be distinguished. It is not feasible to ascertain if OR 16
could indeed have been part of the same inscription as OR 8 and 9 but there is also
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no reason to doubt Barnes and Page’s assessment as this was made when the
inscription was in a better condition.
OR 7 – Brodgar Farm
In 1927, a stone block discovered by James S. Richardson in a dyke at Brodgar
farm on the Brodgar peninsula in the West Mainland of Orkney (fig. 3) was donated
to the National Museum of Scotland. No report about the find circumstances exists
(Barnes and Page 2006: 172).
The inscription, given the signum OR 7, consists of three twig runes on a sandstone
block. These cannot be interpreted in any lexical way. Using the standard cipher,
they might be transliterated as
2/3 1/3 3/4
which would be i m a (Barnes and Page 2006: 172). Neither ima nor ami make any
lexical sense in Old Norse, so that Barnes and Page harbour doubts about the
inscription’s origins.
The proximity of the find spot to both Maeshowe and the Ring of Brodgar raises
additional doubts about a Viking Age or medieval origin of OR 7. Potentially, other
runic inscriptions in the area, many of which contain twig runes, could have served
as an inspiration for modern copiers (Barnes 2003: 10).
Despite this, Barnes and Page decided to include this inscription in their corpus of
Orcadian inscriptions because “its three characters are compatible with the twig
rune system as we know it” while stressing that its inclusion should not be taken as
accepting the inscription as Viking Age or medieval (Barnes and Page 2006: 174).
If it is indeed authentic, it appears most likely that this inscription would date to the
twelfth century when twig runes were heavily used in Orkney (see chapter 6.8 for a
detailed discussion of ciphers).
After personal inspection, I agree with Barnes and Page in so far that the inscription
is plausible as an Orcadian twig rune inscription, although it is not as convincing as
some other examples, such as the twig rune inscriptions inside Maeshowe. The
nearby inscriptions from Maeshowe and the Ring of Brodgar could indeed have
served as inspiration for copiers – but these copiers need not necessarily be
modern, they may also be medieval. Therefore, and due to the lack of
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archaeological context for this find, I have decided to include it in my corpus but not
use it as an example in any of my case studies.
OR 7 is currently in storage at the National Museum of Scotland, Edinburgh.
OR 10 – Orphir (I)
A stone fragment bearing a runic inscription was recovered from the eighteenthcentury parish church at Orphir (fig. 3, see fig. 6 for parish borders) where it had
been re-used as building material. It was discovered in 1953, but there is no finds
report other than mentions in letters by Marwick (Barnes and Page 2006: 181 –
182). Some of the building material included in the parish church had come from the
twelfth century St Nicholas’s Church (Canmore-ID: 1962), also known as Orphir
Round Kirk, at the Earl’s Bu, Orphir, about 1.5 km from the parish church. It is
assumed that this stone fragment may have come from the earlier church building,
too.
One edge of the stone containing OR 10 is almost entirely covered in runes. 19
distinct runes can be made out. Barnes and Page (2006: 183) transliterate them as
i k i r k̈ i r k̈ i a k o þ (l i) u f (:) s * [
Various ideas for a reading of this in normalised Old Norse have been put forward
since the inscription’s discovery but there is no general agreement on either
normalisation or interpretation. Olsen (1953/1954: correspondence with Hugh
Marwick, now in Runarkivet, Oslo, quoted by Barnes and Page 2006: 185 – 187)
proposes a reading as eng er kirkja Goði ljúf s[… which he translates to “no church
is as pleasing to God as …”; Hagland (1993: 372) suggests ekki er kirkia góð, liúf
sv[… which he interprets as “not is the church good, mild, as […” to imply a criticism
of the church, be it the institution or the building itself. Barnes and Page (2006: 185
– 187) discuss these suggestions and conclude that they are “not convinced that
any of the interpretations here discussed have uncovered what the rune writer
intended to say, but we think eng er kirkja goð[i] ljúf s[em] … ‘no church is pleasing
to God as …’ marginally more plausible than the others runologically, linguistically,
and textually; and it is also sound sense” (Barnes and Page 2006: 187). In my
opinion, another potential reading is ek er kirkja Goði ljúf s[…; with the statement
made from the church’s point of view in the first person: “I am the church (which is)
pleasing to God as …”. There is precedent for churches “speaking” in the first person
in runic inscriptions, for example in N 526 “Peter owns me” (Zilmer 2006: 444).
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Therefore, this reading cannot be discarded either on runological grounds or due to
improbabilities in the context of the inscription.
Barnes and Page also argue that, if the inscription is indeed connected with the
Orphir Round Kirk, “it cannot have been carved much earlier than the second
quarter of the twelfth century, which fits in well enough with its only mildly diagnostic
rune forms. But these also permit a somewhat later dating” (Barnes and Page 2006:
187). Of course this dating depends on accepting both a connection of OR 10 with
the Round Kirk, and the dating of this church, which is based on literary evidence in
Orkneyinga saga where it is mentioned as a location of events on Christmas 1136
(Pálsson and Edwards 1981: 124 – 126). The architecture of the church fits with
other examples, of which the oldest are from the mid- or late twelfth century. Ian
Fisher concludes that “the round church at Orphir belongs to the period following
the success of the first crusade in 1099, when Western Europe saw a resurgence
of interest in circular church-plans inspired by the church of the Holy Sepulchre in
Jerusalem” (1993: 375).
When comparing 29 other inscriptions in and about churches in Scandinavia, which
refer to the building or dedication of the respective church, Zilmer (2006: 449) found
that relaying information about churches, such as the name of their founder, became
important from the twelfth century onwards due to the changing role of the buildings
in religious practice. Such inscriptions are usually found carved in churches or on
church inventory and serve no direct memorial function (Zilmer 2006: 443). So OR
10, referring the actual church building, probably from the twelfth century, and most
likely carved inside this building, fits very well with this specific class of inscriptions.
An interesting aspect of this inscription is runes 4 and 7, which are both examples
of r of the “Greenlandic” type, named so because they are most abundant in
Greenland where 21 of 38 examples of this particular r are found. Other instances
of this graph type are predominantly from Norway (13 cases) but there are also two
spindle whorls from Iceland (which could obviously have been inscribed somewhere
else) and this one instance from Orkney. There are no other known examples of
“Greenlandic” r anywhere in the British Isles (Imer 2017: 42). Barnes and Page
stress that the use of this rune form does by no means imply the carver was a
Greenlander (Barnes and Page 2006: 185). Yet, it seems that they were certainly
familiar with the Greenlandic variety of the r rune, be it through personal contact or
through seeing other inscriptions or carvers use it. It is impossible to say if the carver
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was an Orcadian who had travelled and seen the graph type or a visitor to Orkney
from a region where this graph type was used. It is, however, noteworthy that Orkney
constitutes a logical stopping point on any journey between Norway, Iceland and
Greenland where the other instances are found (see Imer 2017: 42 for examples of
“Greenlandic” r).
The name Earl’s Bu of the probably original location of this inscription indicates an
estate where the earl, at least temporarily, resided, indicating a very high status
settlement (Griffiths, Harrison and Athanson 2019: 2). In Orkney, Bú names
generally denote farmsteads or estates of a large size (Marwick 1952: 240 – 243).
Crawford and Sanmark argue that at least some Orcadian places with Bu-names
were already called bú in the Norse period and had a special function, although
probably no part of the administrative system. This “would also explain why the
qualification Earl’s Bu is used for Orphir, as the bú name itself did not give an
indication of who owned the farm” (Crawford and Sanmark 2016: 102). In terms of
the landscape surrounding the find spot, it may be significant that Orkneyinga Saga
(ch. 66) describes a large husabær “standing on a hillside sloping down behind the
farm buildings” (Pálsson and Edwards 1981: 125) of the earl’s own establishment in
c. 1135. The closest such slope to the north-west of the modern day Earl’s Bu is the
slope of the Hill of Midland (158 m), but the larger and more visible hill north of Earl’s
Bu is Ward Hill (268 m, see fig. 9).

Naversdale

18th c. Orphir Parish Church
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Fig. 9: Potential location of the huseby farm (circled) at Orphir in relation to the Earl’s
Bu (Base map: Google Maps Satellite Image 2019; map data: Freund 2019)
The term husabær denotes a site of high status, potentially connected to the
administration of the earldom, or directly to the king. It was probably brought in from
Norway, likely in connection with the imposing of an administration by royal officials,
but “adapted into the peculiar social situation in the earldom where the
kingship/earldom/bishopric power structures and land managements were
intermingled” (Crawford and Sanmark 2016: 102). It is possible that the Earl’s Bu
itself is the huseby farm and that the wording in the saga is distorting the geography
(Sanmark 2019: pers. comment). It seems clear that the term husabær was used
for parts of the earldom estate itself, but that the huseby-structure and the Butoponyms were not directly connected in an Orcadian context, even though both
demarcate high status sites (Crawford and Sanmark 2016: 102). In combination,
this evidence shows that the area around the probably original location of OR 10
must probably have been a high-status site during the Norse period.
Orphir is also the current name of the entire parish, and is first attested in the
Orkneyinga saga in various different forms: Aurfuru, Aurfioru, Orfioru and Iorfioru. It
is derived from ON ørfjara, “outgoing ebbing” (Marwick 1952: 103). This is a purely
geographic toponym and does not reveal any information about the site’s status, but
the fact that this name was taken for the parish indicates an important function of
the site (Sanmark 2019: pers. comment).
OR 10 is currently exhibited at the Orkney Museum, Kirkwall.
OR 14 – Tuquoy
A runestone fragment was discovered in 1982-83 during a rescue excavation of the
Norse settlement at Tuquoy, Westray, an island north-west of the Orcadian
Mainland (fig. 3). It had been re-used for the building of a late dividing wall of a large
hall-type building dating from the late eleventh to twelfth century. In this wall, the
runes were facing downwards (Owen and McKinnell 1989: 53 – 55; 58).
Barnes and Page (2006: 197) identify 33 runes and transliterate them as
þ o r s t * * n (æ) i n a r (s s) u n r : r æ i s t : r u * a r þ (i) s a r
They agree with Olwyn Owen and John McKinnell (1989: 57) who suggest a
translation to “Þorsteinn Einarsson carved these runes” (Barnes and Page 2006:
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199). They describe the inscription as a casual graffito, comparable to Maeshowe,
and not part of a more formal memorial because of the wording and the way the
carving is executed. On dating this inscription, they argue that the use of a for æ
has recently been shown to have been established well before 1100 in Norway,
possibly already by 1050. Consequently, on runological grounds, this inscription
dates between the Late Viking Age and Late Norse period of the Tuquoy hall
(Barnes and Page 2006: 199 – 200). This dating ties in with the position of the
fragment. As it was found with the inscription upside down in a wall belonging to the
twelfth century hall, by the twelfth century the inscribed stone must have lost its
original function. It seems unlikely that the inscription was originally carved upside
down. The only Orcadian site with a large number of runic “graffiti”, Maeshowe, does
not have a single inscription which is carved upside down (see chapter 4.4). There
are indications of earlier buildings at Tuquoy but the site has not been totally
excavated (for details see Owen 1993). However, if the inscription indeed
represents casual graffiti, then the stone can have been re-used in building the wall
very soon after OR 14 was carved, because it would not have served any memorial
function, so it may have been as late as the twelfth century.
The place name is first attested as Tukquy in 1492. Its first element tuk is “too
indefinite to justify any suggestion as to its origin” (Marwick 1952: 37). The second
element of the place name Tuquoy itself is derived from ON kví and denotes a tiny
field or marginal enclosure, which leads Marwick to attribute a very low status to all
place names of this kind. He argues that Quoy-names in Orkney usually denote a
“cattle-fold”, which was added to an already existing farm, and were relatively longlived, which means they can be relatively late in the Norse period (1952: 227 – 229).
However, the archaeology of the site suggests a high-status settlement with a hall
(Owen 1993). This led William Thomson to assume that Tuquoy is a minor name
which at some point replaced the name of the principal settlement, speculating that
the site’s focus may have moved due to coastal erosion (Thomson 1999: 40). Owen
argues that “the impression is that the nucleus of the site gradually moved
westwards with, very generally, new buildings being erected adjacent to the ruins of
the old […] The nucleus of at least the twelfth-century and Medieval site appears to
be present” (1993: 325). In this context, it is noteworthy that the toponym Tuquoy
currently applies to a farm c. 800 m north of the archaeological site (Owen 1993:
318). At c. 1.5 km distance north-east of the Bay of Tuquoy, there is a potential thing
site, indicated by the farm name Ting (Sanmark 2017: 212 – 213).
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OR 14 is at present in storage by Historic Environment Scotland in Edinburgh until
the excavation has been fully written up and published.
OR 17 – Little Isegarth
The runestone fragment OR 17 was discovered during building work at the
farmstead of Little Isegarth on the island of Sanday north-east of the Orcadian
Mainland (fig. 3) on 28 or 29 May 1995. The inscribed stone had been part of a
drystone dyke which had collapsed (Barnes and Page 2006: 203).

Fig. 10: OR 17 – Little Isegarth (Photograph: Freund 2018)
On the weathered inscribed surface (fig. 10), Barnes and Page (2006: 203) identify
10 runes, which they transliterate as
]n x i n : o s k (a) * * : r[
The first identifiable word en “and/but” in combination with the final rune r, which
could be the first rune of the word reist “carved”, suggests that this is the beginning
of the second part of an inscription with the traditional memorial formula, which read
“NN put up this stone/monument in memory of MM, and/but PP cut the runes”
(Barnes and Page 2006: 204). Barnes and Page (2006: 204 – 205) argue that the
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closest parallels to this use of en are MM 99 Andreas I and MM 107 German (St
John’s) from the Isle of Man.
The inscription clearly contains a name but the second element of the name, runes
7 to 9/10, is badly damaged. Thus, it could potentially be read both as the female
name Asgerð and the male names Asgeirr or Askell. However, Barnes and Page
argue that “a woman’s name is unlikely in the context, nor does any of these [female
names] easily fit” (Barnes and Page 2006: 204 – 205). In order to establish if really
no second element for Norse female names is possible, a detailed examination of
the damaged area, for example through high-resolution laser scanning, would be
helpful. It is noteworthy that a similar name on the runestone M 2 in Njurunda,
Medelpad, used to be read as the male “Asgeir” but has been re-interpreted as the
female “Asgerd” by Patrik Larsson (Sundsvalls Tidning 2007; also Larsson 2019:
pers. comment). The question of a male or female name is discussed in more detail
in chapter 6.1.
Barnes and Page conclude that, while the details might be impossible to establish,
this inscription constitutes part of a memorial inscription of West Scandinavian type.
As for the dating, they note that, due to the find spot’s proximity to the medieval
parish church of Lady (Canmore-ID: 3408) and its associated magnate farm, a
twelfth- or thirteenth-century origin is thinkable (Barnes and Page 2006: 205).
There are no known Viking or Late Norse sites registered on Canmore (2017) in the
immediate surrounding of Little Isegarth but at c. 700 m distance, across a shallow
bay, is the potential former thing site as suggested by the name Tingly Loup
(Sanmark 2017: 214).
As for the place name, “Little” is presumably a later addition; Marwick records the
name as Isgarth in 1952. Its first documented use is in 1601 as Ysgairthe, and for
Marwick, the first element is “rather uncertain”. He suggests it could refer to the large
sheet of shallow water next to the farmstead called “The Oyce”, now Ouse, from ON
óss (river) but the vowel change presents a difficulty. Marwick also considers ON
eiðs-garðr a possibility, with eið referring to the isthmus, now Ouse Point, east of
the farm (Marwick 1952: 19 – 20). Seeing as the exact find spot of OR 17 is
unknown, it could have come from anywhere in the area.
OR 17 is currently on permanent loan from the Orkney Museum to Sanday Heritage
Centre, Lady Village on Sanday.
86

OR 18 – Skaill Farm
In August 1996, a runestone fragment was discovered near Skaill Farm at the Bay
of Skaill on the Orcadian West Mainland (fig. 3) when a relatively modern building
was demolished. This fragment has two inscribed narrow edges, side A and B
(Barnes and Page 2006: 206).
Barnes and Page (2006: 206 – 210) identify 23 runes on side A and 15 or potentially
16 runes on side B, which they read as
§A þ u r f i n r : r * * * * * * * * * : * * n * : * * …
No reading is offered for B, but they suggest r. 2 could have been t, r. 4 þ, r. 9 s, r.
14 a or æ and r. 15 r with r. 16, if it is indeed intended as a rune, reading k.
Barnes and Page argue that A seems like a formal inscription with quite boldly cut
graph forms and give three options for its interpretation: 1) The remains of a
commemorative text of the type þorfinnr reisti stein þenna aft/eftir …; 2) recording
the name of whoever erected the stone as in þorfinnr reisti stein þenna …; 3) the
signature of the carver with some unknown addition like þorfinnr reist … B could
have been carved as a graffito at a later time.
As for the dating of OR 18, Barnes and Page (2006: 210) note the use of u for u in
þurfinr which “suggests an early rather than a late date” without specifying an exact
date. I agree that it is impossible to give a more exact date for this fragmentary
inscription than to state that, based on the rune forms, it looks earlier than c. 1100.
The place-name Skaill is first attested at this location in 1492 as scalle (Marwick
1952: 154 – 155, for detailed discussion of Skaill names in Orkney see chapter
2.4.2). Skaill House, the Orcadian bishops’ residence and later the seat of the Lairds
of Breckness, is on the same estate as Skaill Farm, and the area has been settled
continuously since the prehistoric period (Griffiths, Harrison and Athanson 2019).
About 800 m to the north of the inscription’s find spot, at the other end of Skaill Bay,
the Skaill Hoard, the largest Viking Age silver hoard from Scotland, dating c. AD 950
– 980, was excavated (Griffiths 2015: 222).The Castle of Snusgar site (CanmoreID: 1674), about 50 m to the west of the find spot of the hoard, was revealed as a
Norse high status farmstead, which was occupied c. AD 900 – 1230 (Griffiths 2015).
As the runestone fragment had been re-used in a modern building, it is impossible
to determine if it could have come from the settlement at Snusgar but it is the closest
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Norse site to the find spot and the dating bracket for its occupation covers the period
that OR 18 falls into.
OR 18 is currently on display at the Orkney Museum, Kirkwall.

OR 20 – Breckness
The fragment of a runestone labelled OR 20 was accidentally discovered by walkers
in a fallen dyke near Breckness House on the West Mainland (fig. 3) in July 2001
(Barnes and Page 2006: 212). It is broken on all sides and one edge has the remains
of 7 runes, which Barnes and Page (2006: 213) read as
]þ * * b r * (u)[
Due to the heavy damage to the inscription, it is difficult to suggest any
interpretation. Barnes and Page (2006: 214) give a number of potential readings for
the damaged runes and conclude that a potential interpretation is lak]þiibrfu[kl
lagði yfir Fugl “placed over Fugl” as part of a memorial type inscription on a potential
grave slab. However, they concede that the lack of a vowel in ibr is a problem and
therefore the inscription is left uninterpreted.
The place name Breckness is first attested as Breknes in 1545. It is probably
connected connected with the Skerry Braga c. 300 yards off shore. The first element
Brek derives from ON brak, “crash/noise”, potentially describing the sound of waves
that can be heard at this location (Marwick 1952: 162). This toponym is a
geographical description. Seeing as the name is attested some centuries later than
the other place names discussed in this thesis, and is not found in any earlier rentals,
it is impossible to tell if it was the toponym at the time the inscription was carved.
The area around the find spot itself has plenty of archaeological remains. In addition
to the former bishop’s palace from the seventeenth century, Canmore (2018, ID for
Breckness House: 1569) also shows a ruined broch c. 70 m from the house
(Canmore-ID: 1573), a chapel and burial ground c. 50 m away (Canmore-ID: 1570)
and at c. 300 m distance a chambered mound and standing stones (Canmore-ID:
1568). There are, however, no known Norse sites in these immediate surroundings
with which the fragment could be associated. Due to its small size, it may have been
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transported over a relatively long distance compared with other Orcadian runestone
fragments.
OR 20 is currently on display at the Orkney Museum, Kirkwall.
OR 23 – Naversdale
An inscription on a fragment of red sandstone, OR 23, was discovered in 2013 on a
farm at Naversdale in Orphir, Mainland Orkney (fig. 3). The inscribed, smoothed
edge of the stone measures c. 24.5 cm by 8 cm and the entire stone measures c.
40 cm x 30 cm x 10 cm. The first part of the inscription has broken off. The remaining
runes are clearly visible and can be read as
+ s i n s i l i s a n t i f i t s (i t) o r (Barnes 2015: 147).
This can be normalised in Latin to es in caelis sanctificetur, making it an excerpt of
the Lord’s Prayer. Presumably, the first words Pater noster qui have broken off,
while the inscription seems to end after this formula as there is empty space left on
the slab to the right of the final rune. The Lord’s Prayer in Latin, carved in runes, is
not unusual, with about thirty-five known examples from Scandinavia. Barnes
attributes the inscription to the “early [Scandinavian] Middle Ages” without being
more specific about dating as there is no indication of dotting and the original Latin
“c” is once rendered as s and once as ts, while it does not appear between n and t
at all, indicating a shift in medieval pronunciation. This is the only definite Latin runic
inscription found in Orkney (Barnes 2015: 147 – 150).
Similar inscriptions have been found predominantly in Norway. There are for
example 15 Pater noster inscriptions, which as a rule only have the first few words
of the prayer (Knirk 1998: 486). Of these, 8 were found in secular contexts and 7 in
ecclesiastical contexts (Spurkland 2012: 192). Usually, these inscriptions have a
phonetic spelling of Latin, which means “little or no schooling in Latin” on part of the
carver (Knirk 1998: 491). In this respect, OR 23 is very similar, also spelling Latin
phonetically. From these spellings, pronunciation can be reconstructed. For
example, the spelling of “selo” and “santafisetur” of N 615 reflects twelfth-century
Latin pronunciation in Norway (Spurkland 2012: 195 – 196). This indicates the
pronunciation in Orkney might have been slightly different in the twelfth century as
OR 23 has tsi instead of se for the ce in sanctificetur.
It must be noted that in the whole corpus of Latin runic inscriptions ”probably very
few, in contrast to those in Old Norse, are primary texts” (Knirk 1998: 494). In this
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context, this means that most such inscriptions constitute the rendering of
established prayers, for example the Pater noster or the Ave Maria. The Naversdale
inscription fits into this corpus.
The Naversdale prayer fragment, just like the Norwegian Latin prayer inscriptions,
is markedly different from runic prayers in the Old Norse vernacular, of which none
are known from Orkney. These vernacular prayers are most often of the type “May
God help his spirit/soul” (Zilmer 2012: 101). They are usually addressing God in a
general and indirect way while being concerned with the salvation of individual
people. Their wording is either a direct translation from the Latin death liturgy or a
reflection of oral appeals (Zilmer 2012: 102 – 132). In this respect, the Naversdale
inscription is very different from the Scandinavian “standard” vernacular prayer
formulas, not relating to any individual person’s soul but rather copying the
seemingly most famous Latin prayer formula used in the liturgy. Even though no
vernacular runic prayers are known from Orkney, it is noteworthy that explicitly
Christian vocabulary is a particularly difficult semantic field, as Henrik Williams
details, because modern readers are so far removed from medieval reference
points, for example in terms of how religion is present in their everyday lives (2012:
138 – 139). Consequently, it is plausible that inscriptions in the vernacular, which
had Christian or prayerful connotations at the time of their carving, are now not
necessarily recognised as such. Naversdale may therefore not have been the only
runic prayer carved in Orkney.
On the question of Latin prayers versus vernacular prayers, one of the earliest
manuscripts is the mid-fifteenth century Swedish Själens tröst, a book with ten short
tales on dogma and the ten commandments based on the fourteenth-century Lower
German Seelentroost (Skafte Jensen 2001: 230). The text states that Latin prayers
are more effective than those in the vernacular (MacLeod and Mees 2006: 208).
There is obviously a three-century gap between the Naversdale inscription and
Själens tröst but there is also no indication that the idea of Latin being a more
powerful prayer language was completely new or only being introduced when the
manuscript was produced. If such an opinion was held in twelfth-century Orkney, it
would explain why carvers might have preferred Latin in the case of Naversdale
even though they were not as literate in Latin as in the vernacular.
This inscription’s origin is difficult to locate as the stone has been re-used as building
material on Naversdale farm. Potentially, the Latin in the inscription could suggest
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an ecclesiastical setting. However, the nearest known Norse chapel would be the
Round Kirk of Orphir, which is c. 4 km from Naversdale. The place name of the find
spot itself, Naversdale, is first attested in 1627 as Naversdaille and probably derived
from ON Nafars-dalr, “Nafarr’s valley” (Marwick 1952: 106). It is a purely geographic
description and does not indicate high or low status in any way. The closest
neighbouring farmstead, c. 700 m from Naversdale, is named Skaill, which indicates
a high status Norse site as demonstrated above, but no Norse settlement has been
excavated there. The closest excavated Norse site to Naversdale is the Earl’s Bu.
Naversdale lies on the east slope of Ward Hill, which appears to be the hill north of
the Earl’s Bu where a huseby farm was found (see OR 10). This husabær or huseby
farm would presumably have been located at a distance of c. 2 – 3 km from the find
spot at Naversdale (fig. 9).
OR 23 is currently on display at the Orkney Museum, Kirkwall.
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4.3 Inscriptions on portable objects
All objects discussed in this subchapter can be classed as portable, so an evaluation
of both their find spots and potential place of origin is necessary. In addition, the
question if they are stray finds or if they have been deposited consciously or were
part of an archaeological layer, needs to be addressed.
OR 1 – Stackrue

Fig. 11: The Stackrue disc (Photograph: Blendl 2017)
The Stackrue disc (fig. 11), an inscribed stone disc with a diameter of c. 7 cm, was
the first runic object found in Orkney outside Maeshowe. According to letters from
Skaill House archive and the runic archive in Oslo, it was found in the ruined broch
of Stackrue, Lyking, Mainland Orkney (fig. 3) some time before 1881 and handed to
W. G. T. Watt, the owner of Skaill House (Skaill House Archive 2017: SHB9/03; see
appendix II for transcripts). The find spot is also called Staker-Row in Antiquarian
letters from Skaill House Archive (Skaill House Archive 2017: SHB9/03). The ruined
broch of Stackrue is near a farm called Lyking at the northern shore of Stenness
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Loch in Mainland Orkney (NGR HY 2705 1513; fig. 3). The disc is currently displayed
in the museum at Skaill House.
In the following paragraphs, I will discuss past readings of the runes on the Stackrue
disc and explain my own reading and interpretation of the object. The disc is divided
into four quadrants by a deeply incised cross-shape. Each quadrant has one or more
carved symbols. Clockwise, starting from top right, quadrant one has three Younger
Futhark runes, quadrant two has one potential bind-rune or rune-like symbol and
one Younger Futhark rune, quadrant three has one bind-rune and Younger Futhark
rune and quadrant four has one bind-rune or rune-like symbol.
Quadrant 1: The runes in quadrant one are plain Younger Futhark runes and can
be read as k o Q, transliterated to k o þ. They are incised with more than one stroke
per line but not as deeply as the dividing cross. The k shows no signs of dotting.
Quadrant 2: This quadrant contains two symbols. While the second appears as a
Younger Futhark short-twig a a the first symbol looks like a slightly unusually shaped
twig rune, potentially 3/1. Using the standard cipher code, this would be a f.
However, no immediate lexical reading suggests itself from fa. While fa could be the
infinitive form of an Old Norse verb meaning “paint/carve”, this is only attested in a
number of inscriptions in its 3rd person singular preterite form, with nine Swedish
examples all using the spelling faþi: Ög 8B$ (the Kälvesten stone), Ög 136$ (the
Rök stone), ÖgÖR 1980;19 (Oklunda), Sm 144C (Gursten), Vg 119C (Sparlösa
kyrka), HFA 33;25A (Malsta), HHR 1951;8 (Jättendal stone), HL 1067 (Tuna kyrka)
and HSS 1979;13 (Forsa kyrka) (Peterson 1994: 11). This spelling can also be
observed in U 665 (Finstaholm) and U Fv1912;8 (Sigtuna) in Sweden, in the
Norwegian N 140 (Valby) and the Danish DR 190 (Helnæs) in the Scandinavian
Runic Database (Samnordisk Runtextdatabas 2020). However, all these instances
date to the Viking Age, the latest falling into the Pr2-style period (1020 – 1050),
which means they are at least some decades earlier than OR 1. The term appears
to have fallen out of use by the time this inscription was carved, therefore I would
suggest that fa should not be read as an infitnitive form or an abbreviated faþi. The
lines in this quadrant appear to be incised more lightly than in the first quadrant and
only the top branch shows traces of having been worked more than once.
Quadrant 3: This quadrant has two symbols, first a bind-rune and then younger
futhark short-twig n n. The bind-rune appears to consist of o and l. It could,
theoretically, also be a and T but the branch on the right hand side is not on equal
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height on the stave with the branch on the left hand side, so I would argue the correct
transliteration for this bind-rune should be ol/lo.
Quadrant 4: This quadrant has one rune, which looks like a Younger Futhark R r. It
is only lightly incised and each branch and the stave consist of at least three different
scrapes with a carving tool.
As for interpreting any lexical values of the disc, only quadrant one gives a plain
reading at first sight. Magnus Olsen suggested a reading of koþ|_a|oln|r and
suggested the twig rune in quadrant two should be read as m, which brought him to
either Maria, Olafr or drottinn (“queen”) (Olsen 1954: 167 – 168). Earlier
correspondence of Skaill House with Olsen had led to an interpretation of “God
protect against demon”, with a purported reading of quadrant three and four as
trollin. This interpretation was on display in Skaill House until recently (Malcolm
MacRae 2017: pers. comment). Barnes, in contrast, only reads quadrants one and
four as koþ r and does not give an interpretation for this or the other two quadrants
(Barnes 1993: 32). However, this does not necessarily mean, as Mindy MacLeod
suggests, that the disc was produced by “an illiterate rune-carver utilising runes (or
rune-like signs) in an attempt to emulate the runic twig-code found in several other
inscriptions from Orkney” (MacLeod 2002: 256). In contrast, I would say that even
the attempt at using a futhark cipher demonstrates literacy, both on the part of the
carver and their presumed readership. As discussed in chapter 2, use of the futhark
cipher demands knowledge about the position of every single rune in its aett as well
as knowing which aett comes first, second and third. While this might not be runic
literacy per se, this knowledge is unlikely to be acquired by somebody who is
otherwise illiterate.
For the purpose of this thesis, the disc was re-examined and an attempt was made
to provide a new reading for its inscription. The first quadrant can be read as koþ
“god” with some confidence. Quadrants two and four do not give any lexical meaning
per se but one can speculate that they could be abbreviations or, in case of quadrant
two, even a monogram. MacLeod writes that complex bind-runes, which
sporadically occur in medieval inscriptions and can be accompanied by both
standard and bind-runes, appear across Scandinavia and the diaspora, with several
possible cases from Greenland. She doubts if they came directly from the runic
tradition (MacLeod 2002: 267 – 274). However, if the complex “rune-like” symbol in
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quadrant two is indeed a monogram, it would not lessen the lexical value of the
remaining runes.
There is a sharp contrast in the ways the runes in quadrants one and three and
quadrants two and four are carved. One and three are deeply incised with more than
one stroke for each branch and stave, while two and four are lightly incised, two with
only one stroke each and four with three light and parallel strokes. This makes the
r look more decorative and could hint it corresponds with quadrant two while one
and three appear to correspond with each other, too. In addition, one and three can
be read at the same time while the disc then has to be turned at an angle of 90
degrees counter-clockwise to make two and four legible. Thus, it seems likely that
quadrants one and three should be read together and two and four potentially
belong with each other.
The key to understanding this disc may therefore be to find a reading for quadrant
three. Both óln and lón are possible readings but only lón makes a plausible Old
Norse word, which denotes a quiet place on a river, beach or at sea (de Vries 1962:
366). ól is a poetic word for a giantess, with a doubtful connotation of doom (de
Vries 1962: 418). However, as it is neuter, ólið would be the definite form of the
noun while óln is grammatically impossible. It could also be a variant of ál, “ridge”
(Brink 2019: pers. comment). Potentially, lón could refer to the disc’s find spot near
the shore of Stenness Loch but as it is impossible to determine where the runes
were carved on such a small portable object, this must remain speculative. Another
term that comes to mind for lon is the elon of GR 43 (also known as Sandnes 11)
discussed in Imer (2017: 64 – 65 and 296). GR 43 is a rectangular wood piece,
described as an amulet, measuring 10.3 x 2.5 x 0.7 cm, which was excavated at the
Norse farmstead of Sandnes, Kilaarsarfik, West Greenland, in 1930. House 4,
where it was found, has two phases, one ranging from 1150/1200 – 1250, the
second from c. 1250 – 1400, but it is unclear which phase GR 43 belongs to. Both
large sides and one rim of the object are inscribed with runes and list various names
of God and the archangels, such as Elon, Adonai, Mikjáll and Gabriel (Imer 2017:
296). Seeing as this object may have a similar dating range as OR 1, at least if it
comes from the earlier part of the house’s first phase, and it is naming God in various
ways, it seems plausible that the Stackrue disc may represent another attempt of
writing Elon, though the absence of the first vowel is problematic.
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There are a few peculiar issues about this disc. When it is held so that “god” can be
read in quadrant one, the cross-shaped incision instead makes an x-shape. In
theory, the cross-shaped incision thus becomes a form of St Andrew’s cross, but
the earliest use of this symbol in Scotland dates to the late twelfth century when it
was used “as a religious, not national, emblem in the seal of the Chapter of St.
Andrew’s Cathedral in about 1180 AD” (Bartram 2001: 168). Therefore, the cross
was most likely not intended as St Andrew’s cross by the carver. This, combined
with the much deeper incision of the cross or “x” leads to the speculation of at least
two different carvers. One potential explanation would be that originally, there had
only been the cross on the disc and the runes were added later.
Dating the Stackrue inscription is difficult, even when assuming it is not an
Antiquarian forgery as Barnes (2003) speculates due to its seeming lack of
consistency with the corpus and dubious provenance. The standard runes are all
Younger Futhark and show no evidence of dotting or any medieval innovations. In
quadrant one, o and not u for /o/ in koþ is consistent with the shift in the phonetic
value in o from the nasal /ã/ to /o/ that occurred for example in some Swedish
inscriptions from the 1040s onwards, but cannot be used to date inscriptions more
closely due to the high amount of regional variation for this specific shift (Williams
1990). The same runic spelling of koþ is found in OR 10 – Orphir (see chapter 4.2),
which dates to the medieval period, potentially the second quarter of the twelfth
century or somewhat later. OR 10 is an immovable object and must thus have been
inscribed on location. This consistency makes it seem more likely that the Stackrue
disc was also inscribed in Orkney, or by a carver with a similar pronunciation, so
from a similar region or time period. There are no diagnostic linguistic features in
OR 1 which could narrow down the date, although monograms are more common
in medieval [i.e. Late Norse] contexts than they are in the Viking Age (MacLeod
2002: 267 – 274). It appears to have a clearly Christian context in naming “god” but
this does not limit the potential dating range significantly because in Orkney largescale conversion is thought to have happened rapidly after the Norse settlement
(Barrett 2003c: 207 – 221; see also chapter 2). Broadly, an early to mid-twelfthcentury origin for the runes seems plausible.
To shed more light on its origin, it is worthwhile examining in detail the location
where the disc was purportedly discovered. The place-name Stackrue is no longer
in common use in Orkney, but on the Ordnance Survey map of 1879-1880 it denotes
the ruins of an Iron Age broch site (OS1/23/17/178; Canmore-ID: 1659).
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Due to its somewhat unclear provenance, the disc has been subject to scholarly
debate for more than a century, with some doubting a medieval genesis of its
inscription (Barnes 2003). Its provenance is only handed down in Antiquarian letters,
and there are various versions, with one letter saying it was found by Boyd Dawkins
excavating at Skara Brae in 1913. Various other letters ascribe it to Stackrue and
state that it was discovered when the broch was used as a quarry to build a road
between Lyking and Voy before 1881.The local landowner then handed the disc to
W. G. T. Watt, owner of Skaill House and interested in antiquities (Skaill House
Archive 2017: SHB9/03). The farmer at Lyking at that time would have been a Mr
James Robertson, and in the Ordnance Survey the broch is already noted as
partially excavated (OS1/23/17/178).
It is intriguing that, in the nineteenth century, at Lyking a Viking Age cremation grave
was discovered in a mound (Canmore-ID: 1615). Besides the burnt bones, the only
grave goods were a spearhead, a comb and an iron belt buckle (Graham-Campbell
and Batey 1998: 59 – 60). The comb has been identified as type 5, which is
commonly found in Scandinavian furnished burials from the late eighth to the midtenth century with “a particular floruit in the 9th century” (Ashby 2009: 6; 28). This
would make the burial one of the earliest in Orkney, unless the comb was deposited
when it was already old. In relation with the fact that it is a cremation burial, this
raises the possibility that it may have been a pagan burial. The grave goods are now
in the National Museum of Scotland while the bones have been lost (National
Museum of Scotland 2017: X.IL 211 – 213). The exact location of the burial is
unknown due to the lack of Antiquarian excavation reports (McLeod 2017: pers.
comment). Personal inspection of the site reveals that there is no obvious mound
left at the site other than the ruined broch, and the purported location of the grave
(fig. 12, marked by a diamond shape) does not show any traces of a mound. The
only visible mound in the area is the site of the ruined broch c. 10 m to the southwest.
Therefore, it is possible that both the burial and the disc have come from the broch
site as the re-use of broch mounds for Viking Age burials is known in Orkney, for
example at the Broch of Gurness (Canmore-ID: 2201).
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Fig. 12: Canmore map of Lyking with Stackrue Broch, a later medieval ruined chapel
site to the South and Viking grave to the Northeast (Map: Canmore 2017)
The Stackrue disc item could have served as a protective amulet, and its potential
spatial association with the early Viking burial leads to another hypothesis. This
object could be analoguous to the custom of mainland Scandinavia, particularly
Sweden, of “Christianising” pagan burials by adding runestones with a Christian
context (Gräslund 1996: 120 – 121 and McLeod 2014b). It could have been inserted
into or placed near the cremation burial, which may be presumed as early Viking
Age, possibly ninth or tenth century, and pagan, later, potentially in the eleventh or
twelfth century. Thus, it could have provided an alternative to a runestone, in order
to add a Christian element to a burial (McLeod 2017: pers. comment). In any case,
an amulet appears to be the most plausible function for the Stackrue disc. No
comparable rune-inscribed stone discs or stone amulets are known either in
Scandinavia (see for example corpora in McKinnel, Simek and Düwel 2004 and
MacLeod and Mees 2006) or the Norse diaspora (see Samnordisk Runtextdatabas
2016 and Imer 2017). I would argue that the difference in material of this disc
compared to other corpora could simply be due to the easy availability of pre-carved
stone discs at re-used Pictish sites, be it in Shetland or elsewhere in Scotland, as
will be discussed below (for a discussion of available raw materials, see chapter
5.1.2).
A field trip to Shetland revealed various similar shaped stone discs from fine-grained
sandstone at Shetland Museum, one even of very similar size and with deeply
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incised crosses on both sides (fig. 13; also mentioned in Barnes and Page 2006:
156). This disc, ARC 66140, was “found in the course of the early diggings at
Jarlshof and long in the possession of Robert Bruce of Lunna” (Shetland Museum
database 2017: ARC 66140). The precise context of the Jarlshof disc is unknown
but Ian Scott and Anna Ritchie classify it as Late Iron Age or early medieval (2009:
23). In their context, this means it is pre-Viking Age. The disc is strikingly similar to
the Stackrue one, and the abundance of stone discs from Jarlshof (cf. Scott and
Ritchie 2009) suggests local production, so one likely provenance of the Stackrue
disc would indeed be Shetland, possibly Jarlshof. None of the Shetlandic discs has
runes, however, so it is plausible that the runes were added when the object was
already in Orkney. Equally, the object could have been made in Orkney from locally
sourced material following the Shetlandic “fashion” for such stone discs. This also
means that, assuming the stone disc itself is of Pictish origin, i.e. dating to the ninth
century at the latest, the runes were added at least three centuries after the original
object was made, and the carver may have been aware that this was an old object
relating to the island’s pre-Norse population.

Fig. 13: Pictish stone disc from Jarlshof, Shetland (Photograph: Blendl 2017)
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Being a relatively small, portable object, it is important to assess if the disc could
possibly have been produced in Orkney or if it is likely to have been brought in from
elsewhere. The raw material of the disc may offer valuable information on its
potential history. According to information in the runic database (Samnordisk
runtextdatabas 2017), it is made from steatite, which does not occur naturally in
Orkney (Sindbæk 2015b: 198). Seeing as the Shetlandic discs are confirmed as
sandstone, while the similar-looking Stackrue disc has been classified as steatite,
Orkney archaeologist Christopher Gee was consulted and examined the Stackrue
disc, with the result that it is “not steatite, but a local [i.e. Orcadian] sandstone type,
possibly mudstone” (Gee 2017: pers. comment). This means that the disc may
indeed have been produced in Orkney. As no similar discs are known from Orkney
and plenty of similar objects have been found in Shetland, I would still argue at least
for a connection with Shetland, be it through import of the object itself or import of
the “fashion” for stone discs.

Fig. 14: Sandstone discs at Portmahomack (Photograph: Blendl 2017)
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Moreover, similar stone discs are on display at the Tarbat Discovery Centre at
Portmahomack on the Tarbat peninsula in Easter Ross, one from sandstone looking
similar to that of the Stackrue disc, and one from micaceous quartzite. They have
been excavated at a Pictish monastery and were possibly used to smoothen vellum
(Spall 2017). These two discs are of a somewhat darker shade than the Stackrue
and Shetland discs and show no markings but are of the same size, c. 6 – 8 cm in
diameter, and shape. In the display case, they are described as “Disc-shaped
whetstones” (fig. 14). No such function has been attributed to the Stackrue disc or
the Shetlandic discs.
As for the status of the find spot of the Stackrue disc, the place name Lyking is first
attested in 1492. Marwick derives it from ON leikvin, “sports field” (1952: 153). It is
close to the potential thing site around Brodgar (see chapter 4.2), depending on
where exactly this site was located, at a distance of between 2 and 3 km along the
shore of Stenness Loch, and within line of sight of both Maeshowe and the Ring of
Brodgar across the water.
On the whole, the Stackrue disc makes sense as a Norse re-use of a Pictish object
within a Christian context at or near an older, potentially pagan burial, possibly inside
or underneath a mound, and possibly with an intention to “Christianise” this burial
as detailed above. Continued respect for Pictish burials by the Norse is not unknown
in Orkney (Barrett 2003b: 95 – 98). The implications of the re-use of a Pictish object
are further discussed in chapter 6.3 while chapter 6.6 analyses this object from a
religious perspective. It is a unique object, both in the Orcadian and wider corpus of
runic writing, but this does not necessarily mean that it is a nineteenth-century
forgery. While the object itself appears to be of Pictish origin, most likely from
Shetland, the runes could have been inscribed in Orkney and are at least three
centuries younger than the stone disc.
OR 3 – Stromness
An inscribed steatite spindle whorl, with the inscription OR 3 on its circumference
(fig. 15), was purchased in 1896 in Stromness on the Orcadian Mainland (fig. 3) by
Malcolm Mackenzie Charleson. The exact provenance of this object is unknown,
although it was reportedly brought there from Shetland (Barnes and Page 2006:
157). Barnes and Page (2006: 158) read the inscription on the spindle whorl’s
circumference as
* * k a * * * r (r) ï s * r u n * * .
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A first interpretation of the inscription was given as Gautr reist rúnar (Olsen 1954:
162). Barnes and Page (2006: 159 – 160) agree that this is the most likely
interpretation because no other name than Gautr fits easily. They suggest that the
use of ï indicates “an eleventh-century or later date” (Barnes and Page 2006: 160).
After personal inspection, I agree with their dating.

Fig. 15: OR 3 – Stromness on display at the National Museum of Scotland,
Edinburgh (Photograph: Freund 2018)
For lack of documentation, the provenance of this object remains unclear but its raw
material, steatite, could come from Shetland and Norway. Steatite vessels were
popular throughout the Norse settlement areas in the North Atlantic and appear
abundantly in Norse assemblages from Shetland and Orkney (Forster and Jones
2017). Steatite shards occur very occasionally in mainland Scotland and only at four
sites in England. In Ireland, there are no traces of widespread use of steatite
(Sindbæk 2015b: 205 – 206). As this spindle whorl is a small portable object, it is
impossible to tell if the raw material or the worked object, with or without runes, could
have been imported to Orkney. Considering that most of the steatite material
excavated at the Norse site of Skaill Bay, also in the West Mainland of Orkney, has
been shown to originate from Shetland (Griffiths 2015: 225), a Shetlandic origin for
the steatite of the spindle whorl seems likely. There is a remarkably similar spindle
whorl in storage at Shetland Museum (ARC.6610, fig. 16). It is of the same size (c.
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5 cm in diameter) and of dark steatite with rune-like markings on its entire
circumference. The preservation of the markings is too bad to make out if runes are
intended and it is a stray find with no context or stratigraphy but it is similar enough
to the Stromness spindle whorl to make it plausible that both objects could have the
same, likely Shetlandic, origin. Without more information it is impossible to tell when
the object bearing OR 3 was brought to Orkney. This could have happened during
the Norse period or later.

Fig. 16: Steatite spindle whorl from Shetland held up by the author (Photograph:
Blendl 2017)
While the spindle whorl is unlikely to originate from Stromness, the place name
Stromness is first attested in 1482 and derived from ON straum(s)-ness, “streamness” (Marwick 1952: 160 – 162). This is purely a geographical description.
OR 3 is currently on display in the National Museum of Scotland, Edinburgh.
OR 11 – Birsay (IV)
OR 11, discovered during the 1930s excavations on the Brough of Birsay, has
recently been identified as a rune-inscribed bear’s tooth after having long been
regarded as a seal’s tooth (Alison Sheridan, Principal Archaeological Research
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Curator, National Museum of Scotland: pers. comment, communicated to me by
Julie Cassidy, Finds Officer at Orkney Museum 2017). The object has six, or
potentially seven, runes on one side, covering its length from the tip almost to the
root of the tooth. There is also a hole drilled in the root. Possibly, a cord was once
attached to the tooth so that it could be worn on a necklace. The runes are clear cut
in double lines, the only Orcadian inscription with such doubling, which might have
fulfilled decorative purposes. The inscription reads
f u þ o r k * (Barnes and Page 2006: 188).
Dating this object and its inscription is complicated. Its find context from the 1930s
excavation dates to the late ninth to the late tenth century with some uncertainties
in the stratigraphy and later intrusion by a wall (Curle 1982: 55). Double-line runes,
however, are characteristic for twelfth- and thirteenth-century inscriptions in
Scandinavia (comment by Aslak Liestøl in Curle 1982: 60). Barnes and Page argue
that this characteristic only reflects the quantity of runic material in this later period
and that it should not be used to assign a late date to OR 11 (2006: 191). Instead,
they use the form of o, », which cedes being the norm in West Scandinavia by the
early eleventh century. They suggest that “OR 11 could be considered among the
earliest of the Scandinavian runic inscriptions from the British Isles, but it is not
impossible it is from the eleventh or twelfth century” (Barnes and Page 2006: 191).
Unfortunately, a narrower date range cannot be assigned to this object – but the
possibility remains that it may be among the earliest runic inscriptions in Orkney.
The recent identification as a bear’s tooth means that the object, with or without
runes must have been imported because archaeological records show that brown
bears were extinct in the British Isles from the Roman period (Hull 2007; Yalden
1999). The origin of the tooth could potentially be Scandinavia, but without isotope
analysis it is impossible to ascertain this. It is possibly one of the earlier objects in
the Orcadian corpus and comes from one of the earliest Norse settlements which
have so far been excavated and dated on the Orcadian Mainland (Barrett 2003c).
Thus, it is possible that it was imported through the Orcadian earldom’s connections
with Norway by a first-generation migrant from Norway but it may also have been
traded.
Owing to the fragmentary record of the 1930s excavation, it is impossible to
establish if this object was deposited on purpose or whether it was accidentally
dropped at the spot where it was excavated.
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The tooth is currently on display in the National Museum of Scotland, Edinburgh,
with a facsimile on display at the Orkney Museum, Kirkwall.
OR 12 – Westness
An antler pin with a runic inscription, OR 12 (fig. 17), was discovered in 1972 in
Westness on the isle of Rousay northwest of the Orcadian Mainland (fig. 3) during
an excavation which has not been fully published (Kaland 1993). The pin currently
forms part of the National Museum of Scotland Study Collection, Edinburgh.

Fig. 17: Inscribed bone pin from Westness, OR 12 (Photograph: Freund 2018)
Depending on which way it is held, the three runes read either aaa or kkk in the
short-twig Younger Futhark (Barnes and Page 2006: 192). From the needle alone,
it is impossible to determine which way the runes are meant to be read, so looking
at similar inscriptions for a comparison is helpful. MacLeod and Mees discuss other
aaa inscriptions from the Narsaq rune stick from Greenland and from sticks found
in Bryggen, Bergen, and speculate that they constitute magic spells, potentially love
magic, without prodiving further detail (2006: 67 – 70). Particularly the Narsaq stick
is useful for deciding if the runes should be read as a or k. This object has writing
on all four long sides. aaa are the first three runes on side D, while sides A and C
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show a clear direction for reading through lexical words. Side C contains an entire
futhark inscription (Imer 2017: 250 – 252). This example makes it more likely that
OR 12, too, should be read as aaa. Whether the runes on the Westness bone pin
indeed served a magic purpose is unclear, but no lexical meaning can be read from
them. In my opinion, nothing about the bone pin hints to a magic or even “love
magic” purpose of either the runes or the object. After personal inspection of the as
of yet unpublished assemblage, the Westness pin is by far the largest bone pin
found at the site, and within the assemblage there are no other objects which appear
similar in shape or size.
The runes do not give any indication for dating and, according to Barnes and Page,
they could be from any time between c. AD 750 and the “later Scandinavian Middle
Ages” [i.e. covering the Viking Age and Late Norse period in the terminology of this
thesis] (Barnes and Page 2006: 192), which would cover the entire period of rune
carving in Orkney. Unfortunately, no chronology for the excavation has been
established (Kaland 1993). Again, the incomplete record and absence of detailed
publication of the excavations make it impossible to determine if the object was
deposited on purpose or if it was dropped or simply left on site when it fell out of
use.
According to James Graham-Campell (2018: pers. comment), the bone pin is
labelled “1972 Nr. 16” in the NMS “Westness Inventory ‘Misc’ (14/05/09)” and “the
numerical sequence concerned seems to relate to finds from the ‘tuft’ (under
excavation 1972). ‘Hustuft’ in Norwegian = house foundation”. This makes it more
likely that the pin was not consciously placed in one of the Westness burials but
rather belongs to the settlement, maybe as a casual loss.
The place name of the find spot, Westness, is a purely geographic descriptor,
meaning a headland in the west, which describes the site, which is indeed close to
a headland between the Bays of Westness and Moaness. There is a potential thing
site at the Knowe of Gruddo, c. 500 m north-east of Westness (Sanmark 2017: 218).
Seeing as the bone pin is so small, it could have been carried there from anywhere
in Orkney or even across the sea, so this object is not very useful for any geographic
or place-name-based analysis.
OR 15 – Orphir (II) and OR 19 – Orphir (III)
Various inscribed bone fragments and others with potential inscriptions have been
found in excavations at Earl’s Bu, Orphir. The inscription on the largest fragment, a
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piece of a cattle rib, has its own signum OR 15, while the remaining inscription
fragments are grouped as OR 19.
OR 15 was found in an eleventh-twelfth century mixed midden (Batey and Morris
1992: 34 – 38). On a flat side of the cattle rib, there are fragments of 15 deeply
incised runes on a surface of c. 8.5 x 2.5 cm. Barnes and Page (2006: 200) read:
] * t a : b a i n : u a s : (i) * (u) * * [
Barnes and Page (2006: 202) give four options for interpretation but stress that they
cannot exclude other potentially valid options: 1) þetta bein var í iðri u “this bone
was in the innards of …” 2) þetta bein var í þrjú “this bone was [?broken] in three
…” 3) þetta bein var í því u “this bone was in that …” 4) þetta bein var í nyju “this
bone was in fresh [?meat]”.
On linguistic grounds, the forms bain and uas point to the eleventh or at the latest
to the early twelfth century. Within Orkney, they point to a period earlier than the
Maeshowe carvings from the mid-twelfth century (Barnes and Page 2006: 202 –
203, see also chapter 4.4).
It is impossible to settle on one definite interpretation unless the broken-off pieces
appear, particularly for the potentially final word of the inscription. However, there is
enough preserved text to state that the inscription refers to its material, bone, and
could be self-deprecating or even a joke regarding the bone. This is a far more
sophisticated use of literacy than for example the writing of one’s own name and
shows a natural, confident use of runes on part of the carver.
OR 19 is a group of seven potential inscription fragments from the same midden as
OR 15. These fragments are smaller and more irregularly shaped and, according to
Barnes and Page, only the largest has the remains of more than two identifiable
characters, potentially reading ****ssr, for which no interpretation can be given
(Barnes and Page 2006: 210 – 212). The carvings themselves look very similar and,
as Barnes and Page maintain, also show similarities in type and design to OR 15
but it is impossible to combine two or more of them into any lexical inscription
because they are so fragmented.
Barnes and Page are largely dismissive of this assemblage:
The small number of readable characters on these bone fragments rules out
any attempt at interpretation. Indeed, we cannot tell whether we have here
the remains of one or several inscriptions. In favour of just one is the similarity
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of the incisions; all look as though they could have been made with the same
sharp blade (2006: 212).
After personal inspection of the fragments, I disagree with this view and will detail
my reasons in the following paragraphs. I do, however, agree with Barnes and
Page’s suggestion that this assemblage “documents a modicum of runic activity at
a single site. This perhaps points to a wider use of runes in medieval Orkney than
the sparse, fragmentary and often doubtful remnants from that province would
otherwise suggest” (2006: 212).
After personal inspection of the fragments and personal conversation with the Orphir
site director Colleen Batey, I would argue that through close examination further
insight into the potential inscriptions on these bone fragments can be gained. In fact,
while the bone fragments of OR 19 do come from the same large midden as OR 15,
they were not found in the same context (see table 2) and were not excavated at
the same time, therefore their dates do not need to coincide. No exact dates for the
context in which the OR 19 bone pieces were found can be given yet, pending
further C14 dating (Batey 2019: pers. comment).
The fact that two of the seven fragments are of cattle scapula while the rest are of
cattle rib indicates that originally at least two different inscribed objects must have
been present. In addition, no two of these fragments are of a shape which would
suggest that they were once attached to each other. In the following paragraphs, I
will briefly describe my own visual analysis of each of the fragments.
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Fig. 18: SF 444, cattle scapula fragment from Earl’s Bu, 44 x 19 x max. 14 mm
(Photograph: Freund 2019)
SF 444 (fig. 18), a cattle scapula fragment, is the largest of the fragments within OR
19, and 7 distinct runes can be discerned on it. They are faint but carved with a
sharp tool, their staves and branches all cut in single strokes. Of the first rune, only
a small bit of a stave remains, which makes it impossible to determine which rune it
originally was. This is followed, from left to right, by two more staves with two sloping
branches between them. It is not easy to see which stave the respective branches
are connected to, so a number of rune combinations are possible: i o or k a or f i or
even k o. The fourth rune is a long stave with no branches, though its top is broken
off, so it may have had short branches connected to the top of the stave. It may be
i, l or t. Runes 5 and 6 are both short staves which only cover the upper half of the
fragments, the only possible reading is s s. The seventh rune has a stave and either
one bow and a branch or two bows, the lower bow/branch being broken off for the
most part, making it impossible to determine if there is a sloping branch or a round
bow. Therefore, it may be r, b or p. None of the runes shows any trace of dotting.
Double consonants are very unusual in runic inscriptions up to the end of the Late
Norse period, so if this inscription is lexical, one should assume it consists of at least
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two distinct words, one ending in s and the next starting in s, even though there is
no division marker visible on the bone fragment. For the first word, kals seems
possible, especially as this can also be found in the Manx inscription Br Olsen;193B
(Samnordisk Runtextdatabas 2016: MM 118) from Bride parish where it forms part
of the genitive form of the male personal name Dufgal. This inscription, however,
does significantly pre-date the context of OR 19, dating to the mid-tenth century.
Nonetheless, kals is a plausible reading. Other options may include kols as the
genitive form of the name Kolr which is attested with a connection to Orkney for
example in Kolr Kalisson, father of jarl Rögnvaldr Kali Kolsson (c. 1103 – 1158),
even though he did not travel to Orkney from Norway himself (Jesch 2013a: 154).
The second word must start with s and have r, b or p as its second consonant. Old
Norse words tend not to start on sr or sb, so a reading as sp seems most plausible,
and there is a number of words which would fit (see for example de Vries 1962).
While it is impossible to give a definite reading for this fragment, there are options
for it to be part of a lexical inscription.

Fig. 19: SF 445 from Earl’s Bu, 27 x 18 x max. 4 mm (Photograph: Freund 2019)
SF 445 (fig. 19), a cattle rib fragment, shows parts of 4 runes, carved in single
strokes with a sharp instrument and relatively worn compared to SF 444. Of the first
rune, from left to right, only one upward sloping branch remains visible, which most
likely makes it k but potentially also f. The second rune has a long stave. There is
potentially a branch attached to the top of the stave, which is very faintly sloping
downwards to the right, but this may also be later damage. This rune could thus be
i, t or l, The third rune is a stave and a small horizontal cross-branch in its middle,
making it most likely e but possibly also a. The fourth rune is a very faint stave with
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no visible branches and could be a number of runes, such as i, t or l. Some potential
readings come to mind regarding this fragment, such as flat (from ON flatr, flat).
Again, this fragment may be lexical but it is impossible to determine a certain reading
and interpretation.
SF 446 is a very small fragment (17 x 8 x max. 7 mm) of cattle rib bone, which only
has one cut on it. This cut looks intentional and is unlikely to be a butcher mark. Had
this been found in isolation, it would be highly doubtful if this is a rune at all but
seeing as there are similar objects from the same context which do have runes cut
in them, it seems plausible that this may have been the stave of one rune. It is,
however, impossible to determine which rune this may have been.
Similar to SF 446, SF 447 is a very small fragment (20 x 17 x max. 4 mm) of cattle
rib bone with only one potential stave on it. Again, only the context of this object
makes it likely that this is runic.

Fig. 20: SF 448, cattle scapula fragment with rune from Earl’s Bu, 36 x 24 x max. 13
mm (Photograph: Freund 2019)
SF 448 (fig. 20) is a cattle scapula fragment with one thin but clear-cut rune on it. It
has one stave, cut in two strokes, and two sloping, parallel branches attached to the
middle of the stave with no other visible markings on the fragment. Theoretically,
this rune could be both o or f but I would suggest it should be read as o because
the branches do not terminate at the same level, which would be more common for
f.
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SF 449 is a very small fragment (13 x 12 x max. 4 mm) of cattle rib bone with one
cut across it. Similar to SF 446 and SF 447, this may once have been the stave of
a rune, judging from the context of the find.

Fig. 21: SF 450, cattle rib fragment with staves from Earl’s Bu, 28 x 10 x max. 3 mm
(Photograph: Freund 2019)
SF 450 (fig. 21) is a cattle rib fragment with four parallel and almost equidistant
staves on it. Each of them is cut with one stroke only using a sharp tool. No branches
are visible on the fragment, so it cannot be determined with certainty if these
carvings were intended as runes and if so, which runes they were. From the
fragment’s context, it appears plausible that it is runic, too.
It is difficult to date these fragments without secure radiocarbon dates, purely on
runological grounds, but they may fit broadly into the same dating bracket as OR 15
because they are similar in style and and material as well as coming from the same
site. As all fragments within OR 19 were found in a single archaeological context,
they should be assumed to be relatively close in date to each other.
This overview shows that, besides there having been at least two distinct runeinscribed objects in what now constitutes the assemblage of OR 19, as the runes
are cut into two different body parts, there also must have been two different carvers
with their own techniques, one preferring to cut staves in one stroke only, another
one cutting the stave of SF 448 with two strokes. The branches on SF 448 are also
at slightly different angles than the branches on SF 444, which strengthens the case
for at least two different carvers. Therefore, it should be considered if it would be
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appropriate to give a signum to each of the fragments, or at least to all of these that
may plausibly be lexical or show definite runes, namely SF 444, SF 445 and SF 448.
For the purpose of this study, these three, which are runic beyond doubt, will be
counted individually in statistical evaluations of materials, frequencies et cetera (see
chapter 5). In order to make it easier to distinguish between them, I have designated
SF 444 as OR 19.1, SF 445 as OR 19.2 and SF 448 as OR 19.3 for the remainder
of this thesis and in its catalogue (see appendix I).
Excavation data for OR 19

SF
No

Context

Laye
r
Code

Are
a

Phas
e

Materia
l

Descriptio
n

445

254 JZ

E

P

Bone

446

254 JZ

E

P

Bone

447

254 JZ

E

P

Bone

448

254 JZ

E

P

Bone

449

254 JZ

E

P

Bone

450

254 JZ

E

P

Bone

Cattle
scapula
fragment. 7
surviving
staves
Cattle rib
bone
fragment. 4
surviving
staves
As 445.1
incomplete
stave
As 445. 1
faint stave
Cattle
scapula
fragment. 1
large rune
As 445.1
stave
As 445. 4
clear staves

Bone

Cattle sized
rib bone with
14/15 finely
incised runes
on one face.
Incomplete
inscription,
old damage
at either end

444

254 JZ

E

P

Bone

Dimension
s mm

L44 x 19 x
max 14

L27 x 18 x
max 7
L17 x 8 x
max 7
L20 x 17 x
max 4

L36 x 24 x
max 13
L13 x 12 x
max 4
L28 x 10 x
max 3

Excavation data for OR 15

314

84 DF

D

T

L82 x26 x 3

Table 2: Small find numbers, context, dimensions and identifications of inscribed
bone fragments from Earl’s Bu (Batey forthcoming)
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The site at Orphir has only been excavated to a very small extent and is not yet fully
understood. On the significance and status of the site, the latest HES Property in
Care report summarises: “Further archaeological work is required if the
guardianship site, and its relationship to the archaeological discoveries in the near
vicinity, is to be properly understood, as well as its place in the Orkney Golden Age
of the 12th century” (HES Statement of Significance, Earl’s Bu, 2004: 2). It is
plausible that further excavation at the site would result in the discovery of more
inscribed bone fragments.
OR 15 is currently on display at the Orkney Museum, Kirkwall, while the fragments
of OR 19 are kept in storage at the museum until the excavation is written up and
published in full (Batey forthcoming).
OR 21 – Brough of Deerness
In 2009, an archaeological excavation at the Brough of Deerness (fig. 3) unearthed
a copper plate of 65 mm by 9 to 10 mm with a thickness of 1 mm. It has two lines of
inscription, designated OR 21, on both sides of the plate. The inscription consists of
76 to 78 runes, of which about a third has been destroyed by corrosion (PereswetoffMorath 2017: 253). The plate was examined by Barnes in 2010, by Hines in 2013
and by Sofia Pereswetoff-Morath in 2014. Both Hines and Barnes concluded that
the inscription looks careless and might be meaningless while Pereswetoff-Morath
argues that it could be lexical, although she did not establish a firm reading (2017:
253 – 255). In terms of the inscription’s lexicality, Barnes’ latest conclusion, in
contrast, is that it “appears to consist of rune-like characters rather than actual
runes” (2015: 143). Having been unable to gain access to the object myself, it is
difficult to judge who is right, but Pereswetoff-Morath’s argument, comparing this
object to others across the Norse world, appears convincing.
Not many rune-inscribed metal plates are currently known from modern Scotland.
One more, OR 22, a folded lead plate, was found in Orkney (see below) as well as
the now lost SC 1 from Laws, which judging from the remaining sketches and
descriptions appears to have been a bronze plate (Barnes and Page 2006: 215 –
217). In contrast, there are plenty of such plates from Viking Age and medieval
Sweden, corresponding to the Viking Age and Late Norse period in Orkney. Thus,
this find raises various questions. Were rune-inscribed metal plates uncommon in
the Western Norse diaspora or have they simply not yet been excavated? Was OR
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21 produced in Scandinavia and brought to Deerness or were the runes carved
locally, if they were indeed runes as Pereswetoff-Morath argues?
A large number of rune-inscribed copper plates have been found in Sweden, in
several cases associated with metalworking sites, for example in Köpingsvik, a large
Viking Age port settlement in Kalmar County, and Sigtuna, a Late Viking Age and
medieval royal and trading centre in Stockholm County. This leads to the conclusion
“that they were both produced and inscribed” at the respective find sites (Gustavson
2016: 99). Helmer Gustavson suggests that for these Swedish cases, regarding
non-lexical, putative or coded runes, “linguistic comprehensibility was not crucial; it
was, rather, the carving of signs on the copper plate according to ritual demands
that was important” (2016: 99). This may have been the case for the Deerness
inscription too.
In order to date OR 21, it is necessary to wait for detailed data on its archaeological
context as part of a future publication of the site. A preliminary data report also
mentions that a comb from the tenth to early eleventh century and unstratified
metalwork from the tenth to twelfth century were found in Structure 25 where the
object was discovered (Gerrard, Barrett and Saunders 2010: 1 – 3; 8).
The place name Deerness is attested in the Orkneyinga saga as Dýrnes, “animal
ness” (Marwick 1952: 176). According to Marwick, this would refer to domestic
animals and indicate livestock farming. It must be noted that wild red deer, usually
denoted as dýr in Scandinavian place names, were living in Orkney during the Viking
Age (Morris 2005: 9; Bond 2007: 251). It appears, therefore, that the place name
means “deer peninsula” indeed as suggested by Brink (2019: pers. comment). No
earlier place name for the Brough of Deerness is recorded, and the toponymy does
not provide any further insight into the status of the find spot.
OR 21 is currently held by the McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research in
Cambridge for further investigation until the excavation is written up and published
in full (Drinkall 2018: pers. comment).
OR 22 – Quoys
An inscription on a lead plaque, OR 22, was discovered by metal detecting in May
2011 at Quoys on the peninsula of Deerness on the Orkney Mainland (fig. 3),
together with another uninscribed metal fragment. It is folded once, measures about
18 mm by 12 mm by 2.5 mm and has runes on both visible surfaces. Barnes reads
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one line as (i) r a s a b (i) and the second line as y (n) i þ i k + . He suggests that
the text could potentially in part be read as the Latin as iras abi instead of being
written entirely in Old Norse. The second line could be Old Norse yni þik. Both lines
might be meant as a banishing formula. This would give a context of “Christian
magic” common for runic amulets in medieval Scandinavia (Barnes 2015: 144 –
146). In fact, in Norway, there is some precedent for Latin being used on folded lead
sheets as A 122 from Kaupanger and A 194 from Lurekalven are both folded lead
sheets with Latin runic inscriptions (Knirk 1998: 482).
As discussed in subchapter 2.4.2, the place-name Quoys indicates a low-status and
“minor” site (Griffiths, Harrison and Athanson 2019: 2). This being a metal detected
stray find (Barnes 2015: 144), it is impossible to ascertain if the plaque was
deposited at its find spot on purpose or if it was an accidental loss at the site.
OR 22 is currently on display at the Orkney Museum, Kirkwall. It has not been
unfolded to see if the inside is also inscribed, as this would probably result in
breaking it.
OR 24 – Burray
A new runic object was discovered in Orkney in January 2017. Walkers found
several objects (bone spindle whorls and painted pebbles) in a scrapheap near the
beach of the small island of Burray, south of the Orkney Mainland (fig. 3). One of
the objects appeared to have carvings, and indeed on closer inspection, these
turned out to be runes. The object itself is a spindle whorl from the femur head of an
adult cattle (fig. 22). It is discussed in detail in Ljosland (2020).
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Fig. 22: Inscribed spindle whorl from Burray, OR 24, c. 43 mm in diameter
(Photograph: Blendl 2017)
The entire outer circumference of the whorl is covered in runes. The reading by
Ljosland (2020) is:
… b ymþ (o) r k h n i N(s)
After personal inspection of the object, shortly after its discovery, I mostly agree with
this reading, having come to a reading of
ą r k h n i a s (t) b (*) m
myself. The inscription on this object forms an almost complete Younger Futhark. It
is interesting that the first 3 runes appear to be missing, which indicates that the
carver might not have started, as one might assume, by carving the first runes of
the futhark.
This is the first nearly complete Younger Futhark inscription from Orkney found
outside Maeshowe. Inside the tomb, there is one complete Younger Futhark (see
chapter 4.4). The only other object bearing a futhark inscription from the archipelago

117

is OR 11 on the bear’s tooth from the Brough of Birsay, which has the first six runes
in the Younger Futhark (see above, OR 11).
Burray, the name of the island where this spindle whorl was discovered, is first
attested in 1492 and derives from ON borga(r)-ey, “broch’s isle”, presumably
referring to the two Iron Age brochs on the island. The place-name Bu Sands of the
find spot is first attested as Le Bow in 1492 and might again indicate a high-status
estate (Marwick 1952: 167). Generally, “bu” place-names in Orkney are associated
with earldom farms (Griffiths, Harrison and Athanson 2019: 2).
OR 24 is currently in storage at the Orkney Museum, Kirkwall.
A carved wood piece from Tuquoy
The excavations at Tuquoy in Westray, where the inscription OR 14 was found, also
uncovered the only waterlogged context from a Norse settlement site in Orkney. In
these anaerobic conditions, pieces of wood were recovered from the soil, and some
of these show knife marks, and in particular “a re-used fragment of worked oak
(whose rounded face has knife cuts which may be runic)” (Owen 1993: 332).
At personal inspection, the wood piece numbered 803/4 and termed a “wood lath”,
a worked piece of oak wood measuring c. 12 x 3 cm, shows c. 14 vertical knife
strokes on one flat, seemingly smoothed surface. The three marks furthest to the
right are the most deeply incised. Both the furthest left and the furthest right verticals
each have a branch crossing them at an angle very similar to n, potentially reading
n or, if the reading direction is changed, a. It is difficult to say if runes were intended
here but the Greenlandic corpus, which has the best preservation of inscribed wood
in the diaspora, has various wood pieces with many verticals, only some of which
are carved into runes, for example on the cross fragments, such as Herjolfsnes
9/GR 14 (for full corpus, see Imer 2017).
Some other wood pieces from the same assemblage have single, deliberate-looking
markings, too: 803/9, 803/21, 803/11, 800/1 and 804/11. None of them can with
certainty be identified as runic.
These recent, and as of yet unpublished, finds from a site which has a proven record
of runic literacy through OR 14, make it plausible that at least some of them could
be runic trial pieces, potentially carved by learners or by somebody drafting an
inscription before carving it in stone.
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The Tuqouy wood assemblage is currently kept at the Historic Environment
Scotland Croft-an-Righ store in Edinburgh until the excavation is fully published.

4.4 Maeshowe
The largest body of runic inscriptions in any one place in Orkney, and indeed across
the British Isles, is found inside the Neolithic chambered tomb of Maeshowe (fig. 3).
The inscriptions were discovered in 1861 when James Farrer opened the mound
(Farrer 1862). In his 1994 edition, Barnes describes each inscription in great detail,
but ever since, only single inscriptions have been the focus of scholarly debate (e.g.
by Jesch 2017a or Krüger and Busch 2016). In this study, I will largely follow Barnes’
transliterations and translations. These are listed in table 3. I will only discuss
chosen aspects and additions to the debate about certain inscriptions as Barnes’
work is meticulous and establishes readings which I can use to discuss the context
and socio-historical implications of inscriptions rather than focusing on undisputed
transliterations and translations.
Signum Inscription

Pages

Or

in

Barnes

Barnes
(1994)

1

þatiruikin^kr ... *a^komutirhirtil

61 - 64

Þat er víkingr … þá kom undir hér til.
“That is a Viking/Víkingr … then came underneath to this place.”
2

ê o^lfrko^lbæinsso^nrræest^ru^narþesa^rhaut

64 - 67

Eyjólfr Kolbeinssonr reist rúnar þessar hǫtt.
“Eyjólfr Kolbeinssonr carved these runes high.“
3

þorerfomir

67 - 71

Þorir fómir.
“Þórir …”
4

þat · man · sat · er (·) ek · sæhe · atfe · u(a)r · ført · abrot ·
þrim · notom · uarfe · brǫt · ført · hæltr · æn þæir
br(e)hǫhþ(e)na

119

71 - 77

Þat man satt, er ek segi, at fé var fært á brott. Þrim nóttum var fé
brott fært, heldr en þeir bryti haug þenna.
“That will be true which I say, that treasure was carried away.
Treasure was carried away three nights before they broke this
mound.”
5

uemuntrræist

77 - 79

Vémundr reist.
“Vémundr carved.”
6

fuþorkhniastbynu

80 - 81

7

otarfilaræistrunarþisar

82 - 84

Óttarr … reist rúnar þessar.
“Óttarr … carved these runes.”
8

§A ...h(a)*rm*r (s)**t(a)tf**r**rf*l**t*r*(t)u(i)lsæhiaf**rsom(o)tr

84 - 95

§B orkasonrsahþiarunomþæimirhanrist*
… ga er mér sagt at fé er hér folgit œrit vel. Segja fair sem Oddr
Orkasonr sagði á rúnum þeim er hann reist.
“… [adverb?] is told to me that treasure is hidden here well
enough. Few say as Oddr Orkasonr said in those runes which he
carved.”
9

§A ingibiorh · hinfahra · æhkia

95 -

§B mǫrhk · kona · hæfer · faret · lu(t)inhermihgiloflate

102

§C 2/4 3/5 1/4 2/3 3/6 3/5 <ærlikr>
Ingibjǫrg, hin fagra ekkja. Mǫrg kona hefir farit lút inn hér. Mikill
ofláti. Erlingr.
“Ingibjǫrg, the fair widow. Many a woman has gone stooping in
here. A great show-off. Erlingr.”
10

§A þornysarþ

102 -

§B hælheræist

105

Þorny sarð. Helgi reist.
“Þorny fucked. Helgi carved.”
11

a*isris

105 107

12

*h**(n)tr...**(k)

107 -

Ǫgmundr reist …

110

“Ǫgmundr carved …”
120

13

r*(s)*(o)rm**(n)y*(i)

110 -

Reist Ormr inn yri.

114

“Ormr the … carved.”
14

iorsalaminburtuhaukþ(æ)**

114 -

Jórsalamenn brutu haug þenna.

118

“Jerusalem men broke this mound.”
15

*r***ræistrunarþesar

118 -

… reist rúnar þessar.

123

“… carved these runes.”
16

§A (t) arnfiþrræistrunarþesarso^nrstæins

123 -

§B þ(u)*st **t

127

Arnfiðr reist rúnar þessar, sonr Steins.
“Arnfiðr, son of Steinn, carved these runes.”
17

§A ræistr[u]n[ar]þæs(a)^r

127 -

§B [o^framrsih]urþa^rsonr

135

Óframr Sigurðarsonr reist rúnar þessar.
“Óframr Sigurðarsonr carved these runes.”
18

arnfiþrmatrræist^runarþæsar

135 -

Arnfiðr matr reist rúnar þessar.

138

“Arnfiðr food carved these runes.”
19

§A hærmuntrharþeksiræisru^n

138 -

§B ar

144

Hermundr harð … reist rúnar.
“Hermundr hard … carved runes.”
20

§A 3/3 2/3 2/5 2/4 3/5 3/5 3/2 2/2 2/4 3/5 <þisar runar>

144 -

§B ristsa1/3<m>aþr · er · runstrer · fyrir

158

§C uæstanhaf
§D mæþ · þæiriøhse · erate · kǫukr · trænilsonrfyrir ·
sunanlant
Þessar rúnar reist sá maðr, er rúnstr er fyrir vestan haf, með þeiri
øxi er átti Gaukr Trandilssonr fyrir sunnan land.
“The man who is most skilled in runes west of the ocean carved
these runes with the axe which Gaukr Trandilssonr owned in the
south of the country.“

121

21

igikærþirkynænainu^ænsta

159 -

Ingigerðr er ... in vænsta.

165

“Ingigerðr is the most beautiful ...“
22

binititk(i)rþikrosþæ(n)a

165 -

Benedikt gerði kross þenna.

170

“Benedikt made this cross.”
23

§A sia · hǫuhr · uar · fyr · laþin : hælt^r · loþbroka^r · syner ·

178 -

hænar

186

§B þæiruǫro · huater · slituǫro · mæn · sæmþæiruǫrofyreser
Sjá heugr var fyrr hlaðinn heldr Loðbrókar. Synir hennar, þeir vǫru
hvatir, slíkt vǫru men, sem þeir vǫru, fyrir sér.
“This mound was built before Loðbrók’s. Her sons, they were
bold; such were men, as they were of themselves.”
24

§A iorsalafararbrutuorkǫuh · lifmtsæiliaia^rls

186 -

§B ræist

190

Jórsalafarar brutu Orkhaug. Hlíf, matselja jarls, reist.
“Jerusalem-travellers broke Orkhaug. Hlíf, the Earl’s
housekeeper, carved.”
25

utnorþr : erfe · folhit · mikit

190 -

Útnorðr er fé folgit mikit.

193

“In the north-west great treasure is hidden.“
26

· þatua^rlǫkoerheruarfefolhketmiket

193 -

Þat var lǫngu, er hér var fé folgit mikit.

195

“It was long ago that great treasure was hidden here.“
27

sælersaerfinamaþanǫuþhinmikla

195 -

Sæll er sá, er finna má þann auð hinn mikla.

197

“Happy is he who can find the great wealth.“
28

· ǫkǫnæinba^rfeyrǫuhiþisum

197 -

Hǫkon einn bar fé yr haugi þessum.

203

“Hǫkon alone carried treasure from this mound.”
29

30

simon

203 -

Símon

204

sih(r*)

205 206

122

31

...(?)

206 209

32

33

sihriþ

209 -

Sigríðr

210

...(?)

210 214

Table 3: Maeshowe inscriptions transliterated (bold), normalised (italics) and
translated after Barnes (1994)
As table 3 shows, the textual content of these inscriptions is very diverse. On the
whole, 211 Old Norse words can be clearly made out or reconstructed, with the
shortest inscriptions only containing one word and the longest 24 words. This means
that the inscriptions show very different levels of complexity and presumably runic
literacy.
Two inscriptions, Or Barnes 9 and 20, employ twig runes as discussed in chapter
4.2. Or Barnes 9 only has these in line C, potentially to disguise the carver’s name,
while in Or Barnes 20 they appear in line A, potentially to emphasize the idea of the
man “most skilled in runes” (for more discussion of twig runes, see chapter 6.7). The
cipher used is the same as in OR 4, which is located at the Ring of Brodgar, only c.
3 km from the mound, and which can be interpreted as a sign of high runic literacy.
This aspect will be further discussed in chapter 6.7.
Themes in the Maeshowe inscriptions
As can be seen in table 3, the inscriptions in Maeshowe cover various distinct topics.
Going through Barnes’ transliterations and translations (see table 3), I have sorted
the inscriptions in seven distinct thematic groups (table 4), namely personal names,
treasure and mound breaking, myth and the Viking past, pilgrimage and crusading,
humour and jokes, sexual references or suggestive wording, and futhark
inscriptions. A number of inscriptions can be assigned different themes, so they are
found twice or three times in the table, while three inscriptions are so unclear that
they have not been assigned into a thematic group. Some inscriptions can even be
regarded as parts of a dialogue on a certain theme. There is an ongoing discussion
about Or Barnes 1, which could either be the personal name Víkingr or be an
allusion to the Viking past, which in turn may be taken as humorous, too (Jesch
2017a). Therefore, this inscription is found in both categories with a question mark.
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Theme

Inscription (all Or Barnes)

(Carver’s) names

1 (?), 2, 3, 5, 7, 8, 9, 10, 12, 13, 15,
16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 22, 24, 29, 30, 32

Treasure/mound breaking

4, 8, 14, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28

Myth/the Viking past

1 (?), 20, 23

Pilgrimage/crusading

14, 24

Humour/jokes

1 (?), 2

Sex/suggestive wording

9, 10, 21

Futhark inscription

6

Unclear

11, 31, 33

Table 4: Themes covered by the Maeshowe inscriptions
Table 4 shows that the most common theme, present in 20 or 21 of the 33
inscriptions, is personal names, in twelve cases with the addition that this person
carved the runes, or in one case (Or Barnes 22) identifying the carver of a cross.
Eight inscriptions belong to a whole cycle about the breaking of the burial mound
and carrying treasure away, with some “responses” that treasure was there but has
disappeared (e.g. Or Barnes 26, “It was long ago that great treasure was hidden
here.”). Two or three inscriptions make allusion to Norse myth or a “Viking” past
other than mound breaking, i. e. referring to Gauk Trandilsson from Njálssaga (Or
Barnes 20) and Lodbrok (Or Barnes 23), presumably the famous Ragnar Lodbrok.
Two inscriptions mention Jerusalem (Or Barnes 14 and 24) and could be references
to either pilgrimage or crusading (see chapters 5.5 and 6.3). Three inscriptions have
ambiguous to explicit sexual references, in each case connected with a female
name (Or Barnes 9, 10 and 21; see also chapter 6.1). One or two inscriptions contain
humour or jokes, referring to a Viking/Víkingr coming under a lintel stone in one case
(Or Barnes 1) and in another claiming simply (and truthfully, the inscription being
the highest up of all the Maeshowe inscriptions) that the respective runes are carved
“high” (Or Barnes 2). One inscription has a complete Younger Futhark (Or Barnes
6), while three inscriptions do not reveal any lexical meaning or are unreadable (Or
Barnes 11, 31 and 33). Altogether, this shows that the inscriptions can be used as
sources for very different aspects of Norse Orkney, such as views of myths and the
past, perceptions of the pre-Norse mound of Maeshowe, connections across the
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diaspora, and the further contemporary world, such as Iceland and Jerusalem, as
well as the use of humour.
While it is difficult to place all the inscriptions in a chronological sequence, within
their thematic cycles, suggestions may be made about chronology, at least for the
“treasure theme”. The treasure storyline is most elaborately treated in Or Barnes 4
(“That will be true which I say, that treasure was carried away. Treasure was carried
away three nights before they broke this mound.”). However, I doubt that this
intricate inscription was the first to mention the idea of treasure. This inscription
mentions a third party, þæir, having broken the mound “three nights before” and
treasure having been “carried away” already (fé var fært á brott). I would argue that
this carver reacts to some of the shorter statements concerning treasure in the tomb
which mention finding wealth (Or Barnes 24: finna … auð hinn mikla) and carrying
treasure away (Or Barnes 28: bar fé yr haugi). The shorter references to treasure
can be tentatively sequenced according to content and wording. Or Barnes 26,
according to which treasure was hidden here “long ago” appears to be a response
to 25, which states that great treasure is hidden “in the north-west”. It is noteworthy
that 25 uses the present tense er while 26 uses the past tense var and both show
the identical final wording fé folgit mikit (“great treasure [is/was] hidden”). When the
runic spelling difference between folhit : mikit in 25 and folhketmiket in 26 is
regarded, it becomes clear that they are unlikely to have been produced by the same
carver. Instead, I would suggest that a second carver picked up the idea. Or Barnes
28 in turn, which names Hákon as the one who carried treasure away, may be a
response to 26, because in it fé is again used for the treasure. Both 4 and 27 appear
to be a reaction to this storyline, with fé being used in 4, but auð (gold, riches, wealth;
Egilsson and Jónsson 1931: 22) being used in 27. This leads to the conclusion that
4 is engaging more directly with the treasure theme while the carver of 27 gives a
more general comment about it. Or Barnes 8, which mentions being told about
treasure, is difficult to fit into this sequence. On the one hand it uses the present
tense er and the term fé but also recounts a second-hand treasure story with er mér
sagt at […] and mentions runes which have already been carved. Therefore, I would
argue it belongs somewhere between the first treasure inscription, which is
presumably 25, and those deviating further from the theme through using different
terminology, such as 27, or by insisting that the treasure is no longer located inside
the mound, such as 4, 26 and 28. It must be added that the reading of Or Barnes 8,
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especially the first part of the inscription, is rather insecure compared to the
remaining treasure inscriptions.
As for the three inscriptions with an explicit sexual theme, I would argue for a
sequence that takes escalation into account: Or Barnes 9 is very ambiguous using
lút (“stoop”) and does not contain any vocabulary with a purely vulgar meaning, only
saying that “many a woman went stooping in here”. Or Barnes 21 contains,
depending on interpretations, kyn, a term for the female sex, “Ingigerd is the most
beautiful kyn”, while Or Barnes 10 contains one of the most vulgar terms for sexual
intercourse in the entire Old Norse vocabulary, serða (“fuck”), which is not
ambiguous in saying “Þorný fucked”. My suggestion is that these statements can
potentially be seen as an attempt to trump the previous carver by using more and
more explicit language, so I would argue that 9 is the oldest carving, 10 the youngest
of the three. However, it is impossible to judge from their textual content if their
difference in age is mere hours or even a few years, and any chronological
sequencing remains speculative.
Maeshowe and the dating of its inscriptions
Soon after Farrer’s discovery of runic inscriptions inside Maeshowe in 1861,
attempts were made to date them. Carl Christian Rafn suggests that they must
belong in the eleventh to twelfth century because of the term “Jorsalafarar”, which
he interprets as relating to crusaders (1861, transcript in William Spence Papers,
Orkney Archive: D16/1/6). In his comprehensive study, Barnes determines that, on
runological and linguistic grounds, the inscriptions must date from 1125 – 1175, and
a written source could corroborate a mid-twelfth century break-in into the mound by
returning crusaders, namely Orkneyinga saga describing such an event after New
Year 1153 (Barnes 1994: 39 – 43). However, this dating hinges on reliance on the
saga and two single inscriptions naming Jerusalem (Or Barnes 14 and 24), so one
must be careful in attributing every single Maeshowe inscription to the very narrow
date range around 1153. Potentially, the mound, once broken into, may have
remained open for a number of years, with people returning occasionally and
contributing to the corpus in the course of a few years during the mid-twelfth century.
Barnes’ runological and linguistic dating seems to be more reliable than the saga
(see chapter 5.5 for more detail about the Jerusalem-inscriptions and their
implications).
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Maeshowe: toponymy and questions of status
The etymology of the toponym Maeshowe is not entirely clear. The second element
is derived from ON haugr (mound, cairn; Zoëga 2004: 186). The first element does
not immediately suggest a known Norse origin but has for example been explained
as mað (meadow, for detailed explanation see Sandnes 2010: 76).
It is compelling that the Maeshowe inscriptions mention the place-name Orkhaugr
(Or Barnes 24). This toponym has the same second element (haugr) as Maeshowe
while its first element (Ork) appears to be the same as that of the Orcadian
archipelago (Ljosland forthcoming). All of these name elements appear descriptive.
However, Maeshowe is also discussed as a thing site. Its location, accessible both
from the Lochs of Harray and Stenness and by foot from across the Orkney
Mainland, makes it an ideal meeting place. In addition, the mound is clearly visible
in the landscape and there is some evidence that it was maintained during the Norse
period (Sanmark 2017: 219 – 223). Sanmark suggests that the site resembles toplevel thing sites in Scandinavia (2017: 223). Due to its function in legislation,
Maeshowe may represent one of the highest status Norse sites in the entire
earldom.
The uniqueness of the Maeshowe inscriptions
A short time after their discovery, the runic inscriptions in Maeshowe were already
perceived as “very remarkable” in a letter by C. C. Rafn to George Petrie dated 2nd
September 1861 (transcript in William Spence Papers, Orkney Archive: D16/1/6).
Rafn also notes a resemblance to carvings in mountain caves in Iceland (1861,
transcript in William Spence Papers, Orkney Archive: D16/1/6), but certainly a
geographically closer parallel must be the inscriptions at St Molaise’s Cave, Holy
Island, an islet off the coast of Arran on the Scottish west coast (Barnes and Page
2006: 251 – 278). This cave has eight distinct runic inscriptions cut into the bedrock,
potentially carved during one single intrusion, possibly by Norwegians on a military
campaign in Scotland, into the cave in 1263. This precise dating and origin of the
carvers is established through the mention of Vígleikr stallari in Holy Island VIII. This
may be referring to the same person as Vígleikr prestsson from the 1263 Scottish
campaign of the Norwegian king Hákon Hákonarson ending in the battle of Largs
(Barnes and Page 2006: 274 – 278). However, Maeshowe has over four times as
many inscriptions as St Molaise’s Cave. There is no other location in the British Isles
with such a high number of runic inscriptions at one single location. As mentioned
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above, the normalised Old Norse word count of Maeshowe is c. 212 while St
Molaise’s Cave has 14 normalised Old Norse words, 7 of which are personal names.
The short period of time within which the Maeshowe inscriptions were carved makes
them even more remarkable in their diversity. This makes Maeshowe a unique
resource within the diaspora. It has over 15 times more words in the corpus than the
location with the second largest number.

4.5 Modern inscriptions previously included in Orcadian
corpora of runic inscriptions
During the course of assembling the corpus of runic inscriptions for this thesis, it
became clear that the inclusion of some inscriptions into the Orcadian corpus of
Viking Age and Late Norse runic inscriptions required reassessment.7 Three
inscriptions previously seen to be Viking Age or Late Norse are most likely, or even
certainly, Antiquarian or modern forgeries, i.e. OR 2 Unstan, OR 5 Ring of Brodgar
(II) and OR 13 Skara Brae. Moreover, some previously known and newly discovered
cases can also with confidence be excluded from the Viking Age/Late Norse corpus.
These will be briefly discussed here in order to avoid any doubts about exclusions
from the corpus. Their geographical distribution is shown in figure 23 below.

7

Findings in this subchapter were first published as a co-authored article on runic forgeries in
Northern Scotland (Freund and Ljosland 2019), with me as lead author, and were improved through
the comments of two anonymous peer reviewers
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Fig. 23: Modern inscriptions in Orkney, red dots marking inscriptions which are
certainly modern, green dots for inscriptions which are probably modern (Base map:
Ordnance Survey/qGIS; map data: Freund 2018)
OR 2 – Unstan
Originally classed as authentic and given the number OR 2, the runic inscription
inside the Neolithic chambered tomb of Unstan (Canmore-ID: 1740), c. 4.5 km from
Maeshowe (fig. 23), is now thought to be modern (Barnes 2003: 7 – 8; RCAHMS
1946: 317 and RCAHMS 1934: MS/36/108). No runes were observed during the
original excavations in 1884 and the chambered tomb is freely accessible to visitors.
It is not known precisely when the runes or rune-like marks were carved, but Barnes
and Page discuss marks noted in the 1934 RCAHMS field notebook and in the 1946
field report, so a genesis at some point in the late nineteenth or early twentieth
century is conceivable. The carving features various rune-like symbols and a
possible twig rune, but no secure reading has been suggested (Barnes and Page
2006: 338 – 340).
Subsequently, a recent examination by me of the entire tomb, which contains
countless graffiti-style carvings from the nineteenth to the twenty-first centuries,
revealed two additional faint carvings, which may be twig runes. These are located
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on a stone approximately 1 m to the right of OR 2 and half a metre above the
entrance to the single side chamber. As they have never been noticed – or at least
not published – before, they must be assumed to have been carved very recently.
The runes are covered in algae. The growth conditions for algae are, however, very
favourable. As the tomb is situated by a lake, the air inside is humid, and light comes
in through a modern skylight. The presence of algae should therefore not be taken
as an indicator of age beyond a few months (for arguments regarding mineral and
algae growth on runic inscriptions, see the discussion of Kleines Schulerloch in
Rosenfeld 1984 and Züchner 2006).
A very tentative reading of these two possible twig runes would be 1/3 3/2, which,
assuming the same cipher is used as in Maeshowe could be transliterated m u. No
apparent meaning suggests itself.
Yet another runic inscription was recently discovered inside the tomb. This
inscription is lightly incised but readily distinguishable on a large slab opposite the
entrance to the main chamber. Its 20 runes are c. 3 cm high and cover almost the
entire face of the stone over a length of c. 40 cm. They are c. 140 cm from the tomb's
current floor level. The runes, a mixture of Older and Anglo-Saxon Futhark, can be
read in their present state as annette:philip:hellin. However, runes 17 and 18 have
been damaged. Archaeologist Antonia Thomas surveyed the tomb in 2013, before
the damage, and took a photo of this section before the damage. In the photo, there
is a visible branch connecting runes 17 and 18 (li li) in the present reading and
transforming them into a single rune: E e. The original inscription was therefore:
AnnEttE'P¥iliP'¥ElEn
This can be transliterated to annette:philip:helen. Seeing as this inscription is
doubtlessly modern, no attempt at an Old Norse or Old English interpretation needs
to be made. Most likely, it consists of the names Annette, Philip and Helen. The
content, the doubling of consonants and the use of runes such as P and E in Orkney
leave no doubt of a very recent genesis of this inscription.
OR 5 – Ring of Brodgar (II)
In 1908, a single 3/4 twig rune (OR 5) on a loose stone which has been subsequently
lost was discovered at the Ring of Brodgar (fig. 23). Only a photograph remains,
and Barnes (2003: 9 – 10) suggests the inscription was possibly an attempt to copy
part of the probably medieval OR 4 at the Ring of Brodgar (see chapter 4.2).
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While it is difficult to say anything certain about OR 5, it seems most likely that it
was modern rather than Viking Age or Late Norse. The loss of the inscription
prevents any further research into its origins, and it is therefore impossible to
determine with certainty whether or not the inscription was indeed copied from OR
4. If this is the case, which seems very probable, another question is whether it was
copied before the standing stone cracked and fell, burying its inscription in the
ground, or after it was retrieved and re-erected.
OR 13 – Skara Brae
OR 13 is an inscribed stone slab from Skara Brae at the Bay of Skaill on the west
coast of the Orkney Mainland (fig. 23). The site is known for its Neolithic village and
there are various archaeological remains of Viking Age or Late Norse activity in the
area (cf. chapter 4.1 – OR 18 – Skaill).
For two decades, OR 13 was hailed as "clearly another significant addition to the
evidence for the Late Norse period from the general area of the Bay of Skaill" (Morris
1985: 89). However, recently it came to be known that OR 13 was in fact inscribed
in the modern period.
The accepted narrative for OR 13 was that it was discovered in 1963 by an Ancient
Monuments works squad while repairing the Skara Brae sea protection wall (Barnes
and Page 2006: 193). The slab was then split and used for paving, with the incised
marks facing down. In 1982, it was recovered by Ancient Monuments workers led
by Patrick Ashmore and the inscription re-discovered (Barnes and Page 2006: 194).
The inscription was read as containing three Younger Futhark runes and three twig
runes. The twig runes, also known as cipher runes, are grouped above the Younger
Futhark runes on the surface of the stone, and can be interpreted as 2/3, 1/2 and
2/4. Using this code, the inscription could be read as iba, which led Ashmore and
Ingrid Sanness Johnsen to suggest the male personal name Ívarr (1984: 183 – 185).
Although not universally agreed (see Barnes and Page 2006: 194 for criticism), this
interpretation was accepted by the Orkney Museum and displayed on the stone's
interpretation board. Below the cipher runes are three further characters, not in
cipher, which appear as r*r. They can be interpreted alternatively as three times
runic r or Roman R, or twice runic or Roman r/R with something else in the middle.
The middle rune could potentially be read as a Roman K, or runic p. No certain
interpretation has been suggested for these three runes (Ashmore and Sanness
Johnsen 1984: 183 – 185; Barnes and Page 2006: 193 – 197).
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Barnes and Page (2006: 196 – 197) take a critical stance: "By and large we are
agnostic about OR 13's status as a Viking Age or medieval inscription. There is
nothing to mark it out as clearly modern, but there is little to confirm it as early either,
beyond the hunch that it was buried under sand for some time. Normally one would
not be so insistent on evidence of age, but given the astonishingly high percentage
of Orkney twig rune inscriptions, and doubt about the origin of several, scepticism
seems justified." Barnes added that the oddity of the inscription was an argument
for a possible modern origin, although he found it difficult to ascertain to what extent
rune carvers in Orkney might have deviated from any Scandinavian standards
(Barnes 2003: 11 – 12).
In 2015, it became known that the Orkney Museum had removed OR 13 from the
permanent exhibition and put it in storage, after learning from a member of the public
some years before that it was modern. The story of its production varies slightly
according to different members of museum staff, but the version below is probably
the most accurate.
According to the exhibitions officer at the Orkney Museum, Tom Muir (2017: pers.
comment), a local man approached museum staff in 2011 or shortly before 2011,
and admitted to having produced the inscription. He had worked with a team of
RCAHMS8 workers re-paving a path at Skara Brae in 1982 and in his lunchbreak
carved some runes in one of the slabs as a joke for his co-workers. However, when
their supervisor saw the runes, thought they were authentic, and instantly set things
in motion with the museum, the carver feared disciplinary consequences and did not
speak up. Only years later, when he saw his carving in the museum exhibition, he
finally revealed the true provenance of the runes to museum staff. It subsequently
took several more years before the museum removed OR 13 from its exhibition.
Some uncertainties remain. The museum staff member who originally heard the
testimony, curator Anne Brundle, has since passed away, so we are left with the
second-hand retelling. It is of course theoretically possible that the story of the
confession is made up, but it is worthwhile to apply Occam's Razor to the case: the
simplest explanation, and the one requiring the fewest assumptions, would indeed
be that the witness was correct and had produced the runic inscription in the 1980s.
Otherwise, one would have to assume that either the museum staff or the witness
lied, and proceed to find explanations to account for the various unusual traits of the
8
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inscription, i.e. its position at the lower centre of a large flagstone, its mixing of
Younger Futhark and twig runes, its lack of linguistic meaning, its surprisingly good
preservation and its somewhat unusual find spot and backstory.
OR 13 is currently in storage at the Orkney Museum.

4.5.1 Other modern inscriptions in Orkney
There are various other modern runic inscriptions in Orkney which have not been
included in the corpus of material for this thesis and have never been regarded as
part of the “established” corpus of Orcadian inscriptions, as mentioned above, but
should be mentioned here in order to avoid future confusion in case they are ever
“discovered” again.
Cuween Hill
In 1990, Jesch reported finding two sets of runes inside the Neolithic chambered
tomb on Cuween Hill (Canmore-ID: 2059), situated on the Orkney Mainland (fig. 23).
One inscription is carved in Younger Futhark runes on the south wall, reading
inkibiorh. This looks to be a copy of part of the famous inscription OR Barnes 9
from Maeshowe, which features heavily in publications about Maeshowe, for
example in the guidebook and on a postcard, and is also represented in a modern
piece of art at Kirkwall Airport. This, combined with the fact that Cuween Hill Cairn
was filled with rubble until it was excavated in the 1880s, leads to the conclusion
that these runes must be modern (Jesch 1990: 13 – 14).
The second runic find by Jesch in Cuween Hill Cairn is somewhat more puzzling.
The east wall of the chamber has four twig runes, transliterated as fhmf or fhlf. The
fact that the tomb was filled with debris and that they are very lightly cut again
provides an argument for their modernity. In examining their potential authenticity,
Jesch also mentions that "it is unusual (if not unique) to have a modern inscription
in cryptic runes" (Jesch 1990: 14) and that "although the inscription is meaningless,
the runes are not improbable and were plausibly executed" (Jesch 1990: 14).
Barnes, however, argues it is "highly unlikely […] that anyone forced their way into
Cuween during the Norse period in Orkney - and had they done, we would surely
on the evidence of Maeshowe have expected to find more signs of activity than four
small twig-runes with no obvious meaning" (Barnes 2003: 5). Since Jesch's
discovery, several other, most likely modern, twig runes have been discovered in
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Orkney, including inside Unstan tomb and on the shore of Stenness Loch - see
above and below in this subchapter for detailed descriptions. In addition, twig rune
inscriptions that were known and believed to be Viking Age or Late Norse in 1990,
have been revised. Some of these are now deemed to be modern. Examples include
OR 13, OR 5, and the doubtful OR 7. There is also the very recent find from Unstan.
Therefore, it is now perhaps less surprising to find a modern twig rune inscription in
Cuween Hill Cairn. The tomb is currently unsupervised and freely accessible via a
short uphill walk, so that any member of the public could have carved these
inscriptions. A new survey of the tomb as part of my fieldwork did not reveal any
further runic inscriptions.
Broch of Borwick
In 2017, a field trip was undertaken by me, Ragnhild Ljosland and Christopher Gee
to the Iron Age broch at Borwick (Canmore-ID: 1660), located on a clifftop at
Yesnaby on the west coast of the Orkney Mainland (fig. 23). The archaeologist
Christopher Gee had reported seeing suspected runes in the broch, and indeed, in
the still standing entrance passage, a runic inscription was clearly discernible.
The runes are carved across a flat stone slab that forms part of the right side wall of
the entrance passage. There are 18 runic characters running over approximately 50
cm of the slab, c. 4 cm in height and deeply incised, presumably with a sharp tool.
The same slab also has other incisions, one of which looks like a Roman A, and
others, below the runes, could possibly be crosses.
It is not immediately obvious which rune-row is intended here. Rune 1, M, belongs
to the Older Futhark and Anglo-Saxon Futhorc, while rune 2, ‚, is diagnostic for the
Anglo-Saxon Futhorc. N and T are exclusively used in the Younger Futhark and its
medieval descendants. Runes 8 and 10 are single-barred h which is common in the
Older Futhark but only found in some early Anglo-Saxon Futhorc inscriptions. As a
tentative transliteration is:
maurine:hæhwriten:it
A potential interpretation is "Maurine has written it", in modern English, which makes
a modern genesis of this inscription very likely. Adding to this the fact that there is
no known instance of the Anglo-Saxon Futhorc used in an inscription of Viking Age
or Late Norse genesis in the Northern Isles. As it also seems very unlikely for an
Orcadian rune carver to mix Anglo-Saxon Futhorc with Older and Younger Futhark
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runes, the case for the Borwick runes being modern becomes even more
compelling. The excavation history of the broch also supports this hypothesis, as
before its excavation in 1881, the broch was only visible as a green mound in the
landscape and the entrance tunnel was filled with rubble and blocked (Watt 1882:
442 – 450). Furthermore, a site visit report by the RCAHMS from 1946 makes no
mention of runes inside the broch (RCAHMS 1946: 252 – 253). The earliest
confirmed observation of these runes was by the archaeologist Robert Waterhouse
in 1986 (2017: pers. comment). Therefore, most likely, the runes in the Broch of
Borwick are yet another case of modern runic inscriptions on a freely accessible
prehistoric monument in Orkney.
Wideford Hill Cairn and Broch of Gurness
Two further examples from Orkney, namely the modern carvings from Wideford Hill
Cairn (Canmore-ID: 2483) and Broch of Gurness (Canmore-ID: 2201), will be
discussed together because they show some striking similarities.
A double-barred h, of the Anglo-Saxon type, can be seen in the Iron Age broch at
Gurness and also in the Neolithic chambered cairn at Wideford Hill, both on the
Orkney Mainland. This graph-type is not part of the Scandinavian Younger Futhark
or the mixed Medieval Futhark commonly used in Norway but is found in AngloSaxon inscriptions from the end of the seventh century, and in "South-Germanic"
inscriptions of the sixth and seventh centuries (Findell 2016: 155 – 156).
The Neolithic cairn of Wideford Hill is situated on the lower slope of Wideford Hill c.
4 km west of Kirkwall (fig. 23). It was excavated c. 1849 by George Petrie (Thomas
1851: 124 – 127). There is no recorded archaeological evidence of Viking Age or
Late Norse activity either inside or in the immediate vicinity of it. In the modern
period, it has been freely accessible since its excavation in 1849, and consequently
many of the graffiti on its inside walls date to the decades following the excavation,
although some geometrical patterns may be of Neolithic origin (Thomas 2018: pers.
comment). The double-barred h rune is carved on the wall of the main chamber,
160 cm above the current floor level. The h does not overlay any older carvings, nor
have newer marks been cut on top.
Gurness Broch lies approximately 22 kilometres from Wideford Hill Cairn in a
straight line (fig. 23). It is currently managed by HES, and supervised during working
hours in the summer season, but freely accessible otherwise. Here, Viking Age
graves and domestic structures from the early Viking Age were found in the top
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layers of the excavation, overlaying the Pictish settlement and the broch (GrahamCampbell and Batey 1998: 127 – 129). A find of Viking Age runes could therefore
potentially be authentic. However, this rune is situated in the right-hand “guard
chamber” built into the wall by the main broch entrance. It is unclear whether this
chamber would have been accessible to anyone in the Viking Age or whether it was
filled in during that period. The modern excavation of Gurness Broch took place in
1929, after which it was consolidated and prepared for presentation to visitors
(RCAHMS 1946: 75 – 79). The runic inscription at Gurness is found 174 cm above
the current floor level.
The two double-barred h runes are visually very similar. At Wideford Hill, the h rune
is accompanied by further runic or rune-like marks on the right. These runes are
much smaller and shallower cut, and very difficult to read in their current state. A
very tentative reading may be:
(a) t͡u (Older or Younger Futhark)
(b) gb*mts (Older Futhark)
r e*
There is no potential interpretation for these runes. Directly below the e or m is a
miniature copy of the double-barred h, only 0.7 cm tall. It is shallow, but the detail
of the four dots is nonetheless clearly visible.
Stenness Loch
Another potential runic inscription is found on a stone block from near the Stenness
Loch (fig. 23). This one is not included in the corpus edition of Scandinavian Runic
Inscriptions of Britain (Barnes and Page 2006) even though Barnes has discussed
it (2003). According to Barnes, "if these [carvings] were ever intended as twig-runes,
they were carved by an incompetent" (2003: 10). Barnes (2003) offers no picture of
the inscription. It has been impossible to ascertain the current location of this stone
block during my research. Therefore, I cannot offer any deeper evaluation of the
potential inscription. In this case, it is unclear if any runic forgery was ever intended
but the result has in any case never been classed as a Viking Age or Late Norse
runic inscription (Barnes 2003: 10).
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As the above examples demonstrate, there is indeed a large, and ever growing,
number of modern runic inscriptions from Orkney, which could be taken for authentic
Viking Age or Late Norse inscriptions by those unexperienced in field runology. This
sheer amount of material, and the fragmentary way of reporting it, with some
information only reaching runologists almost accidentally, makes it seem plausible
that there could be many more examples of modern runic inscriptions in the region.
However, there is no centralised way of recording them, so it is possible that
inscriptions are discovered, discarded as modern, and then simply not reported to
the academic community and forgotten again. It would be useful to create a
database where all instances of modern runic inscriptions are centrally recorded to
avoid this problem. Some further reflections on modern runes and identity in Orkney
are given in chapter 7.6.

4.6 Neighbouring regions of Orkney: Caithness, Shetland,
Faroe Islands, the rest of Scotland, Isle of Man, Ireland,
Iceland and Greenland
In the following subchapter, a short overview of relevant traits of Norse runic corpora
from Orkney’s neighbouring regions in the North Atlantic is provided, encompassing
Caithness, Shetland, the Faroe Islands, the rest of Scotland, the Isle of Man and
Ireland.
Caithness, the part of the Scottish mainland closest to Orkney, has two known
Viking Age or Late Norse runic inscriptions, both from the same area in central
Thurso at the northern tip of Caithness. Both are memorial inscriptions on large
stone slabs and follow the standard commemorative formula of “X raised this
monument in memory of Y” as discussed in chapter 4.2. However, both also show
a certain degree of innovation.
SC 11, the first inscription to be found in Thurso, was discovered in 1896 together
with the skeletons of an adult male and a child, which are now lost. The inscription
is now located in Caithness Horizons9 (Barnes and Page 2006: 237 – 238). The
inscription is found on a cross-shaped stone slab, which is chipped on one side. The

9

The museum was closed in February 2019. Talks on re-opening are ongoing and, to my
knowledge, no objects have been moved from the exhibition rooms.
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inscription follows a slight curve to avoid the chipped area. This indicates that the
cross must have been carved first, after which the chipping damage happened, and
only then the runes were carved. Otherwise the carver would not have to write
around the chipped area. The inscription can be read with relative certainty as
] * þ i : u b i r l a k þ i t a : a f t : i k u l b : f o þ u r (s) i n
This can be interpreted as “… made this ‘overlay’ in memory of Ingólfr, his/her father”
(Barnes and Page 2006: 241). It is therefore in most senses a typical memorial
inscription. The term ubirlak, however, is unusual and may indicate a recumbent
instead of a standing stone monument (Barnes and Page 2006: 242 – 243).
Potentially, this wording adds weight to the reading of OR 20 – Breckness as lagði
yfir Fugl, which could also be part of a grave slab. OR 20 and SC 11 were both
discovered close to the shore of the Pentland Firth, at the two respective end points
of the best route for crossing it by boat, so it is possible that linguistic innovation
such as the idea of a memorial inscription as an “overlay” could have travelled along
this route. Interestingly, Cecilia Ljung identifies a strong correlation between the
emergence of recumbent, sometimes rune-inscribed, grave monuments in various
regions of Sweden and a shorter period in which erect runestones were carved in
these regions. According to Ljung, recumbent burial markers in Sweden are
associated with “the introduction of a more uniform Christian burial praxis” (Ljung
2016: 253). No similar study has been undertaken for Norway or the Norse diaspora
but the introduction of a neologism in two instances might indicate a shift in the type
of inscribed monument in Northern Scotland, too.
Upon close inspection, it is noticeable that some runes on the Thurso (I) slab are
rounded while others are straight and have sharp edges. The runes are also at
rather irregular distances. Together, this could suggest a relatively inexperienced
carver. However, it must be noted that, according to the museum’s former curator,
some time after its discovery, the inscription was scrubbed, possibly re-incised and
coloured in (Joanne Howdle-Orange 2016: pers. comment). Thus, some of the
irregularities could be due to nineteenth-century “restoration” work.
The second inscription discovered in Thurso, SC 15, was first spotted at about 8 m
of height in the ruined tower of Old St Peter’s Kirk during the Viking Congress in
Caithness in 1989 (Morris 1993: 9 – 10). This is in the same area where SC 11 was
found. It was taken into Caithness Horizons in c. 2012. The inscription is on the
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narrow face of a large stone slab which is very weathered and has a carved cross
on its broad face.
After personal inspection, my own reading of the inscription is:
]runilti:kunusin
When it was originally inspected, the inscription was still built into the tower of Old
St Peter’s Kirk, so it was not possible to clearly see the r-rune, which resulted in the
suggestion that unilti was to be read as kunilti with the k-rune missing (Barnes and
Page 2006: 249 – 251).
This inscription clearly refers to a woman, as indicated by kunusin, in normalised
Old Norse konu sina “his wife”. However, due to the damage to the stone, the exact
name of this woman remains unclear. The runes which can be distinguished
between the broken-off part of the inscription and kunusin are in my view runilti
rather than kunilti. After the stone was taken down and preserved in the museum,
the first rune in the inscription is now clearly distinguishable as R r. It is thus unclear
if the name reads runilti or if the r is part of the memorial formula eftir and the name
thus reads unilti. Seeing as there is no division marker in kunusin, it is plausible
that the carver would not have split the preposition eftir and the name by a division
marker, either. In normalised Old Norse, this would result in the name either being
Runhildr or Unnhildr. Both consist of plausible first and second elements for female
Old Norse names, but neither combination is attested elsewhere in the runic record.
When looking at pure numbers, Run- seems somewhat more plausible as it is by far
the more frequent first element of female names. The rune name lexicon lists six
instances of Rúna (U687, U 959, U 745, Sö 383, Vs 22, U 1041) and three instances
of Runfriðr (U 961, U 1022, U 1017) (Peterson 2007: 185). Unnr, in contrast, appears
only in IR 14 in a runic inscription (Peterson 2007: 244). However, one of the most
famous Norse female figures with a connection to the region is Auðr the DeepMinded, who was also known as Unnr (see for example Magnusson and Pálsson
1975). This means that Unnr or Unn- as a first element of female names might have
been more popular in the Western diaspora, as demonstrated by IR 14. Barnes and
Page date SC 15 to the later Viking Age [i.e. from the second half of the tenth century
onwards] but “no later than the first half of the eleventh century” because of its use
of u instead of o for /o/ in konu (2006: 251). This makes it somewhat earlier than
most of the Orcadian corpus but the date ties in well with other memorial inscriptions
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on large stones from the region, such as OR 17 and also SC 14 from Iona (Barnes
and Page 2006: 243 – 249), which might be slightly earlier, too.

Fig. 24: Geographic distribution of Viking Age and Late Norse runic inscriptions in
Scotland (Web Mercator Projection; base Map: Ordnance Survey/qGIS; map data:
Freund 2018)
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The closest of Orkney’s neighbouring archipelagos to the north is Shetland.
Currently, seven Viking Age or Late Norse runic inscriptions are known from there
(Samnordisk Runtextdatabas 2017; detailed in Barnes and Page 2006: 117 – 153).
A field visit during this PhD project revealed three more potential inscriptions in the
Lerwick stores of Shetland Museum, all on small, portable objects. One was the
steatite spindle whorl mentioned above with relatively clear-cut markings, which
looks similar to OR 3 (chapter 4.2). Another spindle whorl has a very damaged
possible inscription. There is also a large pebble with what looks like two runes and
a carved animal-shaped ornament. None of these objects yielded any clear, lexical
meaning though, and none are runic beyond reasonable doubt.
At an almost equal distance between Orkney and Shetland lies the island of Fair
Isle. It was first settled in the Neolithic and was settled by the Norse through the
Viking Age, with literary, place-names and archaeological evidence (see the
overview in Hunter 1996). No large-scale excavations of Norse sites have taken
place on Fair Isle (Hunter 1996: 103 – 115). Due to its geographical position, Fair
Isle is a natural stopping point during travel between the archipelagos, both of which
have runic inscriptions. Yet, at the time of writing, no runic inscriptions from this
island are known. There is no evidence if this is caused by a general absence of
runic literacy in Fair Isle, by detrimental preservation conditions, or by the lack of
excavations. Potentially, analysing the reasons for the abundance of rune carving
in Orkney can also deliver an explanation for its absence on an island only 43 km
from Orkney’s northernmost island of North Ronaldsay.
When analysing the geographic distribution of runic inscriptions in the whole of
Scotland (fig. 24), two “clusters” become obvious. One is centred on Orkney and
encompassing Caithness and Shetland, and another one on settlements along the
sea route to the Irish Sea, featuring inscriptions in Barra, Iona, Inchmarnock, St
Molaise’s Cave (all in stone) and Hunterston (on a portable object). Only the lost
inscription SC 1 from Laws, Angus, is from the east coast and falls outside these
two clusters – but this inscription was on a portable object. Within the “Orcadian
cluster”, Orkney, Caithness and Shetland have a shared history as parts of the
Norse earldom and tributaries of the Norwegian kingdom. Therefore, in the analyses
carried out in chapters 5 to 7, it makes sense to discuss all the inscriptions from the
“Orcadian cluster” and compare and contrast them with those from the “West coast
cluster” and examine potential reasons for this pattern.
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Moving along the Scottish coast to the Irish Sea, the next place of interest for the
runologist is the Isle of Man. The corpus from this island is sizeable for a relatively
small area. A recent full edition of the Manx runic inscriptions by Barnes was
published too late for inclusion in this thesis (Barnes 2019). The island has over
thirty rune-inscribed stone monuments. After Orkney, Man has the second-highest
density of runic inscriptions of any region within the British Isles. There is
considerable debate on a possible connection of the Manx runic tradition with Jæren
on the south-west coast of Norway, where rune forms are very similar, and the
dating of the Manx inscriptions rests partly on assumptions of either Man influencing
Norway or vice versa (Barnes 2013b: 59 – 61). Generally, the futhark used in Man
is fairly uniform with short-twig runes which also occur outside Man, for example on
the brooches from Hunterston (Ayrshire, Scotland, SC 2) and Penrith (Cumbria,
England, E 15; Barnes 2013b: 67 – 69). It is striking that these examples are both
portable objects which may have been inscribed in Man. Neither Orkney nor the
British mainland has any non-portable objects (e.g. runestones) using the “Manx”
futhark, a variety of the Younger Futhark typically found in Manx inscriptions (see
corpus in Barnes and Page 2006). This raises questions as Orkney would be the
logical stopping point on any sea journey from Man to Scandinavia and vice versa.
The language of the Manx inscriptions diverges from the Norwegian “standard” of
Old Norse. Barnes attributes this to prolonged contact with the Gaelic language,
leading to the loss of inflectional endings and a change in word order (2013b: 71 –
73). Barnes argues that the Manx runic tradition has its roots mostly in Norway,
possibly with some influence from Danish settlers who lived in neighbouring Britain,
and that, while some innovations in runic writing may have commenced early in Man
compared to the rest of the British Isles, they were most likely not the reasons or
origins for changes in runic writing in Scandinavia (2013b: 77 – 78).
Ireland has a corpus of 17 runic inscriptions, 13 of which come from Dublin (for a
corpus edition of the Dublin inscriptions, see Barnes, Hagland and Page 1997). As
pointed out by Barnes and Hagland, because of the limited scale of excavations of
Norse sites in Ireland, this scant evidence may only be the tip of the iceberg
regarding runic literacy among Norse settlers in Ireland, especially in Viking Age
Dublin, but “the extent and importance of runic literacy in this context cannot easily
be fathomed” (Barnes and Hagland 2010: 14 – 15). They add that a relatively large
number of inscriptions defy interpretation and that they might contain a code or
cipher. Of especial importance in the Irish corpus is the Killaloe Stone (IR 2), the
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fragment of a carved cross, which is inscribed in runes and ogham with the exact
same text in Old Norse and Gaelic (Barnes and Hagland 2010: 15). This Irish
example shows that Gaelic/Norse bilingualism and the ability to use the respective
writing system for both were not unheard of in the Western Norse diaspora. Chapter
6.3 will discuss potential reasons why this is not reflected in the Orcadian corpus.
From the area of modern England, there are currently 18 known Scandinavian runic
inscriptions. For a while, the Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian runic traditions coexisted here, with the Anglo-Saxon tradition ending after the Viking invasions and
settlement in the mid-ninth century (Hines 1998: 193). However, the distribution of
inscriptions is chronologically and geographically discrete, and no Younger Futhark
inscriptions have been discovered in the Scandinavian-settled areas in the north of
England. They are particularly conspicuous by their absence from the major
Scandinavian town of York, despite large-scale excavations. John Hines argues that
this shows that in England, “runic writing bore too powerful connotations of the
pagan, violent Viking past of (or attributed to) the Scandinavian element in the
population” (1998: 194). This seems not to have been the case in other regions in
the Western Norse diaspora. In chapters 6.3, 6.4 and 6.6 I examine the question if
in Orkney, too, runes did bear connotations to a pagan, Viking past or if Hines’
argument does not hold.
The Faroese body of runic inscriptions is relatively small in contrast to that of
Orkney. There are nine known Viking Age or medieval inscriptions from the
archipelago, covering a diverse range of purposes from potential memorial
inscriptions on stone to as of yet not transliterated examples on wood (Samnordisk
Runtextdatabas 2016). According to Marie Stoklund, the corpus closes the
geographical gap between the Scandinavian and Greenlandic runic traditions and
she thus argues against the idea that there was no “strong tradition of indigenous
runic culture in Iceland and in the islands of the North Atlantic” (Stoklund 2005: 122
– 23). She further argues that the Faroe Islands constitute the missing link between
the Norse homelands and the late medieval Icelandic runic tradition. Stoklund
moreover interprets runic writing in the Faroe Islands as a living tradition similar to
Greenland, “currently [i.e. during the time of rune carving] influenced from outside,
but also with local peculiarities such as the preference for the so-called Greenland
r-rune” (2005: 122 – 123). Therefore, despite its small number of inscriptions, the
corpus from the closest northern neighbour of the Orcadian earldom must be
considered, as it provides evidence for the transition from homeland runic literacy
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to diasporic runic literacy. An important factor in evaluating the Faroese corpus of
runic inscriptions is that local tradition claims that, at some point in time, priests told
the people to bury all runestones as heathen abominations (Stoklund 2005: 123).
No similar tradition is reported for Orkney, but such a view might explain why all
Orcadian runestones have been broken up and are preserved as fragments only
and not left in their original position.
In terms of diaspora inscriptions, it must be mentioned that, with the exception of
North America, every region that once formed part of the Western Norse diaspora,
has a varying number of Viking Age and Late Norse runic inscriptions. There is no
region where inscriptions are found on portable objects only, which means that
runes were indeed carved on location almost everywhere in the diaspora to a certain
extent. As for North America, it appears the settlement only ever was a temporary
establishment, belonging to the first, exploratory phase of migration (Linderoth
Wallace 2003: 207 – 208, see chapter 2.1 for a discussion of the two-phase
migration model). Since this first phase is about fulfilling the most basic needs,
finding crucial resources for establishing a more permanent base during a potential
second phase, and does not always lead to a permanent settlement, one would not
necessarily expect rune carving to happen at this stage. All North Atlantic
settlements with exception of L’Anse-aux-Meadows made it to the second phase of
the two-phase migration model, the establishment of a permanent base (Linderoth
Wallace 2003: 208), so that runic inscriptions should be expected there. The dates
and find spots of all runic inscriptions in Orkney fit into the second phase of this
model with none being securely dated to the earliest Norse settlement in the area
(chapters 4.2 – 4.4).
It is noteworthy that, in terms of density of runic inscriptions, the archipelago of
Orkney has the highest number of inscriptions compared to its area, even when
Maeshowe is excluded. Numerically, Greenland with 159 inscriptions (Imer 2017),
Iceland with 49 and Man with 35 (Samnordisk Runtextdatabas 2018) have higher
numbers of inscriptions but they also cover a vastly bigger area in geographic terms.
However, much of Greenland and a great part of Iceland’s interior are uninhabitable.
If Maeshowe is included, only Greenland has more inscriptions than Orkney in
absolute numbers. Looking at the Earldom of Orkney (for map and timeline see
chapter 1.3), the total number of inscriptions adds up to 65. Therefore, when it
comes to “inscription density”, Orkney is among the leading regions in the entire
Western diaspora, both when it is regarded as the archipelago only or as the entire
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earldom. It would be interesting to analyse if this is due to a higher population density
compared to other diaspora regions or if other factors are at play. There are good
estimates for population numbers in Norse Greenland, ranging from about 3,500 –
5,000 people in the Eastern Settlement at its maximum (Keller 1991: 30), to a more
detailed calculation by Niels Lynnerup who argues the Greenlandic settlement
started with under c. 500 people and peaked at just over 2,000 people (Lynnerup
2014). However, no such numbers have been calculated for Orkney or Shetland yet.
Therefore, as a work-around, taxation rates can be taken into account. Christian
Keller (1991: 41) lists the six years’ tithe for Greenland in 1327 as 254 marks and
that for Orkney (meaning the entire earldom, including Shetland) as 768 marks. This
would indicate a population of roughly triple size in the earldom compared to
Greenland, which is possible in view of their different geographies. Thus, it seems,
the number of preserved runic inscriptions in relation to population is much higher
in Greenland than in Orkney, namely three times as many runic inscriptions with
only a third of the population. It must be noted that Greenland only has eight
inscribed stone objects compared to 72 from wood (numbers from Imer 2017).
Overall, all regions around Orkney in the western Norse diaspora show a
considerable degree of runic literacy and in some, such as the Isle of Man and
Greenland, have their own innovations. Differences in numbers and materials can
be explained by the different raw materials available and preservation conditions in
these areas (discussed for Orkney in chapter 5) as well as different levels of
Antiquarian and modern archaeological interest in Norse sites. Therefore, these
differences do not necessarily indicate a lower level of runic literacy in the population
for those areas with fewer surviving inscriptions.
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5. Analysis of the Orcadian corpus of runic inscriptions
Having assembled and assessed all inscriptions in the Orcadian corpus of runic
inscriptions (chapter 4), I will now examine and analyse this corpus as a whole
focusing on aspects concerning the entirety of the corpus, including geographical
distribution and materials used (5.1), the dates of the inscriptions (5.2), the
languages used (5.3), the use of personal names within the inscriptions (5.4) and
the evidence for connections across the sea, both with Scandinavia and the wider
diaspora as well as other regions (5.5).
In order to place the corpus in its geographical and historical context, it should be
noted that runic writing was not the first writing system historically used in Orkney.
Recent research has shown that the Picts had sites with evidence for manuscript
production, such as Portmahomack, and their symbol stones can be interpreted as
a form of writing (Forsyth 1997; Forsyth 1998; Lee, Jonathan and Ziman 2010).
Moreover, a number of pre-Norse ogham inscriptions have been found in Orkney,
for example on the Buckquoy spindle whorl from Birsay Bay (Forsyth 1995), so the
idea of writing both in an epigraphic context and on objects of daily use would not
have been alien to its population (on Pictish Orkney, see chapter 1.4, on NorsePictish interaction see chapters 6.2 and 6.3). However, with the arrival of the Norse,
both ogham and Pictish sculpture ceased to be used in Orkney, even though the
dates of the probable earliest runic inscriptions in Orkney are unclear, which means
there could potentially have been a short period of overlap. There are no “early
medieval” [i.e. Viking Age or Late Norse] Roman letter inscriptions from Orkney,
either. Such inscriptions have been found further south in Scotland. Broun explains
the absence of Roman letter and Latin inscriptions in Pictland as a conscious and
“sustained rejection of Latin forms of self-identification in a secular context” and a
deliberate move to distinguish oneself from the Britons further south (Broun 2015:
127). It is thus possible that the settled population in pre-Norse Orkney had already
consciously rejected Roman epigraphy at the time of the first Norse settlement but
applied epigraphy through the use of ogham for various purposes. Runes may then
have filled the gap left by the decline of the Pictish epigraphic tradition in case there
was a sustained and continued rejection of Latin writing such as Broun (2015)
postulates. This could at least partly explain the large corpus of runic inscriptions
from Orkney compared to the rest of the British Isles with exception of the Isle of
Man, where there was a contemporary Roman letter and Latin epigraphic tradition.
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However, it must be mentioned that the dating of the Orcadian ogham inscriptions
is not entirely clear (cf. Forsyth 1995). Thus, the very end of the Orcadian ogham
tradition and the very earliest rune carving in the archipelago may overlap, though
certainly not for long, and potential underlying reasons and developments will be
detailed in chapter 6.2.

5.1 Analytical overview of inscription data
In the following subchapters, I will discuss some fundamental data gathered from
the corpus presented in the previous chapter, such as the geographic distribution of
inscriptions across the islands and their locations in relation to archaeological sites,
the materials used for inscribed objects as well as the ratio between immovable and
portable objects. The collected datasets will be set in comparison with other
diaspora regions, and I will elaborate on potential reasons for the results of this
comparison.

5.1.1 Islands and geographic distribution
Of the 23 Viking Age and Late Norse inscriptions, excluding Maeshowe, only four
are from islands other than the Orcadian Mainland (Westray, Rousay, Sanday and
Burray). Three of these islands, Westray, Rousay and Sanday, are north of the
Orcadian Mainland while Burray lies to its south (fig. 25). None of these islands were
connected by land to the Orkney Mainland or to any other island during the Norse
period. However, it must be noted that the Norse in Orkney formed part of a maritime
society and the sea was a connecting element between settlements (Allen 1995).
The coastline in Orkney has, since the Viking Age, eroded up to 50 – 100 m on
some sites, but minor changes in sea level appear to offset the erosion, so it can be
assumed that the coastlines in the Viking Age and Late Norse period would have
looked relatively similar (Allen 1995: 131 – 134).
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Fig. 25: Map of Orkney Islands, showing all islands (circled on the map) where runic
inscriptions have been found. The coastline would have looked relatively similar in
the Viking Age and Late Norse period (Map: Wikimedia Commons/Finlay McWalter
2005, accessed 11/03/2019)
Potentially, the spatial distribution of runic inscriptions across the islands is
influenced by excavation bias. Both sites in Westray (Tuquoy for OR 14) and
Rousay (Westness for OR 12) have been the focus of large-scale, multi-year
excavation projects of Norse settlement sites (Owen 1993 for Westray; Kaland 1993
for Rousay). The other two inscriptions from outwith the Orcadian Mainland, namely
OR 17 from Sanday and OR 24 from Burray, are chance finds from islands with
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known Viking Age or Norse sites, such as the Scar boat burial from Scar beach,
Sanday (Owen and Dalland 1999) and a Viking Age silver hoard, dating to AD 997
– 1010 from North Moss, Burray (Canmore-ID: 9579; Cursiter 1889).
On the Orkney Mainland, runic inscriptions are not evenly geographically spread. A
simple mapping exercise (fig. 3) shows clearly that most inscriptions are found either
at coastal sites or near Brodgar in the West Mainland where importantly there is also
access to the sea through Stenness Loch, which is connected to Scapa Flow via the
Brig of Waith. It has been shown that during the Viking Age, there were navigable
waterways across the West Mainland between the parishes of Harray and Sandwick
and Birsay (Bates et al. 2019). The inscription found furthest inland (measured in a
straight line from the nearest sea access and Stenness Loch) is OR 23 –
Naversdale, which was discovered at about 3.5 km distance as the crow flies from
the shores of Scapa Flow. Naversdale is not connected to the aforementioned
waterways, either. In terms of positioning runestones, the phenomenon of them
being erected near lakes, bridges and waterways has previously been observed in
Sweden, for instance by Anne-Sofie Gräslund, Laila Kitzler Åhfeldt and Linn Lager
who explain:
Man kan undra om runristandet bedrivits med större möda då stenen har varit
exponerad mot en kommunikationsled jämfört med om den stått på en
gårdsplan eller ett gravfält. Man får dock ha i åtanke att det kan vara svårt att
avgöra hur närmiljön runt runstenen såg ut under vikingatiden (2008: 349). 10
This hypothesis may apply to the distribution of runic inscriptions in Orkney, too,
especially with regards to communication routes.
In examining the distribution of inscriptions, it is notable that no inscription has been
discovered in or around Kirkwall, and more inscriptions come from the West
Mainland than from the East Mainland (with Kirkwall the traditional divider between
West and East Mainland). There has been very little excavation in Kirkwall itself due
to the location of the modern town, which is built over the Viking Age coastline (Page
2018: 36 – 45). In terms of the distribution variation between West and East

10

One may wonder if rune carving was undertaken with greater effort when the stone was exposed
to a communication route compared to it standing on a farm or burial ground. However, one needs
to keep in mind that it can be difficult to determine what the immediate surroundings of the runestone
looked like during the Viking Age. [my own translation]
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Mainland, I would suggest this may also, at least in part, result from the larger size
of the western part of Mainland Orkney compared to the eastern part.

Fig. 26: All archaeological sites and finds marked “Viking” on the Canmore database
30/11/2018 (Base map: Ordnance Survey, dataset: Canmore)
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Fig. 27: All archaeological sites and finds marked “Norse” on the Canmore database
30/11/2018 (Base map: Ordnance Survey, dataset: Canmore)
Figures 26 and 27 above show the distribution of “Viking” (fig. 26) and “Norse” (fig.
27) archaeological sites in Orkney, labelled as such in the Canmore database where
there is no clearly defined demarcation between Viking Age and Late Norse, with
the labelling depending entirely on terminology used by the site/excavation/find
reports. It must be noted that not all these sites are necessarily settlement sites.
They can also be burials or find spots of single features or objects, for instance a
Viking burial at Lyking (Canmore-ID: 1615) in figure 26 or a bone comb in
Northskaill, Sanday (Canmore-ID: 157554) in figure 27. The sites labelled as
“Viking” and “Norse” in these maps also include the find spots of runic objects. This
shows that many of the find spots of runic inscriptions are on islands with dense
activity during the Viking Age and Late Norse period. Of the larger islands apart from
the Mainland without known runic inscriptions, some have no or very few known
Viking or Norse sites. Hoy and Eday, for example, have none, while Shapinsay and
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Stronsay have one or two respectively. One contributing factor may be the physical
geography of the Mainland and the individual smaller isles. Hoy, for instance, is, in
its north-western part, a mountainous and rocky island with few ideal settlement
sites. Its natural harbours are all in the south-east of the island. They are still the
main settlement areas in Hoy and built upon to this day. Currently, it is one of the
least densely settled islands within the archipelago of Orkney and also does not
have significant tourism development with exception of the Lyness wartime site. This
means that there is a smaller likelihood of finds being discovered and/or reported by
residents or visitors compared to for example the chance finds from the Mainland
covered in this thesis (chapters 4.2 and 4.3).
On the Mainland itself, find spots with both “Viking” and “Norse” labelling, i.e. roughly
of both Viking Age and Late Norse dates are concentrated along the coast. There
are some Viking Age finds from in and around Kirkwall but no Late Norse find spots
in the same area. This may reflect the prime settlement patterns along the coast
and the less fertile land in the central West Mainland with peat bogs, which are not
suitable for agriculture and are less densely settled even today. The modern centre
of Kirkwall is built around the Late Norse St Magnus Cathedral as mentioned above.
Little recent redevelopment has taken place in the town, which means little building
work involving archaeological investigations over the last few decades. No
confirmed Viking Age settlement site has been found in Kirkwall. It is a compelling
observation that the distribution of runic inscriptions and their find spots in Orkney
(fig. 3) corresponds more with the distribution of Late Norse finds displayed on
Canmore (fig. 27) than with the distribution of Viking Age finds in the same database
(fig. 26) but there are questions of how reliable and consistent the labelling in the
database is (see above). This could lead to a hypothesis that there may have been
more rune carving activity in the Late Norse period, which seems to be justified by
the dates presented in chapter 5.2.
It is important to note that the find spots of runic inscriptions, just like the distribution
of known Norse sites in general, could also represent focus areas of Antiquarian
interest within Orkney. Except for Tuquoy, which was uncovered by a storm in the
twentieth century, all sites where runic inscriptions were found in stratigraphic
excavations have been known since the nineteenth century as Viking/Norse sites,
i.e. the Earl’s Bu (first excavation in 1859, Canmore-ID: 1970), the Brough of Birsay
(earliest publication in Dryden 1874; Canmore-ID:1796), the Brough of Deerness
(earliest plans and drawings from 1846, Canmore-ID: 2927) and Westness (Viking
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Age sword found near the site in 1826, Canmore-ID: 2181). There is no up-to-date
systematic survey identifying potential new Viking Age and Late Norse sites for
excavation because modern archaeology in Orkney focuses on rescue excavations
or excavations warranted by building projects. Modern research excavations in
which runic inscriptions were found largely still reflect areas Antiquarians explored.
This could also partly explain the predominance of the West Mainland in the
runological record, with many Antiquarians being equally interested in the Neolithic,
which is most prominent in the landscape around the Ring of Brodgar and Stones
of Stenness.11 Therefore, since Antiquarian and archaeological interest has been
focusing on the West Mainland for almost two centuries, in consequence most runic
finds, even if they are only chance by-products of a survey or excavation, should be
expected in this area, too. This does not have to perfectly reflect the spatial
distribution of runic inscriptions during the Viking Age or Late Norse period in
Orkney.

5.1.2 Materials used for inscriptions
The materials used for runic inscriptions from Orkney are very diverse (table 5). 13
inscriptions are in stone. However, only 7 are most likely fragments of runestones
with the classic memorial inscription ‘X raised this stone in memory of Y. (Z carved
these runes.)’. 3 of these fragments, OR 8, OR 9 and OR 16, are fragments from
the Brough of Birsay and may be from the same inscription. One inscription (OR 3)
is carved in steatite. Five inscriptions are carved in bone (OR 15, OR 19.1, OR 19.2,
OR 19.3, OR 24), one in antler (OR 12), and one in an animal tooth (OR 11)
respectively. In addition, two inscriptions are cut into metal, of which one inscription
is in a copper alloy pin (OR 21), and the other in a lead weight (OR 22).

11

See for example the writings of Thomas Stewart Traill, Thomas Stewart Traill Papers, National
Library of Scotland, and Frederick Thomas (1851) who focus on areas around Stenness Loch.
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Material

Inscription

Total

Stone

OR 1, OR 4, OR 6, OR 7, OR 8, OR 9, OR 10,

13

OR 14, OR 16, OR 17, OR 18, OR 20, OR 23
Steatite

OR 3

1

Bone / antler / tooth

OR 11, OR 12, OR 15, OR 19.1, OR 19.2, OR

7

19.3, OR 24
Metal

OR 21, OR 22

2

Table 5: Orcadian runic inscriptions and their raw materials, also giving total
numbers for each type of raw material.
As table 5 shows, the predominant material in which runes are carved in Orkney is
stone, which is the material in 13 out of 23 inscribed objects outside Maeshowe. All
the stone on which Orcadian inscriptions are found is red sandstone, which is local
and thus readily available. No stone, as far as can be seen, was specifically imported
to Orkney to provide raw material for an inscription. The predominance of stone may
reflect the good preservation of stone in the archaeological record rather than any
preference for stone as carving material. A case in point is Greenland where wood
is preserved much better than in Orkney due to the permafrost and different soil
conditions. Here, there are 72 wooden objects in a total of 159 rune-inscribed
objects compared with only eight stone objects (numbers from Imer 2017). Neither
mainland Scotland and the Hebrides nor Shetland have any rune-inscribed wooden
objects. The Faroe Islands, in contrast, have four runic inscriptions in wood out of a
corpus of nine inscriptions, but these have been preserved in buildings, for example
inside churches, and not in soil (Stoklund 2005).
The relative scarcity of steatite as raw material for inscriptions probably reflects the
absence of a steatite quarry in Orkney, with the only steatite object in the corpus,
OR 3, an import, most likely from Shetland where steatite was quarried (see chapter
4.3). In Greenland, in contrast, which has its own steatite sources, 67 inscribed
objects are made from this material (numbers from Imer 2017). Steatite vessels
appear abundantly in both Orkney and Shetland but only sporadically in mainland
Scotland, with the raw material or finished products being imported from Shetland
or Norway (Sindbæk 2015b: 198 – 200). This makes it somewhat surprising that
neither Shetland nor the Faroe Islands or the rest of Scotland have any steatite
objects in their respective corpora of runic inscriptions. This is particularly striking in
Shetland, where the raw material was easily available. Therefore, other reasons
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must be at play, for example a generally less frequent use of runes, as evidenced
in the low number of known inscriptions from Shetland.
The two metal objects with runes in the Orcadian corpus are relatively recent finds
from 2009 and 2011, one from a research excavation (OR 21), the other through
metal-detecting (OR 22). Metal objects in archaeological contexts can be difficult to
recognise due to rust and soil, and the two objects in question – OR 21 the pinshaped amulet, OR 22, the folded lead plate – are very small (65 x 10 x 1 mm and
18 x 12 x 2.5 mm respectively). It is possible that, before the introduction of metaldetectors, such objects were not found. They may also not have been recognised
as objects of archaeological value in Orkney. Excavated sites in Scandinavia,
especially Sweden, tend to yield more than one runic metal object if they have any
(Pereswetoff-Morath 2017), so if these two objects were produced in Orkney, there
could be more, because they were normally mass-produced, while if imported, they
may be the only such imports. Potentially, the numbers may not reflect the true scale
of rune-inscribed metalwork in the archipelago. There is one rune-inscribed metal
object (SC 1) from the rest of Scotland – two, if the pre-Norse Hunterston Brooch
(SC 2), which was inscribed with runes when already some centuries old, is counted
– while none have been discovered from either Shetland or the Faroe Islands or
Greenland.
The Orcadian corpus contains seven inscriptions on animal-derived raw materials,
i.e. bone, antler or tooth. With exception of the bear’s tooth of OR 11, all the material
can have been locally sourced, for example from locally kept cattle, e.g. OR 15 and
the three fragments of OR 19 as well as OR 24. The antler used for OR 12 has not
undergone detailed analysis, so it is unclear what species it is from and if it was
sourced locally or imported. OR 15, OR 19.1-3 and OR 24 are from cattle bone,
using rib, scapula and femur. All inscribed bone fragments are cattle but use of such
different and distant body parts indicates the whole animal being present and
slaughtered in Orkney rather than only parts of the animal, for example salted/dried
bones with meat, being imported to Orkney, before bone fragments were inscribed.
There is also no indication that the bone fragments were inscribed and then
transported over long distances as they were found with other, non-inscribed bonefragments in one large assemblage with exception of OR 24. There are no inscribed
bone objects from mainland Scotland, the Hebrides, Shetland or the Faroe Islands.
Greenland, however, has twelve (Imer 2017). These are from such diverse species
as whale, caribou and walrus and not necessarily from domestic species. Whale,
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caribou and walrus were all hunted from the Greenlandic settlements, which means
the raw materials for these inscribed objects were readily available. In contrast,
walrus ivory was a rare and high-status material in the rest of the Norse world, used
for example for artefacts such as the Lewis Chessmen (Robinson 2004). The
comparison of the Greenlandic and Orcadian material suggests that, when it comes
to runic inscriptions in animal-derived material, in most cases the raw material
chosen was readily available in the respective location. This brings me to the
conclusion that the choice of raw material was most likely a pragmatic one rather
than preference of a certain species of animal or driven by any other reasons, for
example the use of high-status materials.
A major contributing factor to the distribution of organic versus inorganic materials
in the different corpora are preservation conditions. Orkney does not have any
definite runic inscriptions in wood, while in Greenland wood is the most-used
material (fig. 28). This ratio can probably be attributed to the preservation conditions
in Greenland where wood is preserved exceptionally well in the permafrost, with
many inscribed objects for daily use, such as spoons or bowls, made from wood.
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Materials in the Orkney corpus

Stone

Metal

Steatite

Bone/Tooth/Antler

Materials in the Greenland
corpus

Stone

Metal

Steatite

Bone

Wood

Fig. 28: Comparison of materials used for inscribed objects in Orkney and
Greenland (graphs created by Freund 2018)
In conclusion, it appears that the materials available for carving and the preservation
conditions in the respective area have the greatest influence over the materials
contained in any local corpus. In Orkney the predominance of sandstone reflects its
local availability and good preservation and not necessarily a choice of carving
specifically in sandstone compared to organic materials, steatite or metal.

5.1.3 Immovable and portable object ratio
Of the 23 rune-inscribed objects from Orkney excluding Maeshowe, 12 objects (c.
52%) can be classed as immovable and 11 (c. 48%) as portable. This results in a
different ratio to comparable diaspora regions (all numbers taken from Samnordisk
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Runtextdatabas 2018). In the rest of Scotland, there are 13 inscriptions (c. 87%) on
immovable and 2 (c. 13%) on portable objects. In Shetland, all 7 rune-inscribed
objects are immovable, while in the Faroe Islands there are 6 (c. 67%) inscriptions
on immovable and 3 (c. 33%) on portable objects. In Greenland, the situation is
more similar to Orkney with its relatively high ratio of rune-inscribed portable objects
(Imer 2017): In Greenland, 7 immovable objects (c. 4.5%) and 152 portable objects
(c. 95.5%) have been found, by far the highest ratio of portable objects in the entire
surveyed region in the West Norse diaspora (numbers from Samnordisk
Runtextdatabas 2018 and Imer 2017). As explained in chapter 5.1.2, this ratio may
be due to the preservation conditions in Greenland with its exceptional wood
preservation, but another factor in the Greenlandic portable object ratio could be the
apparent fashion for inscribing objects of daily use, for example spoons and bowls
as well as tools (Imer 2017). Excluding objects with only Roman letters and counting
only runic objects, 72 of 159 (c. 45%) Greenlandic objects in Imer’s 2017 catalogue
are wooden, all of them portable. Ireland has a high ratio of inscribed portable
objects, too. Currently, there are 14 known portable objects and only two inscriptions
in stone, resulting in a ratio of 87.5% of runic inscriptions on portable objects. Most
of these inscriptions are found on wooden or bone tools from Dublin with its
exceptionally good organic preservation of waterlogged sites, for example IR 6 and
IR 7 (Samnordisk Runtextdatabas 2018). No portable wooden objects of daily use
have been excavated at Norse sites in Orkney with exception of Tuquoy.

5.2 Dating of Orcadian inscriptions
There is no inscription in the corpus which can be securely dated to the earliest
Norse settlement in Orkney, although this cannot be pinpointed in time (see chapter
1.4). None of the inscriptions can be dated with certainty to later than 1300, either.
A visualisation of the potential date ranges of each inscription can be seen in table
6.
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Date ranges of Orkney inscriptions
OR 24
OR 22
OR 20
OR 19.2
OR 18
OR 16
OR 14
OR 11
OR 9
OR 6
OR 3
Maeshowe
600

700

800

900

1000

1100

1200

1300

1400

Table 6: Orcadian runic inscriptions with their potential date ranges, with particularly
uncertain ranges cross-hatched
It should be noted that the bars in table 6 merely cover all possible dates for the
respective inscription. They do not mean that each date within a range is equally
probable and that there is the same level of certainty in dating each object. In fact,
the shortest bars denote the most certain date ranges and the longer the bar, the
more uncertain the dating. For instance, OR 12, the runic pin from Westness, with
its lack of context and stratigraphy as well as diagnostic features in the runes or text
could originate at any point during the Norse period in Orkney while the site at
Westness may have been in use. This ranges from the ninth century, to which the
early burials were dated by their grave goods, to well into the twelfth century, which
marks the main phase of the farmstead, again dated by the material culture (Kaland
1993). However, further information can help to narrow the potential date range
somewhat. As the find number suggests that OR 12 was from the farmstead rather
than the burials, the twelfth century seems somewhat more likely than a very early
date (see chapter 4). For the Maeshowe inscriptions, in contrast, the dating bracket
focuses on a rather narrow period around the 1150s on linguistic and runological
grounds.
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As table 6 shows, only two inscriptions can be dated to before 1100 with relative
certainty. All other Orcadian inscriptions are more likely post-Viking Age, and those
than can be dated with the highest certainty are from the mid-twelfth century. The
reasons for this phenomenon are examined in chapter 7.

5.3 Language of the inscriptions
The main language of the corpus is Old Norse of which there are various regional
varieties (see fig. 29). In Orkney, one would expect a West Norse dialect due to its
postulated settlement history (chapter 1.4). 37 out of 56 inscriptions are undoubtedly
or very likely in Old Norse, and where a dialectal variety can be established, it is Old
West Norse (chapters 4.2 to 4.4). Only OR 23 is definitely in Latin while OR 22 might
be Latin, non-lexical, or a mixture of Latin and Old Norse elements with non-lexical
terms. However, 4 inscriptions contain only personal names, 3 are variations of the
Younger Futhark, and 12 inscriptions cannot be read with any lexical meaning as
they are too fragmented.

Fig. 29: Regional distribution of the varieties of Old Norse and related languages in
North-West Europe in the early tenth century (Map: Wikimedia Commons, accessed
11/03/2019)
Some of the Orcadian runic inscriptions show variations in their language, wording
or style that can be used to trace connections to both Scandinavia and the diaspora.
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Some inscriptions which contain idiomatic expressions point to either Norway or the
West Norse diaspora, such as Iceland. An example is the Icelandic idiom fyrir
sunnan land in Or Barnes 20 from the mid-twelfth century. This is the only time this
idiomatic expression, known from manuscripts, appears in a runic inscription. The
rune forms, phonology and orthography of inscriptions, particularly inside
Maeshowe, show the largest resemblance with Norwegian examples, and where a
dialectal variety of Old Norse can be ascertained, it is West Norse (Barnes 1994: 48
– 60).
This use of West Norse dialectal varieties fits with the idea that Orkney was primarily
settled from Norway and that during its history as a Norwegian skattland its
strongest connection to Scandinavia was through Norway (chapters 1.4 and 1.5; cf.
Barrett 2012 and Crawford 2013, for a contrasting view of the earlier period see
Griffiths 2019). However, the corpus is not large enough to draw any definite
conclusions on dialectal variety in Norse Orkney, with the exception of Maeshowe.
In addition, judging purely from the runic corpus, it is unclear which or how many
carvers were born or settled in Orkney, and who amongst them were travellers from
Norway. It seems clear that some of the carvers had travelled or were travelling far
bearing in mind the two mentions of Jerusalem-travellers in Maeshowe (Or Barnes
14 and 24).
In order to gain a comparative perspective, it would be interesting to examine the
language used in runic inscriptions in Shetland or the Faroe Islands during the
corresponding period. Unfortunately, as detailed in chapter 4.6, the runic corpora
from both archipelagos are very small – as Shetland has seven inscriptions with
under ten definite lexical Old Norse words, one of them a personal name, while the
Faroe Islands have yielded nine inscriptions with under 30 distinct Old Norse words,
four of them personal names (Samnordisk Runtextdatabas 2018). This is not a
sufficient base for any linguistic comparison.
When using manuscript culture for comparative materials, there is no surviving
writing from Shetland, which is contemporary to the runic inscriptions, either, as its
earliest surviving manuscript, the Papa Stour charter, dates from 1299 (see chapter
2.4.6; Ballantyne and Smith 1999: 1 – 2; Andersen 1984: 24; Crawford and
Jørgensen 2002). In the Faroe Islands, there are no reliable manuscript texts pre1600, and large-scale manuscript production only started in 1770 (Werner 1996:
43). Otmar Werner has analysed the scant material in Old Faroese and concluded
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that the language was probably different from Icelandic from the Classic Old Norse
period “around 1200 or even before” onwards (1996: 43). As most of the Orcadian
inscriptions pre-date 1200, assuming language in Orkney and the Faroe Islands did
not differ a great deal, the language in the Orcadian inscriptions should not diverge
too much from Old Icelandic, and indeed, as detailed above, it seems to be very
similar. It is impossible to say how changes in Faroese correspond to changes in
the Scandinavian homelands, particularly Norway, but Werner speculates that there
could have been a strong Norwegian influence on language in the Faroe Islands,
Shetland and Orkney but not in Iceland, reflecting the looser political association of
Iceland with Norway during the period before 1262 (Werner 1996: 57). This ties in
with Bakhtin’s theory about heteroglossia set out in chapter 3.2, that language
change is accelerated by centrifugal forces, such as a longer distance from centres
of power, in this case the influential court of the king in Norway. This distance does
not have to be purely geographical or spatial, it can also be realised through less
direct political control (Bakhtin 2006: 271 – 275).
A further problem for the linguistic analysis of the runic inscriptions of Orkney is
posed by their varying spelling. While the inscriptions are spelled phonetically (see
for example Spurkland 2005: 169 – 170), it is impossible to account for minor
phonetic shifts in the pronunciation of certain runes within this corpus. This means
that while the spellings may be similar to Norwegian examples, pronunciations may
have differed.
In chapter 2.3, Zilmer’s 2013 study on the use of Latin compared to the vernacular
in Norwegian inscriptions showed that in Norway, the vernacular outweighs Latin by
a ratio of c. 3,5:1. Zilmer also found that the vernacular dominates in public spaces,
while Latin was preferred for personal objects. This phenomenon cannot be
observed for the Orcadian corpus, where there are 37 inscriptions in the Old Norse
vernacular and only one in Latin, resulting in a ratio of 37:1. The only Latin example
is not on a personal object, so the Norwegian preference cannot be demonstrated
with runic evidence from Orkney. Chapter 7 will examine if there are deeper reasons
for this difference.
One technique which may give more insight into the language used in the corpus is
word or phrase frequency analysis. For this, all lexical inscriptions are copied into a
software tool, such as “WriteWords”, which is a free frequency analysis software
tool available online (http://www.writewords.org.uk/word_count.asp), and then the
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frequency of either single words or phrases of two or more words is counted and
listed in descending order. For a small corpus, such as the Orcadian runic
inscriptions, it is also feasible to count word and phrase frequencies manually, and
here both techniques have been used in parallel with the same results.
When single-word frequencies are counted with the software tool for the Orcadian
corpus of runic inscriptions, the most frequent word, used eight times, is “runar”,
together with “er”. This is surprising because normally in word frequency analysis of
texts, for example in English or Old Norse, auxiliary verbs, articles and pronouns
are the most frequent, and not proper nouns. This has been demonstrated for Old
Norse sagas by Jesse Byock’s compilation of the most frequent words where
personal pronouns and auxiliary verbs with a small number of other frequently used
words make up 34.43% of the entire corpus (Byock 2013: 52 – 53).12 The second
most frequent words in the Orcadian corpus of runic inscriptions, used five times
each, are “uar”, “sonr” and “fe”, the third most frequent group in the corpus, used
three times each, is “þesar” and “þisar”. Various words are used twice in the corpus,
for example “fyrir”.
For phrase frequency, the most frequent combination of two words is “ræist runar”
which appears five times in the corpus. The second most frequent phrase is “uar
fe”, which is used twice, both in Maeshowe. There is no three-word or longer phrase
that is used more than once in the corpus. Again, the expected outcome would have
been a phrase using a pronoun and an auxiliary verb to top the list, not a proper
noun and a verb (cf. Byock 2013: 52 – 53).
The results of the frequency analysis are unusual but can partly be explained by the
fragmented nature of the corpus and its language. Not many whole phrases are
preserved, and with the corpus being mostly written in Old Norse, one would not
expect articles to show up as single words as they are attached to nouns as opposed
to modern English. Auxiliary verbs are also less necessary in Old Norse than for
example in English because in Old Norse, tenses are mostly expressed within the
verbs themselves. Personal pronouns would be expected to appear more frequently
in longer texts, when they refer to previously named persons or things, which is not
the case in this corpus.

12

Examples for the English language can be found at:
https://www.wordfrequency.info/free.asp?s=y [accessed: 15/03/2019]
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The high frequency of both “runar” (runes) and “ræist runar” (carved runes) indicates
a special position of the theme or concept of runes and their carving within the
corpus. This makes the corpus rather self-referential and could indicate that the act
of carving runes was more important than any message to be conveyed for at least
some of the carvers. The term appears both inside Maeshowe and in nonMaeshowe inscriptions and mostly in twelfth-century inscriptions.
The frequency of “fe” (treasure) and “uar fe” (treasure was), all from Maeshowe, can
be explained by the conversation about mound breaking and carrying the treasure
away where the term is repeatedly used. Therefore, it cannot be taken to reflect a
wider concern with the theme of treasure but rather a single event or a shared
narrative.
The frequency of “sonr” (son) can be explained by the use of patronymics in some
inscriptions, naming men as “X son of Y”, as customary in Old Norse. This is
characteristic for runic inscriptions from across Northern Europe and not a
specifically Orcadian phenomenon.

5.4 Personal names in the inscriptions
In the corpus, 29 personal names are identifiable beyond doubt, and there are two
more probable names (see table 7). The largest number is Norse in origin, with the
biblical names Benedikt, Simon (both Maeshowe, Or Barnes 22/29) and Philippus
(OR 6 – Birsay) as the only exceptions. This leaves 26 names in Old Norse, and the
two probable names may be Old Norse, too. There is not a single identifiable Gaelic
personal name in the Orcadian runic inscriptions. Five of the definite names are
clearly identifiable as female, one more name is very likely female, and the two
probable names may be female, too, while the rest (23 names) are identifiable as
male (see table 7). All the identifiable female names are in Old Norse, while the male
names show more diversity with the three non-Norse, biblical Hebrew/Latin names.
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Inscription

Name spelled in runes

Normalised name

Gender

OR 3

ka***

Gautr ?

m

OR 4

2/2 r 4/3 (3/2) (2/2)

Bjorn

m

OR 6

filibus

Philippus

m

OR 14

þ o r s t * * n (æ) i n a r (s s) u n r

Þorsteinn Einarsson

m

OR 17

o s k (a) * *

Asgerðr/Asgeirr

?

OR 18

þurfinr

Þorfinn

m

Or Barnes 1

u i k i n^k r

Vikingr

m

Or Barnes 2

ê o^l f r ko^l b æ i n s s o^n r

Eyolfr Kolbeinsson

m

Or Barnes 3

þorerfomir

Þorir Fomir

m

Or Barnes 5

uemuntr

Vemundr

m

Or Barnes 7

otarfila

Otar (Fila)

m

Or Barnes 8

(o) t r o r k a s o n r

Oddr Orkasonr

m

Or Barnes 9

ingibiorh

Ingibjörg

f

Or Barnes 9

2/4 3/5 1/4 2/3 3/6 3/5

Erlingr

m

Or Barnes 10

þorny

Þorny

f

Or Barnes 10

hælhe

Helgi

m

Or Barnes 12

* h * * (n) t r

Ǫgmundr

m

Or Barnes 13

(o) r m *

Ormr

m

Or Barnes 16

a r n f i þ r […] s o^n r s t æ i n s

Arnviðr, son of Stein m

Or Barnes 17

o^f r a m r s i h u r þ a^r s o n r

Oframr Sigurðarson

m

Or Barnes 18

arnfiþrmatr

Arnviðr Matr (food?)

m

Or Barnes 19

hærmuntrharþeksi

Hermundr Hardeksi

m

Or Barnes 20

kǫukr·trænilsonr

Gaukr Trandilsson

m

Or Barnes 21

igikærþ

Ingigerð

f

Or Barnes 22

binitit

Benedikt

m

Or Barnes 23

l o þ b r o k a^r

Loðbrok

m

Or Barnes 24

lif

Hlíf

f

Or Barnes 28

ǫkǫn

Hǫkon

m

Or Barnes 29

simon

Simon

m

Or Barnes 30

s i h (r *)

Sigriðr ?

f

Or Barnes 32

sihriþ

Sigriðr

f

signum

Table 7: List of personal names in Orcadian runic inscriptions
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As can be seen from table 7, of the 29 identifiable personal names, only five are
found outside Maeshowe. This means that any examination of personal names and
identity can only discuss the situation within a small date range in the mid-twelfth
century as the evidence for any point outside this period is too sparse. Inside
Maeshowe, there are six female and 18 male names, while Vikingr in Or Barnes 1
is probably another male name. The information these names can contribute about
gender identities is discussed in chapter 6.1.
It could be assumed that the predominance of Norse personal names means a
predominantly Norse identity or cultural affiliation. However, it is plausible that these
names were used in the runic inscriptions because they belong to the Norse sphere
of a multi-layered identity. The idea of a person having two different names at the
same time but for somewhat different purposes of communication was certainly not
unheard of in medieval Northern Europe. A prime example is the so-called
Gunhildskorset (Gunnhild’s cross; Samnordisk Runtextdatabas: DR 413), a cross
made of walrus ivory inscribed with a prayer in Latin in Roman letters which also
has a name carved in runes. Its provenance is unknown, but both the cross and its
inscription are dated to c. AD 1100. In line D, the inscription in normalised Latin in
Roman letters reads: […] Helene que et Gunhild vocatur, “Helena who is also called
Gunnhildr”, while Gunhild also appears a second time, this time in runes. This
means that it was possible for a woman to have both a Norse and a Latin name. It
is intriguing that Gunhild appears in runes but not Helena. This could indicate a
preference of using a Norse name for runes while a name of Latin or Greek origin
was considered less suitable to be carved in runes in this case. This example
demonstrates that the idea of a Norse name and a second name from another
language is plausible. In this context, it should also be mentioned that it was not
unusual to change a name when its bearer changed their social status, for example
became enslaved or freed (Brink 2002: 118). As mentioned in chapter 2.4.4,
Fellows-Jensen (2005: 156) argued that the Norse in some cases also changed
their names upon baptism. This would be a potential explanation for
Helena/Gunhild, with Helena being the baptismal name because it seems unlikely
to me that a slave or freed slave would have owned this precious carved cross.
Similar arrangements, with people using one Norse name and one from another
language, depending on context and situation, are possible.
A feature of modern bilingual societies is that people often use two names, one in
each language, and exclusively employ the names depending on the linguistic
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context. In cases where one language is a minority language, frequently the name
in this language serves as a marker of identity only within this specific community,
while in wider contexts and for communication with speakers of the majority
language, the name in the majority language is used exclusively (Aceto 2002: 577
– 608). Therefore, names are not static, and the names in the inscriptions show one
situational facet of identities.
If these arguments about people having two names and using them situationally are
taken to their logical conclusion, the idea of Norse names being more suitable for
carving runes implies that the number of Norse names in the Orcadian corpus,
particularly Maeshowe, cannot be used to claim a purely Norse origin or cultural
identity of these named individuals. It could equally indicate a simple preference of
using the Norse name of a person known under various names when using runes,
with the three biblical/Latin exceptions mentioned above.
Compared with the Manx corpus, where Norse and Gaelic names are freely mixed
(Page 1995: 238 – 240), names in Orkney appear more uniform in using almost
exclusively Norse elements. This again illustrates Bakhtin’s theory on centrifugal
and centripetal forces in a linguistic diaspora (2006: 271 – 275). Orkney, being the
closest of the two to Scandinavia, should be expected to experience stronger
centripetal forces towards the use of Norse while centrifugal forces should become
dominant towards the Irish Sea with more mixing of languages in naming. It may
also show an ideational alignment with Norwegian naming customs, by
demonstrating an allegiance with Norse authority through the choice of purely Norse
names and consciously avoiding those of Gaelic origin. This question will be
examined further, with regards to Norse-Gaelic relationships, in chapter 6.2.
In chapter 2.2, the question was raised if the Orcadian corpus might emphasise
personal names for the benefit of barely-literate readers. Having gathered all
personal names in the corpus, in most examples this does not appear to be the
case. In Maeshowe, personal names are usually not the first or final words in an
inscription, so the layout does not put any emphasis on them. In addition, for
example in Or Barnes 9, the male personal name is written in a cipher. This makes
it the most difficult element of the entire inscription for a reader. Therefore, it appears
as if, at least judging from the personal names, most of the corpus was not intended
for those of very limited literacy.
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In chapter 2.4.4, Williams’ (2005: 341) hypothesis that Christian personal names are
“late and seldom” in eastern Scandinavia was introduced. When examining the
personal names in the Orcadian corpus of runic inscriptions, this phenomenon can
be seen, too. As pointed out above, there are only three Christian names. Two of
them are in Maeshowe and date to the mid-twelfth century. The third, Philippus, from
OR 6 from the Brough of Birsay, is harder to date but does not appear to be earlier
than what Barnes and Page (2006) term as “medieval”, i.e. Late Norse in the context
of this thesis. Therefore, Williams’ hypothesis of Christian names being late and rare
can be upheld for Orkney, too, at least regarding the runic evidence.

5.5 Connections across the sea
In order to analyse the Orcadian corpus for negotiations of identity, one promising
approach is to examine its connections across the sea, both to Scandinavia and the
wider West Norse diaspora. Such connections can be seen in the style and type of
inscribed objects, imported objects themselves, rune forms, the language of the
inscriptions, and their contents, which will be examined in the following subchapter.

Fig. 30: Comparison between OR 17 and N 449 with the inscriptions on the narrow
edge (Photographs: Freund 2018)
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As for the style and type of inscribed objects, there are for instance connections to
Norway, Denmark and Greenland, which are detailed in the next paragraphs. When
looking at the style of inscriptions, the basic choice for the carver is if the broad or
the narrow side of a slab is inscribed. In Orkney, only runestone fragments with
inscriptions on the narrow side of the stone are known. In its layout, the memorial
stone fragment from Little Isegarth (OR 17) with the inscription on the narrow side
of the slab, looks very similar to Norwegian examples such as the Kuli stone, N 449
(fig. 30). Both are stone slabs that stand or stood erect, where the inscriptions run
vertically along the narrow side in one or more lines of text. Only the inscribed
surfaces appear smoothened and there is no visible decoration. On N 449 the entire
worked surface is inscribed but due to the preservation of OR 17 it is impossible to
ascertain if this was the case for the Orcadian example, too. None of the currently
known runestone fragments from Orkney appears to have had more elaborate
decorations or an inscription on the broad surface of a slab as known from Swedish
runestones (fig. 31).

Fig. 31: Example of a Swedish runestone with inscription and decoration on the
broad side of the slab, in this instance U 165 at the bridge of Jarlabanki, Täby,
Uppland (Photograph: Blendl 2017)
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The layout with inscriptions on the narrow side of the slab may also be required by
the nature of the sandstone found in Orkney. It chips easily along its layering, so a
broad inscribed surface could slide off the slab when worked too heavily (Tom Muir
2019: pers. comment). This can be seen in Maeshowe with Or Barnes 11 where the
entire surface of the stone fell off when James Farrer tried to take a cast (see NMS
Catalogue: X.IB259). To prevent an entire inscription from breaking off a slab, the
narrow surface of the slab should be inscribed, cutting through the various layers of
the stone. Such an approach does not prevent chipping, as can be seen in fig. 32,
but makes it less likely for the entire inscribed surface to chip off (Tom Muir 2019:
pers. comment).
When it comes to sandstone as a material for rune carving, it should be noted that
there are a number of erect sandstone runestones from Sweden, too, mostly of a
late Viking Age date, while later sandstone was preferred as a material for
recumbent grave markers there. The material for runestones in Sweden was usually
locally sourced but sometimes from c. 1050 onwards sandstone was instead
transported across long distances, which means using this raw material must have
had a special importance (Hagenfeldt and Palm 1996). An analysis of the sandstone
runic monuments showed that
sandstone contributed to the development of runic art. Åsmund [the rune
carver] is seen as an innovator in the ornamentation of the Uppland
runestones. It might, in fact, have been his coming into contact with the
material that enabled him to transfer styles and techiques [sic] used in
woodwork to stone. At a later stage, this knowledge could be transferred to
crystalline rock (Hagenfeldt and Palm 1996: 88).
This indicates that in Sweden, the use of sandstone formed an important step
between woodcarving and creating runic art in harder rock, something that is not
known from Orkney. It also appears that Swedish carvers found solutions to the
problem of chipping when using sandstone for inscriptions with elaborate decoration
and on the broad surface of a slab. It would be useful to do a geological comparison
of the sandstone used in Sweden and Orkney to see if the material in Orcadian
monuments has a higher tendency to chip than the Swedish sandstone. If Orcadian
stone proved to be as workable as Swedish sandstone, that would constitute clear
evidence that the style of inscription, using the narrow face and not adding
decorative elements, was a cultural preference connected to the Norwegian tradition
of rune carving, rather than a pragmatic choice.
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Fig. 32: Chipped inscribed surface of OR 17, showing the layering of sandstone
(Photograph: Freund 2018)
Folded lead plates with runic inscriptions, such as OR 22, are most commonly found
in Denmark and probably originate there (Steenholt Olesen 2010). Denmark, for
example, yielded 46 metal amulets with runic inscriptions up to 2010, dating from
the late eleventh to the late fifteenth century, of which 37 were of lead, two of silver
and seven of bronze or copper. Only a minority are pierced, which indicates that in
most cases they were not worn as jewellery or otherwise suspended from anything.
Dating the metal is difficult, so other characteristics like rune forms or the
stratigraphy of the find spot must be applied. Many objects are folded but this
appears not to be a universal characteristic. For the majority of Danish amulets,
there is currently no lexical reading. Those amulets where any linguistic meaning
can be established can be in Old Norse or Latin. They can contain invocations,
prayers, or “magic” words without lexical meaning which are repeatedly found in
runic inscriptions like agla along with some personal names (Steenholt Olesen
2010). OR 22 ties in well with these. It has no apparent lexical meaning but may be
at least partly in Latin, and is also not pierced. Moreover, as a stray find without an
archaeological context it could come from anywhere within the dating bracket of the
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Danish examples. Therefore, it may indeed belong with this group of objects and
suggests some kind of connection to Denmark, be it through a consciously imported
object or a traveller who lost it in Orkney.
Moving on to connections to the wider West Norse diaspora, an interesting case is
the Orcadian corpus’ connection with Greenland, where the fashion for inscribed
textile tools, such as spindle whorls, appears to originate (Imer 2017: 73 – 79). Two
inscribed textile tools, OR 3 and OR 24, both spindle whorls, are known from
Orkney. Another Greenlandic connection in the Orcadian corpus is shown by the
use of the “Greenlandic” variety of the r rune in OR 10 from Orphir. This variety
occurs 21 times in Greenland, twice in Iceland on portable objects and at least four
times in Norway (Imer 2017: 42). As set out above, the carver of OR 10 needs not
necessarily have been a Greenlander but must have previously encountered the
variety, be it in Greenland, Norway or Iceland.
Not only rune forms and spellings in Orkney show connections across the sea. In
two, or potentially three, instances inscribed objects themselves have been imported
from Scandinavia or within the diaspora. OR 11, the rune-inscribed bear’s tooth from
the Brough of Birsay, must have been imported (see chapter 4.3). The origin of the
tooth could potentially be mainland Scandinavia or Ireland, but without isotope
analysis this is impossible to ascertain (Adrián Maldonado 2018: pers. comment).
Seeing as it is one of the earlier objects in the Orcadian corpus and comes from one
of the earliest Norse settlements on the Orcadian Mainland, namely the Brough of
Birsay (Morris 1989), it is possible that an early settler could have brought it with
them or that it was traded, showing a connection to either Scandinavia or Ireland,
during the earliest phase of Norse settlement in Orkney.
Another inscribed portable object, OR 3 from Stromness, was likely imported from
Shetland (chapter 4.3). It is impossible to tell if the object was brought to Orkney
during the Norse period or later and where the runes were carved – before or after
the import to Orkney. Therefore, it should not be taken as proof of a connection to
any region with steatite quarrying any earlier than the nineteenth century but may
show a connection to Shetland or Scandinavia at some point before it was
discovered in Stromness.
As briefly discussed above, the furthest connection across the sea which is
established in the Orcadian corpus of runic inscriptions is travel to Jerusalem. The
Old Norse version of the placename, Jórsalir/Jórsalaborg, appears twice in
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Maeshowe

inscriptions.

Or

Barnes

14

mentions

iorsalamin

“Jerusalem

men/people” and Or Barnes 24 names iorsalafarar “Jerusalem travellers”.
Traditionally, the people in these inscriptions have been interpreted as crusaders
from Earl Rögnvald Kali Kolsson’s crusade or pilgrimage in 1151. This expedition is
described in Orkneyinga saga with more focus on the earl’s poetry about fighting
than actual fighting (Jesch 2013a; Pálsson and Edwards 1981; see chapter 2.4.5 on
Orkneyinga saga as a source).
The implications of a connection between the Maeshowe inscriptions and the
“crusade” of Earl Rögnvald are far-reaching when Orkneyinga saga is used as a
reliable source. This would mean that the inscriptions must date to a narrow range
of years between the gathering of participants in Orkney in 1150-51 or their return
to Orkney in 1153 (Barnes 1994: 40). It also implies that few of the carvers would
have been Orcadians or Icelanders and a number of them would have come from
Norway (Barnes 1994: 40). This will be discussed further in chapter 7.
Literary sources suggest that crusading and pilgrimage to Jerusalem was not
unheard of for the Norse in the twelfth century. The best-known such expedition is
the Norwegian Crusade headed by King Sigurd, who even gained the by-name
Jorsalafari, from 1107-11 (Heimskringla examined in Doxey 1996). This means that,
while the attribution of the Jerusalem travellers in Maeshowe to the 1151 “crusade”
appears the most likely it is also possible that some “Jerusalem people” had gained
this by-name on earlier crusades or pilgrimages, and that it was a common by-name
for those who had travelled to the Holy Land already some decades before Or
Barnes 24 was probably carved. A similar idea is also brought forward by Barnes
who argues:
If we are right in seeing the ‘Jerusalem men/travellers’ of Nos. 14 and 24 as
members of the band of aspiring crusaders Earl Rǫgnvaldr Kali gathered
together in Orkney in the winter of 1150-51, we have a date for the medieval
opening of the mound. It is of course possible that others might describe
themselves as “Jerusalem men/travellers”, not least any who accompanied
Rǫgnvaldr to the Holy Land and returned with him late 1153. Before
Rǫgnvaldr returned, however, Earl Haraldr Maddaðarsonr and his men,
according to Orkneyinga saga, had sought shelter in “Orkahaugr” (Finnbogi
Guðmundsson 1965, 247), and there is no suggestion that they had difficulty
getting in. The evidence is by no means conclusive, but the most plausible
interpretation of Nos. 14 and 24 and the relevant passage in Orkneyinga
saga, taken together, must be that some of those intending to travel with
Rǫgnvaldr to the Holy Land broke a way into Maeshowe in the winter of 115051 (1994: 117 – 118).
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To me, it seems somewhat more likely for returning travellers to use the by-name
reminding of King Sigurd’s journey but I would not think it impossible for those
gathering before the journey assuming the name. However, saga evidence alone
may not be sufficient to establish a chain of events surrounding Maeshowe that
makes a date of 1150-51 “most plausible”.
Hypothetically, as the runic inscriptions can be dated to c. 1125-75 on runological
and linguistic grounds, the Jerusalem-travellers in Maeshowe could even refer to
participants in King Sigurd’s crusade. If the Jerusalem-inscriptions date to the earlier
decades within the possible timeframe, somebody who was young during the
crusade of 1107-11 may well have been alive and in Orkney, carving runes two
decades later. This option can only be excluded when saga literature is treated as
an equally reliable source than the runological and linguistic evidence.
The question of crusade or pilgrimage in itself is interesting. Nothing in the two runic
inscriptions themselves suggests any warfare on the journey. The attribution to
crusading comes purely from literary sources preserved outwith Orkney, mainly
Orkneyinga saga (Barnes 1994: 40 – 41). In the wider field of medieval history, the
distinction between crusade and pilgrimage is an ongoing discussion (for a
summary, see Møller Jensen 2003). According to Janus Møller Jensen’s definition,
in order for a journey to the Holy Land in the twelfth century to be a crusade rather
than a pilgrimage, various conditions need to be fulfilled: a call from the papacy, the
conversion of pilgrimage penances to a call to fight, and the actual fighting of
enemies of the church (Møller Jensen 2003: 128 – 129). Therefore, looking at the
runic evidence alone, it is impossible to confirm if any or all of these criteria had
been fulfilled for the “Jerusalem people” of Maeshowe. Their journey, or journeys,
may also have been a pilgrimage, or different pilgrimages, to Jerusalem. It is even
theoretically possible, though unlikely, that the two inscriptions mean two different
journeys to the Holy Land.
There is one more inscription from Orkney which has a – albeit more speculative –
connection to the Holy Land. OR 10 from Orphir is generally taken to have been part
of Orphir Round Kirk until this chapel’s destruction and use as quarry for the thennew parish church of Orphir (see chapter 4.2). The Round Kirk, in turn, takes its
shape from the church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem and is said to have been
inspired by Earl Rögnvald’s pilgrimage to the Holy Land (Fisher 1993: 375 – 380).
The inscription makes reference to the church, depending on the reading (as set out
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in chapter 4.2) in a positive or negative way, so can be said to be indirectly inspired
by church architecture in Jerusalem. Therefore, in the widest sense, three different
inscriptions in Orkney – Or Barnes 14, Or Barnes 24 and OR 10 – may have some
kind of connection to Jerusalem.
When taken together, all these stylistic, linguistic, material and thematic connections
across the sea show that during the Viking Age and Late Norse period Orkney was
well-connected with both the homeland and other Norse settlements as well as the
wider known world, which meant that innovations and fashions in runic writing were
quickly adopted and relayed onwards. A connection to Norway is obvious in style
and dialect, as would be expected from Orkney’s settlement history and political
situation as explained in Chapters 1.4 and 1.5, but the types of objects used also
suggest connections with more distant areas, such as Denmark and Greenland.
Importantly, there are connections both to the homeland in Scandinavia and to other
diaspora regions. The furthest connection suggested in the corpus is the one with
Jerusalem.
Summarising all the data presented and examined in this chapter, some conclusions
about the corpus of Orcadian runic inscriptions can be drawn. The locations where
inscriptions are found largely reflect Norse settlement patterns and to a certain
extent excavation bias. Materials used for rune carving were predominantly locally
sourced. The corpus has a relatively high rate of portable objects in relation to
immovable objects compared with most of its neighbouring regions, but the ratio is
not as high as that of Greenland. The precision with which inscriptions from Orkney
can be dated varies considerably, but of those with more exact dating ranges, the
majority date to the twelfth century. In terms of language, the inscriptions where
lexical words can be read are predominantly in Old Norse, and where a dialect can
be ascertained, it is Old West Norse, but there also are examples of Latin and nonlexical inscriptions as well as idioms known from Iceland. Personal names are
almost exclusively Norse with some biblical exceptions for male names only. The
corpus is not an isolated entity but shows that at the time when runes were carved
in Orkney, it was well-connected to both Scandinavia and the West Norse diaspora
but also to the wider Christian world. The fact that the corpus is influenced by
developments in areas other than the homeland, such as the Greenlandic r,
demonstrates that Orkney cannot solely be regarded as a passive recipient of
Scandinavian developments in runic writing, but perhaps as a “melting pot”. It is
situated at the crossing of various travel routes between Scandinavia and its
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diaspora as well as the Irish Sea, where different developments converge and all
leave their traces in the local rune carving tradition.
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6. Aspects of identity negotiations in runes: Case studies from
Orkney
In this chapter, I will discuss how the corpus assembled for this thesis relates to
different aspects of identity, particularly gender, cultural identity, and social status. I
will then examine the use of pre-Norse monuments and objects for carving runes,
and how the carvers in Orkney may have perceived the past. This aspect is also
analysed in terms of how people and events are commemorated in the inscriptions.
Finally, personal beliefs and runic literacy displayed in the corpus are discussed. All
aspects are illustrated and analysed through the use of various case studies from
the corpus assembled for this thesis and where necessary using examples from
other corpora.

6.1 Gender identity in runic inscriptions in Orkney and
Northern Scotland
Gender forms an integral part of identity formation (see for example Díaz-Andreu
2005 and Gilchrist 1999: 54 – 78). Gender identity can be defined as “the private,
individual experience of gender, which is also conveyed outwardly through physical
and material expressions” (Gilchrist 1999: xv). However, in the archaeological
record, gender identity can be difficult to pinpoint, is mutable in some respects and
it is open to question to what degree gender identity relates to activity (Casella and
Fowler 2004: 1 – 10). Therefore, any study of Norse diaspora identities using runic
inscriptions needs to consider if it can contribute new information, different from that
revealed through archaeological evidence, to questions of gender identities,
differences and roles. Below, the complex issue of gender and runes in Orkney, and
in extension Norse Scotland, will be discussed with a focus on gendered personal
names in inscriptions and women’s literacy compared to that of men. Seeing that
many discussions of runic inscriptions in the past have predominantly focused on
men and/or assumed male carvers (see chapter 6.1.2), my case studies will where
appropriate focus on women in inscriptions and women as carvers to see whether
there are distinct features of women’s runic literacy and of women’s identities
inscribed in runes. This will show that, by examining women’s identities, one can
also reach some new conclusions about men’s identities and masculinity in Norse
Orkney.
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6.1.1 Gender in Norse Northern Scotland
There is a wide range of research on women in the Western Norse diaspora, ranging
from archaeology and DNA studies to place-names, linguistics and literature (for
examples, see chapter 2.4). As demonstrated above, each of these fields can reveal
different aspects of identity, but in order to see the fullest possible picture, all
available sources must be consulted. Runes are currently underexplored as sources
for identity, including gender.
The easiest way to identify gender in inscriptions appears to be to search for female
or male names. However, people named in inscriptions are not necessarily their
carvers. Therefore, it is important to distinguish between women or men mentioned
in inscriptions and those named as carvers. For a majority of inscriptions, the gender
of the carver remains unknown. In Orkney, for instance, there are eleven named
male carvers and one named female carver of a whole of 29 identifiable personal
names from 31 different inscriptions out of the corpus of 54. Six of these names are
definitely female, 22 male and one unidentifiable (see table 7 in chapter 5.4). As
mentioned in chapter 5.4, most personal names in Orkney are found inside
Maeshowe, so it is difficult to generalise from this part of the corpus, and any
conclusions about gender in the inscriptions will be limited to the mid-twelfth century.
For all of Scotland, of the 77 runic inscriptions, eight contain certain female names,
which makes it approximately 11% of the corpus. Two more names in these
inscriptions are dubious and could be either male or female. This compares to 36
inscriptions naming men, i.e. c. 47% of the corpus.
Before using this approach, one question that needs to be considered is if the names
of women and men can contribute any information about their cultural or linguistic
identities or ethnicities, and if this might shed any more light on the perceived “ethnic
gender gap” suggested by DNA research as outlined in chapter 2.4.3. DNA studies
have been used to postulate the idea that migration to the Scottish Isles from
Scandinavia was family-based but that subsequently, male settlers moved onwards
to Iceland and “took” British/Irish women with them, denying female agency. Looking
at evidence from outside runology, this scenario appears doubtful as discussed in
chapter 2.4.3. Another interesting aspect of gendered naming practices in the West
Norse diaspora is that, as outlined in chapter 2.4.4, in the Hiberno-Norse dynasty of
Manx kings in the twelfth and thirteenth century, male family members, even sons
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of Gaelic mothers, usually had Norse names (McDonald 2015: 338 – 339). This is
a big difference to the Earls of Orkney, where men could also have biblical names,
such as Paul, in addition to Norse names. In contrast, women in the Manx dynasty
never carried Scandinavian names but instead names such as Affrica or Mary. While
the naming tradition for men in Man has been interpreted as showing a cultural
affiliation with Scandinavia and presenting the dynasty as self-consciously
Scandinavian, there is no coherent explanation for the lack of Scandinavian names
among the women in the dynasty (McDonald 2015: 338 – 339). One might speculate
that this shows how the cultural affiliation of men to Scandinavia was perceived as
more important than that of the women. Another possible explanation could be that
male names were taken from the fathers’ (Norse) families while female names were
taken from the mothers’ potentially more diverse lines, which would confirm some
of the hypotheses detailed in chapter 2.4.3, namely that there were more women
with Gaelic affiliations than men with such affiliations in Man. However, often so little
is known from written records about the mothers’ families that it is impossible to
ascertain if this may have been the case. This means that for the purpose of this
study, in order to examine cultural affiliations, the names must be analysed in a
wider context.

6.1.2 Women and runes
Before discussing the specifics of women’s runic literacy and women in Orcadian
runic inscriptions, it is helpful to gain an awareness of previous and current thinking
on the issue of gender in runic inscriptions in general. In Antiquarian writings, there
is not much evidence for reflections on women’s runic literacy (for example Farrer
1862), and even in 1974, Reinhold Bruder wrote: “Die Runenkunst ist eine
männliche Kunst” (Bruder 1974: 15).13 Such a view has frequently led to the
assumption that rune carvers were predominantly or even exclusively male, using
the masculine pronoun “he” for unnamed carvers, a tendency that is avoided in this
thesis. The gendered interpretation of runology has been taken up by other scholars
who use runologists’ work to complement their own research, resulting in
conclusions such as: “Kvinnornas bilder är av textil och männens bilder är av sten”
(Göransson 1995: 136).14 The following case studies will show that, upon closer

13
14

The runic art is a masculine art. [my own translation]
Women’s images are from textiles and men’s images are from stone. [my own translation]
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examination, at least in Orkney it is not the case that rune carving was a masculine
phenomenon.
Most work on women and runes has focused on Scandinavia, particularly the
Swedish Viking Age runestones, which offer a wealth of information. There is a high
number of named women in Scandinavian inscriptions, predominantly on Swedish
runestones. Women are, for example, mentioned on 39% of all Upplandic
runestones and in particular, on 55% of all runestones concerning bridges (Gräslund
2003: 490). This predominance might be due to the idea that bridge-building was a
pious action for wealthy widows in eleventh-century Sweden (Staecker 2003: 479).
In her large-scale study on Swedish Viking Age runestones, Birgit Sawyer (2000)
interprets these as inheritance documents and argues that, in many cases, women
were only mentioned in the inscriptions under specific conditions, for example when
there was no surviving male heir. She explicitly stresses that most likely all
runestone commissioners were landowners (Sawyer 2000: 92) and that the
runestones as “prestigious memorials” belonged to the world of men “where
masculine qualities and warlike achievements were highly valued” (Sawyer 2000:
69). If this argument were accepted, it would be problematic to draw general
conclusion about women’s runic literacy from this corpus. However, as most runic
inscriptions from Orkney are not on memorial stones and also post-date the Viking
Age, different factors may be at play in the Orcadian corpus in terms of gender.
Lisbeth Imer (2017) lists various options for named people on inscriptions in
Greenland and introduces subcategories for “names” only, “owners’ inscriptions”
and “manufacturers’ inscriptions”. In addition, some inscriptions which she primarily
categorises as “messages” or “poetry and play on words” can contain names, and
objects can belong to more than one category. On the whole, of the 179 inscriptions
in her corpus, 36 (or c. 20%) contain personal names (saints’ names within prayers
are excluded). Of these names, 10 are female and 24 male. For two a gender cannot
be securely attributed, for example because only a few runes are preserved. This
results roughly in a rate of 2 – 2.5 male names per one female name and a
percentage of c. 5% of all objects containing a definitely female and c. 13%
containing a definitely male name.
Generally, in some contemporary or later written sources, there is an indication that
female literacy was not considered exceptional, at least in Greenland. In the Eddic
poem Atlamál in grœnlenzku, women are shown to be more literate in runes and
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using them for a more positive purpose than the men (Larrington 2014: 211 – 225,
stanzas 3 – 4 and 9 – 12). Thus, at least at the time this poem was written down,
likely in thirteenth century Greenland or Iceland, though it appears to contain older
material (Birkett 2013), women’s runic literacy appears to be portrayed within the
narrative of the poem as normal and just as unexceptional as that of men. However,
this does not mean that the situation would have been the same in Orkney a century
or more earlier.
An essential distinction needs to be made between named women and female
carvers on the one side and general female runic literacy on the other. Inscriptions
naming women do not necessarily have only these named women as intended
audience, just like inscriptions naming men are not necessarily directed only at
these men. Obviously, all non-gendered inscriptions could have been targeted at an
audience of men and women equally. In this respect, it is fundamental to stress
again that reading and writing are two distinct abilities, with research indicating that
in the medieval period more people were able to read than write (McKitterick 1990;
see also chapter 2.2). Chapter 2.2 also set out that reading and writing are very
different skills to acquire. Thus, messages that might be carved with specifically
female or specifically male readers in mind do not necessarily indicate women’s or
men’s active ability to write runes themselves. Most likely, women’s vernacular
literacy in the period was in line with lay people’s literacy regardless of gender. Thus,
more women would have been able to read than to write, just like lay men.

6.1.3 Women in Orcadian and Northern Scottish inscriptions
In the following subchapter, I will discuss a number of case studies of inscriptions
naming women in Northern Scotland in order to see what information can be taken
from them about women’s identities and their portrayal in writing. As mentioned
above, there are various named women in Scottish runic inscriptions, most of them
in Orkney (for a full list, see table 8). However, these names are neither
chronologically nor geographically evenly distributed. Of the seven inscriptions in
Orkney definitely or potentially naming women, six alone are in Maeshowe –
constituting 18% of all inscriptions there, a significantly higher rate than the rest of
Scotland and also a higher rate than for example in the Greenlandic corpus (see
chapter 6.1.2). Another instance from Orkney, the most doubtful female name in the
corpus, is found in Sanday. There are two secure examples in the rest of Scotland,
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Unnhildr/Runhildr in SC 15 in Caithness and Þorgerðr in SC 8 from the island of
Barra. On the Hunterston brooch from North Ayrshire, which as a portable object
poses difficulties for a geographical analysis, there is another very uncertain name
in terms of gender, Melbrigda. In terms of dating, as previously established, the
Maeshowe inscriptions all date to the mid-twelfth century while the other inscriptions
range from probably late tenth to late eleventh century.
This means that, regarding the distribution of women’s names in Orcadian
inscriptions, one problem becomes obvious. As all six definite female names are
inside Maeshowe, and can be linguistically and runologically dated to a very narrow
dating range, the material only serves to draw conclusion about the mid-twelfth
century. This means that there is no clear evidence for women’s runic literacy during
the phase of first Norse settlement in Orkney for instance.
For comparison, there are 24 male personal names from Orkney (19 inside
Maeshowe, see chapter 5.4) and 10 from the rest of Scotland. Again, most of the
examples from Orkney date from the mid-twelfth century, and most of the examples
from the rest of Scotland come from St Molaise’s cave, potentially dating to the midthirteenth century. This means that the evidence for men’s runic literacy, when only
using clearly gendered inscriptions, is almost as limited as that of women.
Signum

Transliteration of name

Normalised ON name

Or Barnes 9

ingibiorh

Ingibjörg

Or Barnes 10

þorny

Þorny

Or Barnes 21

igikærþ

Ingigerðr

Or Barnes 24

lif

Hlíf

Or Barnes 30

sih(r)(-)

Sigriðr

Or Barnes 31

sihriþ

Sigriðr

OR 17

osk(a)--

Ask*** (Asgerðr/Askell/Asgeir)

SC 8

þur(:)kirþu

Þorgerðr

SC 15

(r)unilti

Runhildr/Unnhildr

Table 8: Inscriptions naming women in Scotland in transliteration and ON
normalised form
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The single inscriptions from Orkney shown in table 8 have already been discussed
in detail in chapter 4, but it is worth summarising their most important details
regarding women before discussing their implications.
In Maeshowe, five different female names appear: Ingibjörg, Hlíf, Ingigerðr, Þorny
and Sigrid, the latter twice. In the comparable assemblage of inscriptions from St
Molaise’s Cave, which contains various runic graffiti of names, there is not a single
female name (Samnordisk Runtextdatabas 2016).
Hlíf in Or Barnes 24 stands out as the only named female carver in this corpus, and
the entire Western diaspora, as of July 2019. In contrast, there are 20 male carvers
explicitly naming themselves in the Western diaspora, counting only inscriptions that
contain “carved [these] runes” or “carved” (Samnordisk Runtextdatabas 2017). Hlíf
also counts herself to the “Jerusalem travellers” and asserts her status as the earl’s
“housekeeper” in the inscription. Is it plausible that a woman could have had the
high-status position of matselja or “housekeeper” (Zoëga 2004: 288) with the earl,
have been runically literate enough to carve this inscription and have travelled to
Jerusalem and back? To me, this appears entirely plausible when looking at
evidence for female literacy and travel in the Norse world. As discussed above
(chapter 6.1.2), medieval Norse women were probably equally literate as men. The
level of literacy displayed in Or Barnes 24 is very high compared to other, more
formulaic inscriptions, inside the tomb, which only name carvers without conveying
further information, which indicates that the carver should be considered as welleducated and probably used to writing often and comfortably. This leads me to
suggest that she may have had a position, such as the earl’s housekeeper, where
writing proficiency was useful for daily life. In addition, the idea of women going to
Jerusalem is referred to in runic inscriptions. The Swedish runestone U 605 explicitly
states that it was commissioned by Ingirun for herself before she embarked on a
journey to Jerusalem (Gräslund 2003: 492; Samnordisk Runtextdatabas 2016: U
605). This strengthens the argument that Hlíf may indeed have travelled to
Jerusalem. In this context, it is notable that ON maðr such as in the plural form men
in iorsalamenn of Or Barnes 14 does not have to denote exclusively men but means
humans of any gender (de Vries 1962: 374 – 375). Thus, both Maeshowe
inscriptions mentioning potential pilgrims or crusaders (as discussed in chapter 5.5),
be it as iorsalafarar or as iorsalamenn, cannot be interpreted as stating that these
travellers were men only.
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There are three inscriptions with female names inside Maeshowe that either contain
explicit sexual references or can be interpreted this way, namely Or Barnes 9, 10
and 21 (for transliterations and translations of entire inscriptions, see table 3). For
Or Barnes 21 (“Ingigerd is the most beautiful …”) the reading of kynaena is not
secure, but it may be a reference to the female genitals, which would lead to the
inscription being read as a description of the beauty of Ingigerðr’s vagina. In this
inscription, the carver’s name is not stated, so their gender remains unclear. The
“stooping” in Or Barnes 9 (“many a woman went stooping in here”) could technically
refer to either a movement in getting into the tomb or a sexual position. However,
the Norse entered Maeshowe through the roof as confirmed in Farrer’s excavation
report, while the tunnel was filled with rubble (Farrer 1862) – which means that
nobody had to stoop through the entrance tunnel. This only leaves the sexual
position as explanation. For Or Barnes 9, Spurkland also suggested an (unattested)
interpretation of “a loose woman” for mǫrg kona (2005: 147), which would
emphasise the sexual connotation of the inscription. The term serða in Or Barnes
10 is always sexual, obscene and derogatory (de Vries 1962: 340 and 470). In view
of this, a sexual connotation for Or Barnes 9 and 21 appears even more likely. This
also means that the way women are portrayed in these three inscriptions is as
objects of sexual desire. On the surface, this leaves no room for female agency.
Ingibjörg, the woman named in Or Barnes 9 is shown in a negative light, called a
“show-off” and compared with other women who have presumably had sexual
intercourse in the tomb. One could speculate that this inscription in particular shows
a certain sense of entitlement on the carver’s side: if many women “go stooping”
into the tomb, why single out one as a “great show-off”, unless she is not following
the other women’s example?
As a further observation, it is striking that only line C of Or Barnes 9 is carved in
cipher runes (see also chapter 6.7), which spell our the male name Erlingr, while
lines A and B are carved in plain Younger Futhark runes. It is generally assumed
that this is the carver’s name even though line C only says Erlingr and does not
explicitly name him as the carver (Barnes 1994: 101). This leads to speculation if,
for some reason, the carver wanted lines A and B about Ingibjörg to be legible for
those with a more limited runic literacy than line C, making Erlingr less easily
identifiable as the carver. Considering that Or Barnes 9 line C is the only occurrence
of cipher runes in connection with the mention of women inside Maeshowe, one
possibility would be that cipher runic literacy was limited to a small circle of those
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entering the mound. It is open to question if there was potentially a gender difference
in those who could use the cipher but a recent thesis on runic ciphers does not
address the question of gender (Nordby 2018). Using a cipher to “hide” instead of
emphasising the male name in Or Barnes 9 would only make sense if there were
indeed people who could not decipher line C. However, it appears that ciphers in
runic inscriptions were not normally used to hide information, and were more often
a stylistic device to show runic literacy (Nordby 2018). Ciphers as an indication for
runic literacy are discussed more in-depth in chapter 6.7.
Another Maeshowe inscription that must be mentioned with regards to gender is Or
Barnes 23 (“… Her sons, they were bold. …”). In this inscription, lóðbrokar appears
to be in the female genitive form, and is followed by synir hennar, which would refer
to a feminine noun. However, the saga figure of Ragnar Lodbrok, to whom the byname usually refers, is definitely male (see for example McTurk 1991). As it is
unclear what the pronoun hennar refers to, it is impossible to draw any conclusions
about gender from this specific inscription. Chapter 6.2 addresses the question if
this may have been a grammatical mistake by a non-native Norse speaker.
It is interesting to look at the layout of the Maeshowe inscriptions for evidence about
runic literacy and their intended readership. As John Higgitt (2003: 327 – 334; also
mentioned in chapter 2.2) states, in medieval epigraphy, names are often placed
prominently on monuments and within inscriptions so that those with minimal
literacy, limited to being able to recognise and read these names, can easily identify
them. In addition, learning writers often begin by writing their own names (Imer 2017:
100 – 101). Therefore, the placing of the names within the inscriptions could give
hints about what level of literacy the carvers expected from their intended readers.
Seeing as, outside the memorial formula in runic inscriptions, Old Norse has
relatively little constraints on word order (Faarlund 2004: 229 – 243), the placing of
the names must be regarded as a conscious choice by the carvers.
Of the six Maeshowe inscriptions under discussion, two are names only. One of
them is a potentially failed attempt to carve Sigriðr (Or Barnes 30), followed by a
successful attempt (Or Barnes 32). This could hint at an inexperienced carver and
a very basic level of active runic literacy. Of the remaining four inscriptions, three
start with a female name (Ingibjörg, Ingigerðr and Þorny) while only in one, the
female name, Hlíf, is roughly in the middle of the text. This means that in five out of
six examples, the names could be aimed at readers with limited reading ability if
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Higgit’s (2003: 327 – 334) theory as set out above is correct. This layout does not
necessarily imply a limited literacy on the carvers’ side but an active layout choice.
The inscription where the carver assumes the highest degree of passive runic
literacy on the readers’ part and which also displays the highest degree of active
runic literacy on the carver’s part is certainly Or Barnes 24. The name Hlíf is in the
middle of the text, and it uses the relatively rare Old Norse toponyms for both
Jerusalem and Maeshowe as well as the by-name matselja jarls. This inscription is
also the only one that claims to have been carved by a female. Thus, the inscriptions
by and about women inside Maeshowe display a wide variety of both active and
passive runic literacy, from simply learning to carve one’s (presumably) own name
to writing and reading rather complex sequences of text.
In chapter 4.4, I discussed the themes of the Maeshowe inscriptions. Table 9 shows
which of these themes contain male or female personal names (on all personal
names inside Maeshowe, see chapter 5.4). In the inscriptions about treasure or the
so-called “mini sagas” covering themes of Vikings and Norse myth, female names
are conspicuous by their absence while male names do appear. There is, however,
the exception of Or Barnes 24, naming the Jerusalem-travellers as mound breakers,
carved by a woman. This inscription does not otherwise name any heroes and does
not mention treasure, instead it seems to be a simple statement of the (not
necessarily true) fact who broke the mound. If, indeed, Norse mound breakers
carved the mini-sagas and the treasure inscriptions to align themselves with heroes
of Norse myth (Ljosland 2017: pers. comment), then the absence of women’s names
in these inscriptions with this one exception may mean that it was unsuitable for
women to be associated with these heroes and their actions or that carvers simply
did not think of women when they were considering such topics. From the carved
evidence alone, it is impossible to tell, but it is noteworthy that, in a seminal study
on mound breaking stories in Old Norse, Heinrich Beck (1978) only shows male
protagonists breaking the mound. Thus, it seems likely that, if Beck’s argument
holds true, for the women inside Maeshowe it might not have been socially
appropriate to portray themselves – or to be portrayed by other carvers – as saga
heroes and finders of treasure. The carvings of Maeshowe are almost two centuries
older than the surviving saga texts, from which Beck takes his examples. Thus, the
sagas’ focus on the masculinity of their mound breaking heroes is a theme that may
have been handed down at least from the mid-twelfth century and potentially reflects
earlier conditions and gender roles in this specific, transgressive activity and not
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necessarily gender roles in fourteenth-century Icelandic society in this case.
However, I will discuss a possible exception to this focus on mound breaking men
in chapter 6.1.4 below, because at least for Or Barnes 10, a different interpretation
is plausible, putting a woman in the role of a figure from Norse myth through social
transgression.
Theme

Men

Women

(Carver’s) names

X

X

Treasure

X

Mound breaking

X

Myth/the Viking past

X

Pilgrimage/crusading

X

Humour/jokes

X

Sex/suggestive wording

X

Futhark inscription

X

X

X

X

Unclear

Table 9: Themes inside Maeshowe and the distribution of male and female names
within them
The themes of three of the inscriptions naming women (Or Barnes 9, 10 and 21) are
sexually explicit, or “carved by those with a more rugby-team-on-a-night-out
mentality” (Barraclough 2016: 223). In this respect, it is telling that of the three
inscriptions with sexual references, two have a male, named carver (Erlingr in Or
Barnes 9 and Helgi in Or Barnes 10). It is unclear if these inscriptions mirror a
general attitude or point at concrete events inside Maeshowe, making it “a ‘behindthe-bikesheds’ for young couples […] wanting a bit of privacy” (Barraclough 2016:
223). Equally, the inscriptions could have been boasts by those men who name
themselves, stressing their masculinity by showing off their supposed sexual
conquests, with not much base in reality.
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To summarise, the six inscriptions which contain female names in Maeshowe
display a number of interesting characteristics. The level of runic literacy varies
greatly, and the themes of the inscriptions cover both explicit and implicit sexual
references, traveling to Jerusalem, mound breaking and a close relationship to the
earl’s household. In addition, these inscriptions contain the only direct mention of a
female rune carver in Orkney.
In examining gender in the Orcadian corpus of runic inscriptions, OR 17 from Little
Isegarth on the isle of Sanday is a difficult case. The inscription clearly contains a
personal name but the second part of the name is badly damaged. Thus, it has been
read both as the female name Asgerð or the male names Asgeirr or Askell in the
past while for Barnes and Page, “a woman’s name is unlikely in the context” (Barnes
and Page 2006: 204 – 205). This means that Barnes and Page exclude the
possibility of a female named carver due to the scarcity of other examples. If this
assumption is used for other inscriptions with unclear carvers’ names and they are
automatically attributed to male carvers, despite evidence for at least one female
carver naming herself in Orkney (Or Barnes 24), the proportion of inscriptions
attributed to male carvers grows even larger. This, in turn, leads to more inscriptions
with unknown carvers being attributed to men, and this contributes to the
perpetuation of the stereotypical assumption, as expressed by Bruder (1974: 15),
that rune carving is a masculine art. Unfortunately, without more detailed analysis
of the damaged part of the inscription, for example by high-resolution laser
scanning, it is impossible to judge if this inscription carries a male or female name,
so it has been included here but will not be discussed in detail with regards to
women’s runic literacy.

To contribute to an understanding of women’s runic literacy in the entire region, a
short discussion of the three other Scottish inscriptions that name or potentially
name women is helpful because they contribute interesting aspects but are not
discussed in great detail in the main corpus for this thesis discussed in chapter 4.
As mentioned above, these three inscriptions are SC 2, the famous Hunterston
Brooch, SC 8, the Kilbar Cross from the island of Barra, and SC 15, a memorial
stone from Thurso in Caithness (Samnordisk Runtextdatabas 2016).
The Hunterston Brooch is an insular pseudo-penannular brooch in the late HibernoSaxon style with a diameter of about 12.5 cm, found in 1826 or 1830 in North
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Ayrshire (Barnes and Page 2006: 217). Of the inscriptions discussed in this
subchapter, its find spot is the furthest south. The brooch itself was probably
produced around AD 700 in Dalriada on the west coast of Scotland (Laing and Laing
1992: 148). The runic inscription is found on the unornamented sections on the back
of this object. There are 14 short-twig Younger Futhark runes that read
malbriþaastilk:
Next to these, there is a number of rune-like symbols or “pseudo-runes”, presumably
for decorative purposes or as space-fillers (Barnes and Page 2006: 218 – 219).
Barnes and Page have two suggested interpretations, both normalising the text to
ON Malbriþa á stilk. Both suggestions read Malbriþa as derived from the Old Irish
name Máel Brigte (“servant of Brigid”), which could be male or female, and á as
“owns”. For stilk they suggest either the secondary meaning of ON stilkr, “pin, bolt,
stick” in accusative or a by-name stilkr that has dropped its nominative “-r”. They
also mention that the name Máel Brigte is most often male and that the brooch could
have been worn by men or women. They date the runic inscription to the ninth or
tenth century (Barnes and Page 2006: 219 – 221). This means that, while the runic
text clearly constitutes an ownership inscription, it is impossible to say with certainty
if the denoted owner is male or female.
The Kilbar cross, from the isle of Barra, is an inscribed memorial cross, purportedly
discovered in 1865. It has three lines of short-twig Younger Futhark runes running
down the face of the stone, with line III being extensively damaged (Barnes and
Page 2006: 221 – 223). The reading Barnes and Page (2006: 222) give is:
I ] * i r : þ u r (:) k i r þ u : s (t) i * a r
II ] * r (:) i s (:) k u r s : s * * (:) r i s t r
III ] * (:) * *
While it is difficult to give an ON normalisation of the text with certainty due to its
damage, Barnes and Page (2006: 225 – 232) agree with Olsen (1954: 175) that the
most likely ON text was something like
“(Ep)tir Þorgerðu Steinar[s] (dóttu)r es kross sjá reist”.
In English, this means “In memory of Þorgerður, daughter of Steinar, is this cross
raised.” This is a slightly unusual, probably early, variety of the traditional runic
memorial formula which does not give the commissioner’s and carver’s name. This
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and the general impression of the inscription lead Barnes and Page (2006: 231 –
232) to “place Kilbar a little earlier than the Manx corpus”. This inscription is
interesting as it shows a woman being valued highly enough as a daughter, not a
mother or wife in relation to a male commissioner, to be commemorated on her own.
Steinar, her father, does not necessarily have to be the commissioner of this
monument. There may be a connection between this early Norse memorial to a
woman and the idea that, for the first Norse settler generation in Scotland, it was
important to claim ownership of the land by burying and commemorating the women
of the community on the land through burials with grave goods (Harrison 2017: pers.
comment). Potentially, a carved memorial could have served a similar purpose, and
in this respect, it might be significant that it is a woman who is named on the stone.
There is no such monument from the Western Isles which commemorates a man.
Within the entire west coast cluster, there are two runic monuments where the name
of the commemorated person can be read. These are the aforementioned SC 8 from
Barra, commemorating a woman, and SC 14 from Iona, commemorating a man
named Fugl. The low number of surviving, legible commemorative inscriptions from
the west coast cluster means that no statistical analysis of their gender distribution
is possible, but I do find it remarkable that in the preserved monuments, the gender
distribution is equal, negating arguments such as women’s medium being textile and
men’s medium stone (see Göransson 1995: 136 in chapter 6.1.2).
The only memorial naming a woman in the Orcadian cluster, SC 15, the fragment
of a memorial inscription from a stone slab found at Old St Peter’s Kirk tower in
Thurso in 1989, is inscribed with short-twig Younger Futhark runes (my own reading,
as previously discussed in chapter 4.6):
]runilti:kunusin
As discussed in chapter 4.6, this reads either “Runhild, his wife”, or “Unnhild, his
wife”. kunusin, normalised to Old Norse konu sina “his wife”, indicates that it does
name a woman whose exact name remains unclear due to the damage to the stone.
Barnes and Page date SC 15 to the later Viking Age but “no later than the first half
of the eleventh century” (2006: 251). This inscription may show the formation of a
new name for a woman in the Norse diaspora. It combines two entirely plausible
elements, which are never combined in the Norse homelands. In the Orcadian
cluster, there are no other inscriptions commemorating women while there are two
commemorating men. SC 11, also from Thurso, commemorates Ingolf, and SH 3
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from Cunningsburgh commemorates Þorbjörn. There is no inscription from Orkney
where the name of the deceased can be read. Again, the numbers are too low for
statistical analysis but, assuming that there is no gender difference in preservation,
the proportion of women commemorated in runes in the Earldom of Orkney and in
the Norse settlements in Western Scotland may have been higher than any statistics
compiled from Scandinavian corpora (e.g. Sawyer 2000) would suggest.
This shows that the only two inscriptions which definitely name women in both
mainland Scotland and the Western Isles are memorial stones, commemorating
them as either wife or daughter, with clearly Christian contexts and presumably
using the traditional memorial formula in some fashion. Both also show a certain
insular influence in style, be it in being a raised stone cross in Kilbar or in the form
of the carved cross in Thurso, but do not show any insular influence on the language
or rune forms. There is, however, no evidence in the wider Scottish corpus for
anything similar to the sexual references or women carving inscriptions elevating
their status as participants of a crusade and members of the earl’s household like in
Maeshowe. Potential reasons may be that either such inscriptions existed and were
simply not preserved elsewhere, which seems unlikely considering the relatively
similar conditions for example in Orkney and Shetland and the Western Isles, or
they were never carved in the first place. One indication of potential reasons for this
difference may be that in St Molaise’s Cave, which most resembles Maeshowe in
terms of its runic “graffiti” as mentioned above, though there are fewer and much
less elaborate inscriptions in the case,15 not a single woman is named. The absence
of female names compared to Maeshowe might be related to Barnes and Page’s
suggestion that the St Molaise’s Cave inscriptions were carved by members of
Norwegian king Hákon Hákonarson’s 1263 campaign in Scotland (Barnes and Page
2006: 274 – 278), which may have been predominantly male. However, another
possible explanation is that there was some aspect of Maeshowe as a location
which attracted sexual themes, and this will be further explored in subchapter 6.1.4.
In contrast to Orkney, not a single inscription from Shetland contains a female name
while there is one definite male name (Þorbjörn in SH 3) and one probable male
name (Grimr in SH 1). However, with only seven inscriptions currently known
(Samnordisk Runtextdatabas 2016, see also chapter 4.6), the Shetlandic corpus is
very small, and statistically, if, like in the rest of Scotland, 10 – 15% of inscriptions
As demonstrated in chapter 4.4, Maeshowe has c. 212 words, St Molaise’s Cave has 14, 7 of
which are male personal names.
15
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had a female name in them, for a corpus of seven, this would statistically result in
under one inscription. If the statistics align more with the somewhat later
Greenlandic corpus, then indeed the chances of finding a female name in a corpus
of seven objects are very slim.
Generally, when discussing women and runes, as with the corpus in general,
attention to the landscape and archaeology of the inscriptions’ find spots is
essential. In the case of Orkney, the inscriptions that clearly name women are all
found inside Maeshowe – and this site’s special status is clear. As discussed above
(see also chapter 4.4), the Neolithic chambered tomb was seen as a place where
people in the mid-twelfth century could align themselves with saga heroes, and a
proportion of the inscriptions is connected with the crusades or pilgrimage to
Jerusalem, the earl’s inner circle and thus the absolute social elite in Orcadian
society at the time. The presence of female names and one woman asserting herself
as belonging to this inner circle shows that women in Norse Orkney at this particular
point in time did partake in this social elite and were also willing to express this
belonging with confidence and visible to both their peers and potential future
readers.
A fundamental distinction for the purpose of this analysis is the difference between
portable and immobile objects carrying inscriptions, examined in chapters 4 and
5.1.3. When discussing named women in runic inscriptions, all objects in Orkney
can be considered immobile, being the Neolithic chamber tomb of Maeshowe and
potentially the memorial stone in Sanday. In the rest of Scotland, the Kilbar cross
and the memorial stone, or grave slab, in Thurso are immobile, too. The only
Scottish inscription on a portable object with a potentially named woman is thus the
Hunterston brooch. Therefore, it can be said with some certainty that, even if the
women named in the inscriptions and the carvers do not necessarily have to be
locals, they at least had a certain connection to the location of the inscription. This
means that we have some evidence from runic inscriptions for the presence, status,
literacy, roles, and commemoration of Norse women in Orkney, Caithness and the
Western Isles, which covers the main Norse settlement areas in Scotland with
exception of Shetland.
Apart from inscriptions that explicitly name carvers, it is problematic to assume a
carver’s gender, as already set out in chapter 1.2. One, albeit controversial, option
might be to look at the objects bearing the inscriptions and assort them for use by
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women or men. Caution is necessary in this, as many aspects of gender roles in
Norse society are disputed (for example Clover 1993; Normann 2000). For the
Norse diaspora, one type of objects that might potentially be associated with the use
by women are objects connected with domestic textile production as women are
thought to have had the main responsibility for spinning and weaving (Jochens
1995: 141; Hayeur-Smith 2003: 232). However, even for textile tools, there are
suggestions that the attribution to a certain gender may have been flexible
(Ljungkvist 2008). Many of these are inscribed with runes, particularly in Greenland,
where Imer (2017) suggests this fashion originates, but there are also two inscribed
spindle whorls from Orkney. These two Orcadian objects already serve to illustrate
the problem with gendering spindle whorl inscriptions. While OR 24 has an almost
complete futhark, OR 3 has been read as “Gautr carved these runes” (Barnes and
Page 2006: 159), with Gautr being a male name. Thus, if even objects that belong
into the “female sphere” can carry male carvers’ names, and have been inscribed
by male carvers, these objects do not permit any conclusions about runic literacy in
a gendered context.
One question is how much the runic evidence from Orkney can tell us about
women’s “everyday” runic literacy. In Orkney, there is no comparable material to the
uniquely preserved corpus of wooden sticks from urban Bryggen in Bergen
(Norway) with trivial or mundane messages that show a casual and routine usage
of runes by both men and women for pragmatic purposes, such as conducting
business (Schulte 2012), while the corpus is also much smaller than that from rural
Greenland, where runes were used for expressing religious devotion (Imer 2017).
Both Bryggen and Greenland have extraordinary levels of wood preservation.
Therefore, this does not have to mean that the Norse in Orkney possessed a lower
degree of runic literacy or that runes were reserved for a high-status, maledominated elite carving formal inscriptions in stone. Preservation conditions in
Orkney are very different to those in Bryggen and Greenland, with almost no organic
preservation (see discussion in chapter 5.1). Thus, stone is over-represented in the
corpus while casual, everyday runic literacy on wooden sticks or bone fragments is
presumably underrepresented. Nevertheless, the existing corpus can give some
information when the contents of the inscriptions are considered alongside other
evidence.
Here, the idea of an interpretive community, as for example postulated by Stanley
Fish (1980) as a community with shared interpretations based on the same lived
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experiences, can be helpful. One could assume that men and women of similar
social status still had, at least to a certain extent, different lived experiences during
the Viking and Late Norse periods in Orkney, so they would have inhabited different
interpretive communities, even though it is impossible to judge the extent of such
differences. When examining inscriptions for gendered content combined with the
level of runic literacy that is required to grasp this content, it is possible to reach
additional hypotheses about gendered runic literacy. Particularly in Maeshowe,
different levels of runic literacy are displayed, and only one inscription with a female
name requires a somewhat higher level of runic literacy on the writer’s and readers’
part. The inscriptions requiring the highest level of runic literacy, both by carvers and
readers, some of them using ciphers, do not appear to be aimed at a specifically
gendered audience (i.e. more towards either women or men). However, many of
them share themes, such as treasure or saga references, that women are not
included in within the corpus of Maeshowe.
An important aspect of women’s identities are the names they are using for
themselves or being addressed by. With exception of the potentially female
Melbrigda on the Hunterston Brooch (SC 2), all female names in Scottish
inscriptions are of Norse origin. One could assume that this means a predominantly
Norse identity or even cultural affiliation. However, it is thinkable that these names
might have been used because they belong to the Norse sphere of a woman’s multilayered identity. The idea of a person having two different names at the same time
but for somewhat different purposes of communication was certainly not entirely
uncommon in medieval Northern Europe. In chapter 5.4, the example of the socalled Gunhild-korset (Gunnhild’s cross), DR 413, was discussed where one and
the same woman uses the Norse name Gunnhild, carved in runes and in Roman
letters on the object, and the Latin name Helena, carved only in Roman letters. The
possibility of a baptismal name was raised, and it was explained that people could
use different names depending on circumstances. It was also suggested that the
Norse name may have been considered more suitable for carving in runes than the
Latin name. Brought to its logical conclusion, the idea of Norse names being more
suitable for carving runes suggests that the number of Norse women’s names in the
Scottish corpus and particularly Maeshowe cannot be used to claim a purely Norse
origin or even ethnic identity of these named women. It might equally indicate a
similar preference for using the Norse name of a person known under various
names when using runes. This indicates that Norse women in the diaspora were
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part of various interpretive communities at once. Depending on which community
they interacted with, they could have adapted their identity expression suitably in
order to fit into society, as has been shown for modern bilinguals (Myers-Scotton
2006: 131 – 133). For interaction within a Norse-speaking community, speakers,
and in extension rune carvers, would therefore utilise the knowledge that is shared
within this community to facilitate communication, which would be the Norse
language, Norse names and runic writing. The question of ethnic identity in Orcadian
runic inscriptions will be considered further in chapter 6.2.
One marked difference between men and women in the use of personal names
inside Maeshowe is the use of patronyms (see table 7, chapter 5.4). While none of
the six named women has a patronym and only Hlíf and Ingibjörg have other
identifiers mentioned, of the 18 male personal names five have a patronym and four
have a nickname or by-name. There are various potential reasons for this slight
discrepancy. It may point at a generally lower usage of patronyms by women in midtwelfth-century Orkney, or it may be coincidence due to the relatively small sample
size. For certain inscriptions, reasons for the use or non-use of a patronym are
plausible. In the case of Gauk Trandilsson from Njáls saga, named in Or Barnes 20,
the patronym is essential to identify the saga character. In contrast, in the
inscriptions with a sexual character, particularly Or Barnes 10, the non-use of a
patronym or other identifier may serve to hide the exact identity of both the woman
named in the inscription and the carver. It is even a possibility that, for the purpose
of sexual boasting, the carver in Or Barnes 21 simply chose a random female name
as the subject of their inscription.
Early scholars in particular have tried to connect the names in the Maeshowe
inscriptions to characters known from history or literature, and the women formed
no exception. Often, there were attempts of establishing their identities through
connections to men known from literary sources. C. C. Rafn, for example,
maintained that Ingibjörg in Or Barnes 9 may have been the same person as the
daughter of the Norwegian grandee, Sveinn Arnason, about whom St Olaf
composed a strophe as she had made a deep impression on the king. Rafn
suggested that this Ingibjörg, also mentioned in Orkneyinga saga, was first married
to Earl Thorfinn Sigurdsson, becoming an earlamodir, or “mother of earls”, and then
married Malcolm of Scotland in 1064. However, Rafn notes that there are various
other Ingibjörgs in the sagas (1861, transcript in William Spence Papers, Orkney
Archive: D16/1/6). Seeing as the Ingibjörg referred to by Rafn lived almost a century
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before the Maeshowe carvings were produced, it appears highly unlikely that she is
the person named in the tomb, and thus she cannot be defined through her role as
either daughter, wife and widow, or mother of known men.
Similarly, Aslak Liestøl suggested that Hlíf in Or Barnes 24 may have been the
daughter of Lífolf, the cook and executioner of St Magnus, based on the similarity
of the names and professions (1984: 235). Again, this would mean defining a
woman in a runic inscription purely through her relation to a man known from other
sources. This connection was moreover rejected by Barnes as unhistorical (1994:
190). I would agree that it has no basis in the inscription as no father of Hlíf is
mentioned. In contrast, Hlíf herself defined her identity through her “professional” or
“career” position in the earl’s household, which gives her agency and a high status
in her own right.
In conclusion, the inscriptions discussed above offer a glimpse into women’s runic
literacy, mainly in the Late Norse period. They can contribute to information about
their cultural affiliations, at least in part, their roles in society and how male carvers
or those of unknown gender might have viewed them and, at least in the case of Hlíf
in Or Barnes 24 even their agency and travels. The evidence does not support a
binary distinction where women are associated with textiles and men with runes or
messages in stone.
From the themes of the inscriptions, it appears that, while women could fulfil various
roles, such as being commemorated as a wife and daughter, being an object of
sexual desire and even rise to a high position in the earl’s household, some themes,
exclusively found inside Maeshowe and playing on saga narratives, such as
heroically breaking mounds and stealing treasure, were more associated with men.
Outside Maeshowe, men and women are, with exception of St Molaise’s Cave,
which may be associated with a military campaign, represented relatively equally in
the runic corpora of Scotland, mainly as deceased relatives being commemorated.
The “gender gap” in mound breaking is preserved in the sagas, which were written
down centuries after the mini-sagas and treasure stories inside Maeshowe were
carved. This indicates that, already at the time of carving in Maeshowe, the mound
breaking narrative later used as a trope in the sagas was connected to men. It may
also be an indication of how deeply-rooted this gender division in transgressing this
specific social boundary must have been. Certainly, however, the “runic art” in
Orkney was not an exclusively “masculine art” as Bruder claimed (1974: 15); women
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could and did use runes to express themselves. While it is impossible to give
numbers and statistics on the extent of runic literacy according to gender, it appears
that social status as indicated in Or Barnes 24 and by the people named in memorial
inscriptions was more important in determining runic literacy than gender, at least in
the surviving inscriptions.

6.1.4 Maeshowe as a transgressive space
As demonstrated in chapter 6.1.3, in terms of expressions of gender identity,
Maeshowe takes a special place within the entire Norse North Atlantic, both in the
number of women mentioned in the inscriptions and in the variety of roles they
inhabit. Therefore, the following subchapter will examine potential reasons for this
phenomenon.
When it comes to the content of the inscriptions mentioning female names, with
three out of six containing (explicit) sexual references, it appears that Maeshowe
served as a space where social norms could be transgressed. This deviance from
the norm can also be called “queer”. The concept of so-called “queer theory” was
first applied in runology by Henrik Williams (2008). He borrowed ideas to explain
runologists’ reactions to deviant inscriptions. For reasons of space in this thesis, I
would not go so far as to use the full framework of queer theory to examine
Maeshowe but it helps to regard it as a place in which norms can be broken.
When Maeshowe is regarded as a transgressive space where transgressive actions
are possible, especially Or Barnes 10 is seen in a new light. With a superficial
reading focusing on the actual text and the verb serða, this inscription appears rude
and derogatory on the carver Helgi’s part. However, its subtext could be very
different. The idea of a woman entering a mound and being the active part in a
sexual act (as indicated by the female subject and the verb serða, which always
denotes the active sexual partner, as discussed by Henrik Williams at the 2016
Rune Rede in Orkney) in the mound is not unique to this inscription. In fact, it is a
major plot element of the “Second Poem of Helgi Hundingsbani” in the Poetic Edda.
In this poem, Helgi Hundingsbani is killed in battle and buried in a mound, and his
wife Sigrun, a valkyrie, enters the mound for one last sexual encounter before Helgi
departs to Odin’s halls (Larrington 2014: 128 – 137). In poetic language, the poem
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recounts how Sigrun calls Helgi a “lifeless king” (Larrington 2014: 136) and she says
“I’ve made you, Helgi, a bed all ready” (Larrington 2014: 136). In this encounter,
even though not expressed through the verb serða, Sigrun is the active, instigating
part and Helgi is the passive recipient, and the poem contains no criticism of Sigrun’s
role in the events.
The question is if Or Barnes 10 may have been carved as a reference to this poem.
That the male character involved in the poem, King Helgi, and the carver of the
inscription, Helgi, have the same name may be nothing more but a coincidence.
However, it is clear that at least some of the Maeshowe carvers were very familiar
with Norse myths, legends, and heroes and expected their readers to know them,
too. It therefore seems likely that they would have known the “Second Poem of Helgi
Hundingsbani”, too. If so, the story of a woman entering a mound and instigating
intercourse by being the active part as suggested by the use of serða in the
inscription would have evoked a powerful memory of the Eddic poem. Crucially, then
this woman is not described in a derogatory manner but actually as a valkyrie. Rudolf
Simek describes valkyries thus:
Originally probably demons of the dead to whom the warriors slain on the
battle field belonged. […] There was a shift in the interpretation of the
valkyries when the concept of Valhall changed from a battlefield to a warriors’
paradise. The original concept was superseded by the shield girls – Irish
female warriors who lived on like the einherjar in Valhall. […] Now their
function is interfering in battle […] As a result of this shift in the concept, they
became a popular element in heroic poetry where they lost to a great extent
their demonic characteristics and became more human, and therefore
capable of falling in love with mortals […] (2007: 349).
This shows that being compared with a valkyrie known from heroic poetry would not
necessarily have been derogatory for a Norse woman but could instead be read as
empowering.
Consequently, the interpretation of the text is entirely dependent on the assumed
reader’s background knowledge. As modern runologists form part of a very different
interpretive community than mid-twelfth century Norse in Orkney, runology has so
far interpreted Or Barnes 10 in an explicitly and exclusively sexual manner, focusing
on the meaning of the verb serða. It must, however, be taken into account that to a
Late Norse reader, surrounded by the other inscriptions inside the tomb, Or Barnes
10 would have been embedded into a context of equating the carvers with heroes
from Norse myth and poetry. Therefore, an interpretation of the inscription in terms
of this background knowledge is plausible, and the use of the name Helgi may have
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served as a further useful reminder, equating the carver of the inscription with the
mythic King Helgi, and the female subject, Þorny, with the Valkyrie Sigrun.
One question is how Maeshowe would have become such a transgressive space. I
would argue that the act of mound breaking itself may have been the transgressive
action which deviates from social norms as described by Beck (1978). During the
Viking Age and Late Norse period, potentially up to the late twelfth century,
Maeshowe formed part of the top-level assembly site in the Earldom of Orkney
(Sanmark 2017: 221, also discussed in chapter 4.4). “Vandalising” the thing mound
would have been a transgressive action. In addition, the pre-Norse monuments in
the area served to focus a fear of the unknown (Muir and Richards 2013). Thus, by
breaking into the mound and leaving written evidence, people could show bravery
which was not possible while remaining inside the constraints of normal society, i.e.
outside the mound or at the assembly, where the rule of law had to be observed.
Poignantly, the Maeshowe inscriptions date to the period of decline of the assembly
site, which may have made it more permissible to break into the mound. Potentially,
a place where one transgressive action was committed could then host other such
actions, for example real or imagined sexual transgressions. Thus, the mound, once
“broken”, would have been a place where female empowerment up to a mythic level,
as implied in Or Barnes 10, could happen.

To summarise, runic inscriptions from Orkney can serve as a useful source of
information on gender identity in Orkney, particularly during the mid-twelfth century,
from which the largest corpus has been preserved. For this period, the inscriptions
show some differences in gender roles with regard to inscription themes associated
with men compared to those with women, but there is evidence for a wide variety of
women’s roles, from high-status positions in the earl’s household to objects of
sexual remarks or sexually empowered (imagined) valkyries. There is also evidence
for one named female carver which is unique in the North Atlantic diaspora and
should lead runologists to drop the general assumption that unnamed carvers are
usually male.
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6.2 Gaelic and Pictish traces? - Cultural identity
Trying to examine cultural identity through epigraphy is a difficult undertaking.
Cultural identity can be multi-faceted, dynamic and situational as discussed in
chapter 2.1, and any inscription, produced at one point in time, can therefore only
reflect some aspects of this.
Often, language is used a guide to an individual’s or even a community’s cultural
identity (Kramsch 1998: 1 – 11). As discussed in chapter 5.3, there is no overt use
of any Celtic language in runic inscriptions in Orkney. This is the case despite
evidence for at least a certain mixing of Norse and Gaels through intermarriage and
trade (see subchapters of 2.4). The question is therefore if any of the carvers may
have been bilingual, with a Celtic language as their first language (L1) and Old Norse
as their second language (L2) or vice versa (for an overview of bilingualism see for
example Myers-Scotton 2006). When the runic evidence is examined, there is only
one case of a potential L2-speaker of Old Norse in the Orcadian runic corpus. In the
Maeshowe inscription Or Barnes 23 the personal pronoun hennar (her) is used to
refer to loðbrokar (also discussed in subchapter 6.1.3). This use is grammatically
incorrect for two reasons: firstly, as set out above, historically, Lodbrok is always
referred to as a male, and hennar always refers to a female. Secondly, as there is
no other feminine noun which the pronoun could refer to, the correct pronoun would
have been sinar. Celtic languages such as Gaelic, and also the Germanic Old
English, do not distinguish between these personal pronouns, so it would be a
typical mistake for somebody with a Celtic language or Old English as their L1 and
Old Norse as their L2. L1-speakers of Old Norse should not normally be expected
to use the grammatically wrong pronoun.
In Orkney, all lexical runic inscriptions are either in Old Norse (37 instances) or Latin
(1, see chapter 5.3), which could be taken as an indication of a Norse cultural
identity. However, it must be noted that Old Irish/Gaelic has its own distinctive
writing system, namely ogham. The Orcadian ogham inscriptions are discussed in
Forsyth (1996: 69 – 92; 160 – 205; 321 – 332; 456 – 466; 507 – 510; 516 – 517;
526 – 527). On and near the Brough of Birsay, both runic and ogham inscriptions
have been found, albeit on different objects and stones, as well as a Pictish symbol
stone. The chronology of these inscriptions is somewhat unclear (see also chapters
4.2 and 4.3), which means it is not entirely out of the question that there could have
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been some overlap when ogham was still used in Orkney and runes began to be
used. This would mean that, at least at the beginning of the period of rune carving
in Orkney, there was a more suitable writing system for Celtic languages present in
the archipelago, or there was at least some remaining knowledge about it. There
would have been no incentive to write a Celtic language in runes, which are not
ideally suited to the different phonetic system.
In addition, runes in Orkney appear to have been used for certain, limited, purposes.
There is no preserved evidence for pragmatic writing or using runes primarily to
convey practical information across a distance, for example to conduct business.
This means that the runic inscriptions cannot be used as a means of establishing
the daily language of communication, for example in trade. However, seeing as at
least for the mid-twelfth century, the corpus of Maeshowe alone demonstrates a
very high proficiency in Old Norse, I would argue it is a fair assumption that at least
those who carved these inscriptions would also have used Old Norse as their
primary spoken language. In this respect, it must also be noted that, apart from the
ogham mentioned above, which may have a small overlap with the earliest Norse
settlement, there are no non-runic inscriptions in any language from the relevant
period in Orkney, either.
In terms of languages and cultural identity, it is important to discuss the role of Latin
as a church language. In the Orcadian corpus, the only definite Latin inscription is a
part of the Lord’s Prayer (OR 23). This cannot be taken as indication for any active
knowledge as the carver may have known the prayer by heart. Moreover, the
phonetic spelling of the inscription, as discussed in chapter 4.2, reinforces the point
that the carver’s proficiency in Latin may not have been high. Certainly, the runic
inscriptions in Orkney show no evidence of Latin being used as a lingua franca for
communicative purposes. This means that, judging from the runic inscriptions, Old
Norse would have been the primary language of communication while Latin, in the
form of learning prayers, was probably reserved for spiritual purposes. In terms of
identity, the use of different languages for pragmatic communication and prayer also
suggests an awareness about different aspects of belonging. On the one hand
carvers were part of the Norse society within the earldom but on the other hand they
also formed part of the wider Latin Christianity, with the church being a connecting
element transcending different cultural affiliations.
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Fig. 33: Carving of a dragon inside Maeshowe (Photograph provided by Robert
Vasey 2018)
When looking beyond the runic inscriptions, for instance in Maeshowe, some more
diverse influences become apparent. The “Maeshowe dragon” carving, while clearly
Scandinavian in style (fig. 33), has some continental parallels in its body position
which is reminiscent of mirrored passant-regardant beasts in continental heraldry
(Maeshowe guide Sarah Eaton 2017: pers. comment; Fox-Davies 1909: 181).
Hypothetically, people travelling to Jerusalem could have seen such beasts in
continental art and reproduced it in Maeshowe. This, in turn, would confirm that at
least some of the Maeshowe carvers would have been seasoned travellers. It may
also demonstrate a willingness to adopt influences from other cultures that is not
reflected in the runic inscriptions themselves.
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To summarise, the runic inscriptions in Orkney show few traces of non-Norse
cultural influence, be they Pictish or Gaelic or any others. There is a speculative
case to be made for one bilingual speaker in Maeshowe, and there is one case of
use of formulaic Latin but there is no evidence for any larger non-Norse influences
in the inscriptions. This poses the question if there was no major non-Norse
influence in Viking Age and Late Norse Orkney. Alternatively, the use of Norse
almost exclusively in runes was a conscious choice. The answers to these options
would suggest very different concepts of identity expression. The former would
indicate that runes did in fact express an internalised Norse cultural identity with little
other influences while the latter would mean portraying an outwardly Norse cultural
identity which may not necessarily reflect a carver’s internal feelings about their
identity for some underlying reasons. These ideas are examined further in chapter
7 in the context of all other aspects of identity and evidence from other sources. This
may hold the key to answering the overarching research question of how and why
runes were used in Orkney used to express a Norse identity.

6.3 Re-using older monuments/objects: inscribing identities
into the landscape
An interesting aspect to examine concerning writing and identity is the re-use of
older objects or monuments for new runic inscriptions. This happens in Orkney
repeatedly. It suggests that the use of these locations for inscribing was not a
coincidence but a conscious choice and therefore has the potential to reveal more
about the intentions of those who made this choice.
The re-use of older monuments particularly during the Viking Age is a phenomenon
which is widely known from both Scandinavia (Pedersen 2006: 346) and Scotland
(Leonard 2011; McLeod 2015; Sanmark 2017: 219). For southern Scandinavia,
Anne Pedersen discusses the custom of re-using both Neolithic and Bronze Age
monuments for burial:
With the acceptance of Christianity in the ninth and tenth centuries religious
beliefs were changing, possibly generating a sense of insecurity and need
for continuity. At the same time existing values were challenged by the
emergence of new power structures as well as by an intense contact with the
material culture and norms of western Europe. In such a setting ancestors
and past practices as symbols of identity and cultural cohesion may have
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acquired a special signiﬁcance, which was physically expressed in the choice
of burial and not least the location of the grave. […] The ancient monument,
its location in the landscape and the link it held to the past may have been
equally or even more important than the artefacts or the construction of the
grave set into it (2006: 352).
Various aspects of Pedersen’s observations and interpretation may hold true for
Orkney, too, even though she evaluates the re-use of older monuments for burial
and not rune-inscribing.
Overall, in Orkney the Norse re-used Neolithic, Iron Age and Pictish sites
indiscriminately, for example for burials or settlement (such as the Broch of Gurness,
Canmore-ID: 2201; Leonard 2011; McLeod 2015) or as their top-level assembly site
(Sanmark 2017: 219 – 221), which fits Pedersen’s observation that in Scandinavia,
Neolithic and Bronze Age sites were re-used. This means that, as long as a
monument was old, its precise age did not matter. Not all of the sites evidently reused by the Norse in Orkney have runic inscriptions. Of the Neolithic sites,
Maeshowe and the Ring of Brodgar have evidence for runic inscriptions, and of the
Iron Age sites, the Broch of Stackrue has yielded a Pictish object inscribed with
runes, namely the Stackrue disc.
Another potential example of re-using an older object, namely a runestone, for rune
carving is OR 6 from the Brough of Birsay. On this stone fragment, there is one
unreadable older inscription and a later, readable one (see chapter 4.2). In this case,
however, it is unclear if the stone was deliberately picked because of its pre-existing
inscription, and how much time had elapsed between the first and the second
inscription. Another question is if the first carving was visible at all when the second
was made because the stone had been fragmented and re-shaped, potentially as
building material, after the first and before the second inscriptions were carved. The
dating of the first inscription and the exact context of the stone are unclear, while
the second inscription dates to the Late Norse period, so it cannot be considered in
greater detail as an example of a conscious re-use of an older monument or object
for a runic inscription.
In Orkney, over 50% of inscriptions are in or on ancient monuments, namely
Maeshowe and the Ring of Brodgar, with OR 1 – Stackrue also showing the re-use
of an older, Pictish object with a pre-existing cross-shaped carving for rune carving.
This is not the case to such an extent anywhere else in the Norse world even though
occasionally, inscriptions are found on re-used objects and in older buildings. This
conscious use of the past could signify an attempt to claim the landscape and its
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heritage as Norse possessions. A similar process can be shown for Scotland
regarding the establishing of assembly sites. As Sanmark demonstrates, Norse
Scotland is similar to Scandinavia and differs from other diaspora locations, such as
Iceland, Greenland and the Faroe Islands, in that “thing sites often focused around
reused monuments, habitually in the shape of large mounds. These features may
have been seen as symbolising the ancestors of the local population and therefore
fundamental for the Norse to appropriate in order to claim power and legitimacy to
rule” (Sanmark 2017: 219). Crucially, Maeshowe is a likely assembly site (Sanmark
2017: 219) and shows the importance of re-using the past in making Orkney a Norse
home both through establishing the Norse legal system and applying the Norse
writing system. This re-use of older monuments ties in with Barrett’s observations
about the continued respect for pre-Norse burials by the Norse settlers (Barrett
2003b: 95 – 98; see chapter 2.4.1), demonstrating an awareness of the heritage of
the landscape and an engagement with the pre-Norse history of Orkney. This
engagement may also be demonstrated by the use of the place-name, “Orkhaugr”,
in Or Barnes 24. This toponym may be an additional connection to the pre-Norse
population as Ljosland (forthcoming) argues. This indicates an awareness of those
who inhabited the place and had a claim to the landscape prior to the Norse
settlement.
When it comes to dating the inscriptions on re-used older monuments or objects in
Orkney, it is notable that none of them belong to the earliest phases of Norse
settlement in the archipelago. On a superficial level, this appears to be a marked
difference with Pedersen’s argument above, as she maintains that the re-use of
older monuments became important in a time of cultural change in Scandinavia
when new power structures were established and therefore, identities had to be renegotiated through a conscious connection to the perceived ancestors of the
community and past of the landscape. However, it is possible that the type of cultural
change, which necessitated the inscribing of runes into re-used objects and
monuments, occurred in Orkney at a later point than the earliest phase of
settlement.
The Maeshowe inscriptions can be dated with a high degree of certainty to the midtwelfth century, and both the Ring of Brodgar inscription and the Stackrue disc
inscription appear to be roughly from the same period (see chapters 4.2, 4.3 and
4.4 respectively). This throws up a number of questions; why did the first Norse
settlers not carve runes in these pre-existing monuments, even though for example
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the Ring of Brodgar must have been visible in the landscape for the earliest Norse
settlers?; did people’s relationship with the Orcadian past or landscape change,
which made them want to inscribe runes into old monuments and objects?; why did
this practice emerge in the mid-twelfth century, and what happened at this time to
cause the phenomenon?
Some clues lie in examining the geographical spread of this practice in Orkney. It is
striking that all three locations of inscriptions on re-used sites or objects can be
found within a short distance from each other (c. 4 km) near the shore of Stenness
Loch on the Orcadian Mainland. This area was the seat of legal power, the site of
the earldom’s top-level thing (Sanmark 2017: 221). So if there was a re-negotiation
of this power, or if a claim for power had to be drawn through ancestry, a connection
to the land and its past, this would have been the ideal location in the entire earldom
to do so, and may have played a role in the choice of medium for runic inscriptions.
In the chronology of the assembly site at Brodgar, its end point seems to lie in the
twelfth century even though the exact date is unclear (Sanmark 2019: pers.
comment). This means that the runic inscriptions in the area fall into a period when
the power of the site was presumably already in decline. They may have been
carved either when it was still in use but not at the height of its power or when the
site had just fallen out of use. Hypothetically, this decline could have permitted
carving on monuments associated with the assembly for the first time, while
“defacing” the tomb and the stone circle would not have been acceptable earlier.
Certainly, an assembly would have been a time with a large number of people in the
area who could have produced the inscriptions.
The mid-twelfth century, moreover, represented both a climax and a turning point
for Norse Orkney. Norse culture flourished in the archipelago during the reign of Earl
Rögnvald, a notable skald, and building work on St Magnus cathedral began (Jesch
2013a), but this was also a period of political upheaval. As demonstrated in chapter
1.4, at the beginning of the century, the earls had fought for power, both against the
Norwegian king and against each other. In this context, Griffiths’ (2019) argument
of a relatively late Norwegian take-over in the North Atlantic becomes even more
fitting. In his model, the Norwegian crown had really only taken power in Orkney
around the turn of the first millennium and the earlier “history” of Norwegian
settlement in Orkney and the foundation of the earldom was a fictional narrative,
constructed after this takeover (Griffiths 2019: 474 – 475). This also fits with Woolf’s
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(2007: 300 – 308) argument that the earldom was founded later than generally
accepted. Consequently, re-using these older monuments and objects and
inscribing them with runes associated with the Norse homelands would have formed
an integral part of this re-construction of history. This also ties in with Pedersen’s
conclusions that the phenomenon “reﬂects a focus on the past and an active use of
that past in the present” (2006: 352).
When examining what the Norse must have perceived in the landscape around
Stenness Loch as they came to Orkney, two types of human-made feature stand
out: the mounds and the standing stones. Both types of feature have been found to
have runic inscriptions. Some of the reason may lie in the Norse carvers’
interpretation of these monuments. Here, research in another Norse settlement in
the North Atlantic may be helpful. We know, for example from the Faroe Islands,
that Norse settlers in the Western diaspora often interpreted pre-existing mounds
as giants’ burials (Dahl 1970: 67). Thus, a place like Maeshowe may have held a
special appeal even though the inscriptions within the tomb do not discuss giants.
When it comes to a connection to giants, Tom Muir and Colin Richards argue that
the stones in the Ring of Brodgar played a prominent role in Iron Age Orkney, and
they still feature in Orcadian folklore as giants turned to stone. This idea was even
adopted by the Orcadian church. The huge monument fascinated people throughout
the ages, inspired stories and customs and served as focal point for a fear of the
unknown (Muir and Richards 2013). Thus, by carving his name and a Christian
symbol in the stone representing something fearful, the carver of OR 4 could
potentially make it less alien, less threatening. I would suggest that to achieve this
aim, an inscription would not even necessarily have to be 100% lexical or
grammatically correct because the act of inscribing the stone might in itself be
sufficient to assume authority over it.
This connection to giant lore, however, cannot be the only reason for inscribing
these monuments. It is clear they were visible from the very earliest Norse
settlement onwards and yet, they were only inscribed in the twelfth century.
Therefore, the developments and political changes described above appear as a
more likely trigger for using these pre-existing monuments for runic inscriptions,
even if the idea of a giant connection of both mounds and standing stones may have
played a role, too.
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The use of older objects and monuments for runic inscriptions in Orkney can be
interpreted as integral part of identity formation in the archipelago. The carvers,
conscious of using a material that is “old” and “of the place” (for landscape
archaeology examples from Anglo-Saxon England showing this process, see for
example Williams 1997; Williams 1998; Semple 1998), inscribe their ancestral
writing system and culture into the history of the place. It also is a means of situating
the carver in relation to the landscape and therefore portraying an identity outwardly,
and can be read as a conscious, political act that constructed a new, politically
convenient “history” for Orkney and its population.

6.4 Aspects of commemoration
Another aspect of the corpus which may contribute further information about identity
negotiations is the question of commemoration as presented in runic inscriptions.
This may include both the commemoration of deceased people or of events and
how the subjects of this commemoration are described. One function of public
commemoration is to create communal memories, a common narrative of
remembering both people and events within a social group and also expressing this
to outsiders (for a study on commemoration of the past in Swedish runestones, see
Andrén 2013). Therefore, commemorative runic inscriptions should be examined
when discussing identity in an Orcadian context, too. I will first discuss the
commemoration of people and then the commemoration of events.
In examining aspects of commemoration, it must be noted that there is no complete
surviving runestone in Orkney. Some of the fragments appear to have
commemorative purposes beyond doubt, for others this is less clear, either because
they are too fragmented or weathered or because they are difficult to transliterate
and interpret. The inscriptions in Orkney that can be ascribed a commemorative
purpose with relative certainty in Orkney are OR 17 from Little Isegarth and OR 18
from Skaill. In addition, the combined OR 8 and 9, and potentially OR 16 from the
Brough of Birsay and OR 20 from Breckness may have been part of commemorative
inscriptions but due to their fragmentary preservation, it is impossible to be sure
about this. This means that only two out of 23 runic inscriptions from outside
Maeshowe are commemorating deceased people. Of the 33 inscriptions inside
Maeshowe, none appears to commemorate a deceased person.
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In comparison, in Shetland three out of the seven inscriptions can be seen as
commemorative with relative certainty, in the rest of Scotland this ratio is five out of
15. However, this increases to five out of seven if the graffiti in St. Molaise’s Cave,
Holy Island, are discounted in accordance with discounting Maeshowe for Orkney
as one single event. Closest to Orkney, both runestones from Caithness, SC 11 and
SC 15, have a commemorative purpose, being dedicated to a deceased father and
a deceased wife.
In Scandinavia with its much larger corpora of runic inscriptions, the picture is rather
different. A large number of surviving inscriptions, especially in Sweden, serve
commemorative purposes. This led Birgit Sawyer in her key study, previously
discussed in chapter 6.1, to suggest that these commemorative runestones had a
purpose beyond pure community memory of the deceased, documenting
inheritance patterns and claims (Sawyer 2000). None of the Orcadian runestone
fragments has enough readable text preserved to establish if there was ever enough
information within the text to document any inheritance patterns. The two bestpreserved fragments, OR 17 and OR 18, only show either one name (OR 18’s
Þorfinnr) or a fragment of one name (OR 17’s ask**). To explain an inheritance
pattern or a claim for inheritance through a family relationship, there would at least
need to be two named individuals.
To summarise, some runic inscriptions from Orkney appear to be commemorative,
but at a lower ratio than in other regions, for example Shetland, the Scottish
mainland or Sweden. Consequently, potential reasons for this differing practice must
be examined and their implications on runes as identity expression considered. Did
the Norse in Orkney not require commemoration in runes because there were
different forms of community memory? Or, if Sawyer’s argument of runestones
primarily as inheritance documents holds true, were there different patterns or
documents of inheritance in Norse Orkney, making runestones obsolete for this
purpose?
Katherine Holman finished her PhD thesis about runic inscriptions in Britain just after
OR 17 was discovered and also noted the low number of memorial inscriptions in
Orkney. She argued:
The lack of runic memorial stones in Orkney is particularly curious in the light
of the thorough scandinavianisation of the islands. In other areas settled by
Scandinavians, such as the Danelaw, the absence of rune-stones is often
attributed to the fact that the social classes which used runes were not
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represented among the colonists […]. The higher social classes, particularly
associated with grave monuments and literacy, are certainly represented in
Orkney's archaeological record. This might suggest that rune-stones were a
response to a set of circumstances rather than a monument favoured by a
particular social class. This is perhaps given some support by the contrast
with the Shetland material, […] However, there is also some evidence that
the Shetland population was of a different (lower) social class (Holman 1996:
320 – 321).
I would agree that runestones were “a response to a set of circumstances” and that
not all circumstances which normally led to the erection of runestones in
Scandinavia were present in Orkney.
One reason for the relatively small number of commemorative inscriptions may lie
in the geography of Orkney. Within the smaller communities on the islands, there
may have been no need for writing inheritance patterns in stone as oral traditions
may have been more important and/or considered sufficient. In addition, the sea as
travel route may have “channelled” travellers to Orkney via certain favourable ports
or anchorages (Allen 1995), which could have been the places where they would
have heard such news – not crossroads or property boundaries where informing
them through the use of a runestone would have been necessary.
In addition, the weathering of runestones would have been considerably worse in
Orkney than for example in Sweden (see in chapters 5.1.2 and 5.1.3) so that fewer
commemorative inscriptions compared to smaller objects may have been
preserved. The Faroese tradition of burying runestones (see chapter 4.6) should
also be considered as a possible reason for the relative scarcity of inscriptions with
commemorative purposes in Orkney and it is thus plausible that some standing
runestones could have been destroyed deliberately. The fragment from Breckness,
OR 20, for instance, is so small that it is impossible to discern if it was broken up as
building material or deliberately destroyed.
When it comes to commemorating events, the only such inscriptions from Orkney
are found inside of Maeshowe. Events being commemorated there are the real or
fictional mound breaking and the looting of treasure (Or Barnes 4, 8, 14, 24, 25, 26,
27 and 28; for inscription details, see Table 3), the journey(s) to Jerusalem (Or
Barnes 14 and 24), the use of a mythical axe (Or Barnes 20), the building of the
mound (Or Barnes 23) and sexual encounters of various kinds (Or Barnes 9 and
10). These events are commemorated in very different ways, which can tell us
something about whether they were considered part of a shared narrative and
identity-making or not.
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The level of detail in these inscriptions varies. In the treasure and mound breaking
cycle, precise information on the event is provided, such as naming individuals and
giving exact timeframes, for example in “Treasure was carried away three nights
before they broke this mound” (Or Barnes 4) and “Hǫkon alone carried treasure from
this mound” (Or Barnes 28). The reference to Gauk Trandilsson’s axe being used in
Or Barnes 20 is very detailed, too. The descriptions of events of a sexual nature in
Or Barnes 9 and 10 are vaguer, only naming the women with no time or further
details, although this may be due to the nature of the matter, as extensively
discussed in chapter 6.1. The journey(s) to Jerusalem, in contrast, are only namedropped and no further information about participants is given, and it it is therefore
open for debate if the “Jerusalem-travellers” were assembling or returning when the
inscriptions were made (see chapter 5.5). The construction of the mound is
mentioned in connection with it having been built earlier than that of Lodbrok, which
only gives a relative date, locating it in the mythic past. The builders of Maeshowe
itself are not named in Or Barnes 23 or indeed in any other Orcadian inscriptions.
The events commemorated in runes are clearly very different from each other,
belonging to different spheres in life from the very public (crusading or pilgrimage)
to the very private (sexual encounters, though the extent to which such encounters
were private in Norse society is open for debate). Some of these involve entire
communities and their assets (the thing mound being broken into) and narratives
(mound building and breaking) while others only involve one or two people or one
single person’s property (sexual encounters or Gauk Trandilsson’s axe). The
potential effects of these events on each person or the community are of varying
magnitudes. Certainly, a crusade or pilgrimage to Jerusalem or the building of a
mound would have had a larger and longer-lasting effect on society than, for
example, sexual intercourse in most scenarios.
In the following paragraphs, I want to focus on how the commemoration of the
journeys to Jerusalem is remarkable when it comes to defining narratives of a
community. When comparing this with other journeys being commemorated in
runes, it becomes clear that not every journey undertaken by somebody was
considered worthy of runic memorialisation. For instance, in Sweden an entire group
of runestones, the c. 26 so-called “Ingvar stones”, are commemorating one specific
journey and those who went and/or died on this journey. These can give a good
notion of what made a journey memorable in the community and become part of the
identity of both the individual participants and the wider community. In fact, Ingvar
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the Far-Travelled is the most-named non-divine individual in all known runic
inscriptions (Fischer 1999: 4). Ingvar’s ill-fated journey to modern Russia, or “the
east”, is also commemorated in its own saga, Yngvars saga víðförla (Pálsson and
Edwards 1989). Sweden also has the so-called “England runestones” and “Greece
runestones” and other runestones which commemorate voyages, altogether c. 130
single monuments, but they do not necessarily all have to refer to the same journey
in the same vein as the Ingvar stones (for an overview, see Larsson 1990; for a
more general discussion of travel runestones, see Zilmer 2010). Generally, the
journeys which are considered worthy of immortalising in stone appear to have
some elements in common. They lead to far-away places, usually across the sea;
they lead to places outside the Norse-speaking world; and they are considered
dangerous as evidenced by the many stones erected in memory of those deceased
on these journeys. I would summarise them as “not every-day-journeys” or
extraordinary journeys, and I would argue this is what made them worth mentioning.
An individual participating in such a journey could set themselves apart from the
rest, and it would therefore become part of their identity and something that had to
be mentioned on their memorial. In contrast, regular trading journeys to, for
example, Hedeby do not appear to have been spectacular or unusual enough in
many cases to be worth carving them in runes. There are comparably fewer
inscriptions mentioning such journeys even though examples of these are preserved
in Scandinavia, too. Moreover, the narrative of these journeys must have been
engrained into public memory because often the information given about a voyage
in a runic inscription is very fragmented, for example only saying that a specific
person had gone with Ingvar. This demonstrates an assumption that readers would
have enough previous knowledge about Ingvar’s journey to make the association
themselves. In this particular case, this knowledge is preserved to this day in the
saga, and it can be assumed that other “epic” or “disastrous” journeys would have
been common knowledge in the areas where the participants came from, too.
A similar identity-making process is plausible for the commemoration of journeys in
Orkney. The only journeys mentioned are those to Jerusalem, which is far away,
outside the Norse world, unusual and dangerous, and therefore presumably makes
them worthy of memory. It is unlikely that none of the Maeshowe-carvers had
travelled extensively within the Norse world, and certainly the presence of both
Norwegian and Icelandic linguistic traits and idioms is a strong indication of this (see
chapter 5.5), but these journeys are not discussed in the runic corpus. I would
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assume such journeys were too frequent to set an individual apart and could
therefore not be used to present a different identity to that of the rest of the
community, especially in a diasporic setting, while the “Jerusalem people/travellers”
are marked out as a special sub-group within this community. Evidently, at least Earl
Rögnvald’s journey to Jerusalem was part of the community narrative, as
demonstrated by Orkneyinga saga (ch. 69 – 84; see chapter 4.5 for detailed
discussion; Jesch 2013a), so that any potential reader would have recognised that
this journey is meant in the inscriptions. The religious intention of the Jerusalemcarvings is further examined in chapter 6.6.
On the whole, commemoration of people and events is an integral part of the
Orcadian corpus of runic inscriptions. There are few inscriptions which were made
for overtly commemorative purposes, employing the traditional memorial formula,
but many other inscriptions have been shown above to commemorate people or
events. Examining who and what was commemorated in which fashion shows that
there was a shared community narrative about at least some events, such as the
journey to Jerusalem, which became part of the communal memory.

6.5 Social status of rune carving
An important part of identity is social status (for an overview of identity and social
status in archaeology, see Babić 2005). Some information can be drawn from
analysing the status of the sites where runic inscriptions are found in Orkney. When
examining the entire corpus of Orcadian runic inscriptions, it is possible to determine
if the status of a site and the likelihood of runic inscriptions correlate, and to see if
runic inscriptions appear at a higher proportion at high status sites. This may lead
to more conclusions about who used runes, for example only members of certain
classes in society or everybody, and if this has any relation to expressions of identity
in terms of situating a carver within a certain social stratum by using runes. In
addition, this subchapter will discuss other expressions of social status in the
inscriptions.
In the case of runestone fragments, it is justifiable to assume that they would have
been carved somewhere near their find spot even if the fragments have been reused in later buildings (chapter 4.1). This means that the place-names and
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archaeology of and around the find spots can be examined to determine if the
inscription is likely to have been carved at a high-status site. With inscribed portable
objects, more caution is necessary because they could have been transported
across long distances.
As a first step, two different test-cases in terms of toponymy, the place-names of
Skaill/Langskaill and Pap*, were selected for closer examination. Prior research, as
discussed in chapter 2.4.2, indicates that in Orkney, Skaill names denote sites of a
relatively high status, connected to the earldom (Stylegar 2004; Harrison 2013;
Griffiths, Harrison and Athanson 2019) while Pap* names denote a pre-existing, and
potentially continuing, pre-Norse church presence (Crawford 2005; Lamb 1995).
The locations of these place-names have been mapped out using data from
Thomson (2012) for Skaill/Langskaill names together with data from Crawford
(2005) for Pap* names. The locations of runic finds from Orkney were then added
(fig. 34). Subsequently, the distance from each of the immovable, rune-inscribed
objects to the nearest Skaill/Langskaill and Pap* name were measured (table 10).
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Fig. 34: Map of Orkney Skaill names, overlaid with find spots of runic inscriptions;
Skaill names mapped after data from Thomson (2012); Pap* names mapped after
data from Crawford (2005). Black dots for rune-inscribed objects, red triangles for
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Pap* names, blue triangles for Skaill/*skaill names (Base map: Ordnance
Survey/qGIS, map data: Freund 2018)

Signum Place-name

Distance to closest

Distance to closest Pap*

Skaill/Langskaill
OR 4

Ring of Brodgar

OR 6

Brough

2.8 km (14 Langskaill) 16 km (O7. Papdale)

of 1.8 km (12 Langskaill) 27.8 km (O7. Papdale)

Birsay
OR 7

Brodgar

OR 8

Brough

2.6 km (14 Langskaill) 15.6 km (O7. Papdale)
of 1.8 km (12 Langskaill) 27.8 km (O7. Papdale)

Birsay
OR 9

Brough

of 1.8 km (12 Langskaill) 27.8 km (O7. Papdale)

Birsay
OR 10

Orphir

0.5 km (41 Skelbister) 13.7 km (O7. Papdale)

OR 14

Tuquoy

2.7 km (22 Langskaill) none on island

OR 16

Brough

of 1.8 km (12 Langskaill) 27.8 km (O7. Papdale)

Birsay
OR 17

Little Isegarth

0.9 km (9 Skaill)

none on island

OR 18

Skaill

0 km (10 Skaill)

23.4 km (O7. Papdale)

OR 20

Breckness

5.2 km (21 Langskaill) 23.2 km (O7. Papdale)

OR 23

Naversdale

1.1 km (43 Skelbister) 10.4 km (O7. Papdale)

Mean value

1.9 km

21.4 km

Median value

1.8 km

23.3 km

Table 10: Immovable, rune-inscribed objects from Orkney and their distance from
the closest Skaill/Langskaill place-name (data from Thomson 2012) and Pap* placename (data from Crawford 2005) including mean and median values
When they are mapped out (see fig. 34 and table 10), 5 of the 8 different find spots
of immovable objects appear relatively close (under 2 km distance) to at least one
Skaill or Langskaill site, with exception of Brodgar, Tuquoy and Breckness.
Griffiths, Harrison and Athanson (2019: 2) argue that the “bu” names signify the
highest status of sites in Orkney, and a direct connection with the seat of the earls.
There are runic finds from two different “bu” sites, OR 15 and OR 19.1, OR 19.2 and
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OR 19.3 from the Earl’s Bu, and OR 10 probably also associated with it, and OR 24
from Bu Sands, Burray. Only OR 10 is on an immovable object. However, I think it
is legitimate to argue that the assemblage of inscribed bones from the Earl’s Bu has
been inscribed on site, as it was from an archaeological context full of butchered
animal bones which suggests consumption on site.
On the other hand, inscriptions are not found near any of the Pap* names which are
interpreted as indicating an earlier Irish church presence (Lamb 1995; Crawford
2005). On the two islands with Pap* island names, no runic inscriptions have been
discovered. However, as there are only seven known Pap* names in Orkney
(Crawford 2005), this does not necessarily have to signify any correlation between
an absence of inscriptions and a Pap* toponym. It may also be a result of the low
number of such names.
When it comes to archaeology, various sites where runic inscriptions on immovable
objects have been found have been interpreted as high-status sites after
excavations. The Brough of Birsay has been described as one of the seats of power
of the earldom during the Viking Age and Late Norse period (Morris 1989). Orphir,
too, was a centre of power, and the Earl’s Bu has been interpreted as a high-status
site with conspicuous consumption (Batey and Morris 1989 and Batey and Morris
1992). Brodgar forms part of the landscape around the top-level assembly site of
Orkney (Sanmark 2017: 221). There have been no excavations of Norse sites at
Breckness, Little Isegarth, and Naversdale.
Only one current place-name of the find spot of a runic inscription on an immovable
object can be interpreted as indicating a low-status site, namely OR 14 from Tuquoy.
The second element of this name is derived from ON kví, ‘cattle-fold’, denoting an
enclosure. This long-lived toponym is usually late in Orkney, and has been argued
to denote an outlying field or farm (Marwick 1952: 227 – 229; Griffiths, Harrison and
Athanson 2019: 2). However, Thomson (1999) argues that the place-name is late
and the site that is now being excavated may have had a different place-name
originally which was lost when the settlement was abandoned. Seeing as OR 14
dates to the Viking Age to “early medieval” [i.e. Late Norse] phase of the site (Barnes
and Page 2006: 200), it could reasonably pre-date the formation of the current
place-name. While its archaeology has not been fully published yet, Tuquoy has
been described as a high-status site after the previous excavation by its excavator
(Owen 1993).
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This means that all inscriptions on immovable objects for which an assessment of
site status can be made archaeologically and/or through the place-name evidence,
have come from sites that have been ascribed a high status.
To summarise, the toponymy and archaeology of runic find spots in Orkney leans
more towards high-status place-names and sites than should be expected from an
average or equal geographic distribution. Runic inscriptions on immovable objects
from sites that have been excavated come exclusively from sites that have been
interpreted as high-status by archaeologists. This implies that runic writing was
practised more frequently at high-status sites in the archipelago, so there is a
connection between high social status and expressing one’s identity in the Norse
writing system.
As discussed in chapter 4, the first record of each place name post-dates the
respective runic inscription or inscriptions, sometimes by a few centuries. Therefore,
and also due to the relative scarcity of recent research on Orcadian place-names,
the toponymy cannot be taken as sole indicator of a site’s status but in combination
with the archaeology of a site, a picture emerges of runic writing in stone being an
activity associated more with high-status sites than not.

Another consideration in terms of status and identity is if there are any status
markers within the texts of the inscriptions. In the corpus, there is only one term
which denotes social status directly, namely in Or Barnes 24, matselja jarls, “the
earl’s housekeeper”. This emphasises the carver’s standing as a member of the
earl’s household who claims a high social status through this association. It is telling
that Hlíf, the carver of this inscription, does not add her patronym as many other
carvers in Maeshowe do (see also chapter 6.1.3), which means her position in
relation to the earl is more important for deriving her social status than her family or
paternal ancestry.
In a wider sense, there are some more instances where social status may be
communicated through the text itself. A prime example is the “Jerusalem people”
and “Jerusalem travellers” of Or Barnes 14 and 24, using the journey to the Holy
Land as a badge of honour and, in the case of Or Barnes 24, perhaps connecting
themselves to the Norwegian king Sigurd by using his by-name (see also chapters
5.5 and 6.4). Potentially, this could be read as an indicator that being a member of
the traveller group adds to an individual’s status.
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Another status marker within the text may be the use of verse. Williams argues:
“Självklart bör man anse att poetiska inslag bidrar till en högre status” (2013: 65).16
This means that Or Barnes 20, which shows alliteration and similarities to poetic
form even if it is not entirely composed in verse (cf. Krüger and Busch 2016), should
also be identified as a high-status inscription.
Due to the lack of detailed records for Orkney when it comes to leading families
beyond the ruling dynasty (chapter 2.4), it is impossible to ascertain where the use
of a patronym or by-name may have held connotations of belonging to a high social
stratum. However, it must be noted that in Maeshowe, the use of by-names instead
of patronyms can be observed in various instances: fomir in Or Barnes 3, fila in Or
Barnes 7, matr in Or Barnes 18, and harðeksi in Or Barnes 19. This indicates that
at least in these four cases, the by-names, with exception of matr all non-lexical,
communicated something more important about a person than their patronym and
may have had implications for their social standing which the modern reader cannot
fully comprehend due to a lack of contextual knowledge.
There are no instances in the runic corpus where a term is used that may indicate
a particularly low social status, such as a reference to slavery or any unfree
relationship (for an explanation of terms, see Brink 2002: 110 – 116). There are also
no examples of the derogatory or humiliating names Brink (2002: 116 – 118) lists as
typical slave names. It is not entirely clear if matselja denotes unfree status: Jenny
Jochens interprets the term as “prestigious housekeeper” (1995: 132), while
Spurkland argues that “a matselja in dictionary terms is a ‘(slave) woman who
divided the food amongst the household; advisor’” (2005: 145). Even in the latter
case, being an “advisor” could still be read as a high-status role in the earl’s
household. Perhaps low status identities were not customarily expressed in runes,
at least in Orkney.
This evidence would tie in with the toponymy, archaeology and other textual
evidence from the corpus, showing that high status identities were expressed and
that runic writing appears to be an activity predominantly performed at high-status
sites with some possible exceptions. I would not go as far as saying that rune carving
was exclusively a marker of high status but it was probably an activity not every

16

Of course one should consider that poetic connotations contribute to a higher status. [my own
translation]
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member of society in Viking Age and Late Norse Orkney performed or participated
in equally.

6.6 Aspects of personal beliefs
As the previous subchapters have shown, there is a wide variety of identities which
are explicitly or implicitly expressed in the runic inscriptions of Orkney. Another
aspect of the inscriptions is the expression of personal beliefs or faith, an essential
part of a person’s identity, which the following subchapter examines.
In the Orcadian corpus, personal beliefs are expressed in various ways. The single
objects taken into consideration in this subchapter have been described in detail in
chapters 4.2, 4.3 and 4.4. OR 23 is clearly the reproduction of a part of a known
prayer, a number of objects (OR 1, OR 11, OR 12, OR 21, OR 22) could be
interpreted as amulets, two inscriptions make reference to Jerusalem (Or Barnes 14
and Or Barnes 24) and one inscription refers to the carving of a cross (Or Barnes
22). As discussed above, OR 10 names the church as a building but due to its two
potential readings (chapter 4.2), it remains unclear if the building is praised as
“beloved to God” or called not “good”, so this inscription will not be discussed in
more depth. Many of the single inscriptions and their aspects have been detailed in
preceding chapters, but in the following I will reiterate and summarise those points
that are important with regards to personal beliefs.
Prayer
As discussed above, the only known prayer in runes from Orkney can be found in
OR 23 with its part of the Lord’s Prayer in phonetic Latin (see also chapter 4.2).
Zilmer (2013) discusses runic prayers and argues that Latin prayers are more often
found on portable objects and tend to be formulaic, while prayers in the vernacular
are more often found in stone and can show more individual expressions of faith.
In the case of Orkney, this observation cannot be upheld, as the only definite prayer
is in Latin and formulaic, but carved in stone. Due to the nature of the inscription it
is difficult to say anything about personal beliefs expressed beyond stating that the
carver was most likely a Christian. The fact that the inscription ends after “hallowed
be” even though there is free space left on the inscribed surface of the sandstone
slab may indicate that the carver did not know the entire prayer confidently enough
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to carve on. To me, it seems unlikely that, as Barnes (2015: 148) suggests, the
carver would have continued on a different stone, as there was enough space for
nomen tuum “thy name” left on this slab.

Amulets
A number of rune-inscribed portable objects from Orkney can be interpreted as
amulets, using the Oxford English Dictionary definition of amulet as “an ornament
or small piece of jewellery thought to give protection against evil, danger, or disease”
(Oxford English Dictionary online 2019). These objects are OR 1 – Stackrue, OR 11
– Brough of Birsay, OR 12 – Westness, OR 21 – Brough of Deerness and OR 22 –
Quoys. The interpretation of these objects as amulets is not equally certain for all of
them as with exception of OR 11, no definite reading has been established for any
of them (see chapter 4.3).
These five objects constitute a diverse group, both in terms of materials used and
their dating. While OR 21 comes from an archaeological context dating from the
Viking Age, others are stray or Antiquarian finds or come from largely unpublished
excavations, and can therefore date to any point in the Viking Age or Late Norse
period in Orkney. The materials range from sandstone to metal and organic
materials, such as an animal tooth and antler.
In terms of the function of these objects, they are all small enough to have been
worn or carried on a person, and OR 11 and 12 even have a hole drilled into them
through which a cord may have gone. None of the inscriptions has so far given an
easily interpretable lexical meaning, but for OR 21 and OR 22, attempts have been
made (see the respective subchapters of 4.3), while OR 11 is a simple futharkinscription. In her previously mentioned study of Danish runic amulets, Steenholt
Olesen concludes that for many of her examples, “it seems to have been of no
importance that the inscriptions made sense” (2010: 173). This may have been the
case in Orkney, too, and with regard to the evidence, it appears likely.
When the find spots of these five objects are considered, it is striking that they are
widely spread in Orkney, both on the Mainland and on the island of Rousay, and
within the Mainland both on the East and West Mainland. At least three (OR 11, OR
12 and OR 21) come from within settlement sites and potentially even from within
buildings, but it is unclear if they were deposited there on purpose.
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Without establishing secure readings, it is impossible to declare any of the objects
as an amulet with certainty but there also is no other explanation for their function.
Furthermore, plenty of runic amulets are known from other regions (cf. PereswetoffMorath 2017). Pedersen discusses the wealth of amulet finds from Bronze Age to
medieval Scandinavia [i.e. contemporary to Bronze Age to Late Norse Orkney] and
stresses their rise in popularity during the Viking Age. She interprets the fashion for
runic amulets as a continuation of earlier Scandinavian amulet traditions (2009: 287
– 304). She concludes:
Amulette können als Ausdruck des individuellen Glaubens und der
magischen Praxis betrachtet werden […] In der Tat könnte jedes Material
oder jeder Gegenstand als Amulett gebraucht worden sein. Obwohl der
Charakter der Runeninschriften umstritten ist, können Runen einem an sich
wenig bemerkenswerten Gegenstand durchaus auch noch magische
Eigenschaften zugeführt haben “ (Pedersen 2009: 298).17
A similar interpretation of amulets as expressions of personal faith is plausible for
the Orcadian corpus, where simple objects may have acquired amulet status
through inscribing them with runes. In Orkney, the diversity of this sample shows
that the Norse in the archipelago, also on at least one of the smaller islands, may
have held very different views of what constituted a useful protective amulet, which
would indicate a wide range of personal beliefs. However, caution must be applied
in interpreting the potential runic amulets in Orkney because for none of them we
have absolute certainty where they came from, and it is impossible to tell where they
were inscribed.

Jerusalem inscriptions
The two inscriptions mentioning Jerusalem, Or Barnes 14 and Or Barnes 24, can
contribute information to this discussion, too. In the context of personal beliefs, I
want to elaborate on the meaning “Jerusalem” would have had for a carver or their
reader in the mid-twelfth century. After its conquest during the First Crusade in 1099,
Jerusalem became a centre of intellectual activity and creativity (Kedar 1998). For
Christians, it was the one place on earth where they could follow in the footsteps of
Jesus Christ whom they saw as their redeemer (Hamilton 1977). It was believed that

Amulets can be regarded as expressions of individual faith and magic practice […] Indeed any
material or any object may have been used as an amulet. Even though the character of the runic
inscriptions is under discussion, runes could well have added magic properties to an otherwise
unremarkable object. [my own translation]
17
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the earthly Jerusalem reflected its heavenly counterpart, and the city was
represented in many different ways in twelfth-century art and literature (Rubenstein
2014). This made it, maybe with exception of Rome, probably to the best-known
Christian location on earth during the period when the inscriptions in Maeshowe
were carved.
This means that the name of this city would have served as a reminder to both
carvers and readers that they belonged to the wider Christian world. It would have
called to their memory all the biblical stories of Jesus as a human in Jerusalem as
well as the successes of the First Crusade. Therefore, besides being a
commemoration of a journey or journeys to Jerusalem (chapter 6.4), these two
inscriptions can also be read as an expression of faith and belonging to the wider
Christian world.

The cross
Or Barnes 22 explicitly mentions a cross: binitit k(i)rþi kros þæ(n)a “Benedikt
made this cross”. It is above a simple carved cross on the same slab (fig. 35).
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Fig. 35 Carved cross in Maeshowe (Photograph provided by Robert Vasey 2018)
By writing that he made the cross, Benedikt takes ownership of it. The term kros
itself is a loanword in Old Norse, potentially via Old English, Old Irish or Old French,
from Latin crux, “cross” (de Vries 1962: 331). Carved crosses were a very popular
ornament for runestones, particularly in Sweden. While their exact meaning and
significance varied, they were always used as a marker of Christian faith (Zilmer
2011: 108 – 109). In the Orcadian example, too, it is impossible to determine from
the only four words in the runic inscription exactly what the cross meant for the
carver but it should clearly be read as an expression of his Christian faith. Benedikt
is also one of the few Christian personal names in the Orcadian corpus (chapter
5.4).
This overview shows that personal beliefs are expressed in many different ways in
Orcadian runic inscriptions. While there are some inscriptions that may hint at
protective or even magic purposes on amulets, there is no openly pagan expression
of faith, potentially due to the majority of the inscriptions post-dating the Viking Age.
There are however some explicitly Christian inscriptions. They reference Jerusalem,
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the cross, and the Lord’s Prayer. This indicates that Christianity was an essential
element of many carvers’ identities, especially in the mid-twelfth century that these
Christian inscriptions date to. It shows that they were willing to openly express their
belonging within the church and the wider Christian community.
In response to the argument by Barrett, as presented in chapter 2.1, that Birsay in
the tenth century may have been the centre of a Norse pagan faction (2003c: 207 –
221), the runic evidence provides no indication of this. While the bear’s tooth from
the Brough of Birsay (OR 11) can have served as an amulet, it is not an overtly
pagan object. Besides, none of the Birsay inscriptions can be securely dated to the
tenth century (see chapter 5.2 for a summary of dates).

6.7 Runic literacy in Orkney: the frequency of inscriptions and
the use of ciphers
In the final case study, I will evaluate the question of runic literacy in Viking Age and
Late Norse Orkney and how widespread the use of runes may have been. This also
ties into questions of identity and diaspora because it may contribute to deliberations
if runes were used in the same way in the Norse homelands. I will examine how well
people in Orkney could express themselves in their perceived “ancestral” writing
system, and if this writing system played a large, visible role in public life at any point
in Orcadian history. If so, this could potentially signify a cultural connection with the
homeland.
It may be helpful to look at other, relatively well-examined areas within the Norse
world to see how literacy is presented there, for example urban Bergen and rural
Greenland, and evaluate if they share any traits with Orkney as well as the rest of
the earldom. Of all areas that fell under the overlordship of the earls of Orkney, the
archipelago itself has the largest runic corpus. Shetland, as discussed in chapter
4.6, only has seven surviving inscriptions, while Caithness has two. The bestexcavated and largest Norse settlement in Caithness, Freswick Links (with the
Norse occupation there dating from the early Viking Age to the thirteenth century),
has not produced a single runic inscription even though the site has unusually good
organic preservation, for example of animal bone including femur head spindle
whorls comparable to the one of OR 24 (Morris, Batey and Rackham 1995). In
225

contrast, the Bryggen excavations in Bergen, which have been mentioned above
with regards to material preservation (chapter 5.1.2), have produced rich evidence
for pragmatic runic literacy on wooden sticks, and as Schulte concludes runic
literacy became more widespread through the Viking Age and into the medieval
period in Scandinavia, with a wealth of ephemeral, “everyday” messages, but the
preservation at this site is unique in the Norse world (2012: 180 – 182). In
Greenland, the corpus is somewhat later than its Orcadian counterpart, with a focus
on the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, and has more religious inscriptions than
pragmatic messages (Imer 2017: 119 – 123). These examples demonstrate that
runic literacy varied enormously over time and across the Norse world, so that it is
difficult to use any other region, be it part of the Norse homelands or the diaspora,
as a template for runic literacy in Orkney.
In terms of the content of Orcadian runic inscriptions, they rarely seem to have
served as a pragmatic means to convey information across a distance or for those
not currently present at a site. As the frequency analysis in chapter 5.3 has
demonstrated, a large number of inscriptions are self-referential to the act of writing
runes, so it is plausible that the act of writing itself was considered more important
than the message which was conveyed in the text.
One as of yet unresolved question concerns the extent to which runic literacy
penetrated everyday activities in Orkney, especially during the climax of rune
carving in the mid-twelfth century. As discussed above, few artefacts from Orkney
can be interpreted as pragmatic writing or even trial pieces. The most casual use of
runes can be seen on some of the various bone pieces from Earl’s Bu, Orphir (OR
15 and OR 19.1, OR 19.2, OR 19.3). This means that the bulk of the corpus is not
carved purely for pragmatic communication but is instead making deliberate
statements. It is impossible to tell if runes were predominantly used in this manner
due to connotations of being a specifically Norse or ancestral script, or if
preservation conditions in Orkney have prevented any further survival of pragmatic
runic writing. As it stands, the corpus appears to support the idea that runes were
used in a deliberate way and in specific situations only. In the few cases where
social status of the carvers and their potential audience can be established, the
inscriptions appear to be carved by those with a relatively high status in society.
Another question that needs to be considered in the discussion of runic literacy in
Orkney is that of cryptic or cipher runes. Runic ciphers are used in a number of
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Orcadian inscriptions, most of them inside Maeshowe, and the rest in very close
geographical vicinity to Maeshowe along the shores of Stenness Loch. These are
Or Barnes 9, Or Barnes 20 and OR 4. Potentially, one rune in OR 1 could be a
cipher rune (see discussion in chapter 4.2), and potentially, OR 7 could be carved
in cipher runes if it is runic at all (see discussion in chapter 4.2). This may mean that
these cipher inscriptions were a rather limited phenomenon. It is plausible that all
runic ciphers may have been carved by members of the same group of people or
that after the initial use of a cipher, all others were inspired by this first one.
In his recent thesis on cryptic runes, for which he also examined the Orcadian
examples, K. Jonas Nordby concludes:
Cryptic runes were used only marginally to protect sensitive information. We
can assume that competent rune-carvers were familiar with several cryptic
systems from their own runic education, and that these systems were
therefore not particularly exclusive. Cryptic runes had other uses, however.
They were frequently carved to demonstrate proficiency in runic knowledge,
and were probably used as entertaining challenges in social settings. Several
of the systems result in striking visual expressions that could be used to
beautify or draw attention to inscriptions. In some inscriptions, cryptic runes
seem to have been used to highlight magic messages. Cryptic runes were
an integral part of general runic knowledge and their use does not appear to
have been especially secret or exclusive (2018: 245).
These findings can be upheld for all Orcadian examples. When it comes to the
content of the Orcadian cipher inscriptions, it is noteworthy that they do not appear
to encrypt a message which is intended to remain secret or convey any information
which may have warranted the use of a cipher. Instead, the line in cipher runes in
Or Barnes 9 simply gives the name Erlingr, while the line in cipher runes in Or
Barnes 20 can be deciphered as “these runes”. Further on, the latter inscription
claims to have been carved by the man “most skilled in runes west of the ocean”,
which suits well to Nordby’s finding that cryptic runes were used to show runic skills.
Looking at those inscriptions which can be dated, there is a clear increase in the
twelfth century (see chapter 5.2). This poses the question if this increase is
paralleled by an increase in runic literacy, too, and if this is in any way connected in
a changing view on using runes, which again may reflect a changing attitude
towards the ancestral homeland where runes originated from. Chapter 7 will
examine if this may have been the case.
In general, Orkney offers relatively limited evidence for everyday writing in runes,
be it of a pragmatic or epigraphic kind. This may be a problem of preservation and
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excavation bias as set out in chapters 4 and 5. And yet, while there are clusters of
activity, both in terms of date and geographical spread, there is at least some
evidence for runic writing for much of the Viking Age and Late Norse periods and a
variety of locations. This means that runic writing is unlikely to have been an activity
predominantly carried out by specific non-local groups, such as Norwegian visitors
as postulated by Holman (1996) and Barnes (1994), even if some inscriptions may
have been carved by those not based in the archipelago.
From the extant evidence it appears that at no point in Orkney’s Norse history did
runes fulfil any kind of administrative function. They seem not to have been used for
pragmatic purposes, such as list keeping or labelling goods, and neither do they
seem to have been used to relay messages across long distances. Even at the sites
with organic preservation (Tuquoy and Earl’s Bu), no such messages have been
found on preserved bone or wood, which is what they were written on in Norwegian
examples, predominantly from Bryggen. This does, under all necessary caution,
resemble more the rural literacy of Greenland than that of urban Bryggen, though
the Orcadian corpus does not contain as many overtly religious inscriptions as that
of Greenland.
Finally, I want to return to the question of a connection between clerical literacy and
runic literacy in Orkney, as discussed for Scandinavia in chapter 2.3. As I have set
out in the discussion of place-names (chapters 2.4.2 and 6.5), no runic inscriptions
have been found at or near sites with pap* place-names. This means that rune
carving appears not to have been practised at these sites with an enduring preNorse clerical presence. However, two inscriptions, OR 10 and OR 23, have been
argued to come from chapel walls. Thus, runic writing was practised on some
religious sites, but it is unclear if there is any relation to clerical literacy at all. Seeing
as the carver of OR 23 wrote in phonetic Latin (chapter 4.2), I would suggest that
they were not a cleric used to reading or writing Latin. In the absence of evidence,
it appears that runic literacy in Orkney was mostly a vernacular or lay people’s skill.

This chapter has evaluated how runes can be used to examine very different
aspects of an individual’s and a community’s identity, including gender identity,
cultural identity, identity within a cultural landscape, commemoration of people and
events, social status and literacy. In chapter 6.1 I demonstrated that, despite
frequent assumptions, runic literacy was not restricted to men in Viking Age and
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Late Norse Orkney. This subchapter also showed that particularly the Maeshowe
inscriptions can serve as sources for gender identities in mid-twelfth century Orkney.
Chapter 6.2 examined questions of ethnic and cultural identity through runes. It
concluded that these questions are very difficult to answer, even if some cautious
suggestions can be made, because runes belong to a particular, Norse “sphere” of
identity, even for multi-ethnic individuals. The re-use of older monuments and
objects for runic inscriptions in Orkney was the main theme of chapter 6.3, and
showed that this appears to have been a conscious choice, expressing a claim on
the landscape and inscribing a Norse identity into the history of a place. Chapter 6.4
considered various aspects of commemoration, both of people and events. In terms
of commemorating people in runes, the evidence in Orkney is relatively scarce,
which may mean there were other, more important ways of memory-making and
preserving memories. The inscriptions commemorating events show that only some
events were considered worthy of being written in runes, and that the shared
narrative of the Norse world must have been well enough established in Orkney to
only require certain key words. Chapter 6.5 discussed the implications of social
status on literacy, and concluded there was some evidence for a prevalence of runic
literacy on high status sites but not exclusively so. It also examined questions of
social status being expressed within runic inscriptions in Orkney but found that there
is very little evidence with exception of Or Barnes 24 (“the earl’s housekeeper”).
Subsequently, chapter 6.6 evaluated personal beliefs as expressed in runes, and
thus individual religious identities. While it showed a variety of expressions of faith,
this cannot be generalised to the entire population of Norse Orkney. The
predominant expression of personal religious identity in runes belongs within the
Christian church. The final subchapter, chapter 6.7, discussed runic literacy in
Orkney in general and how literacy might influence identity expression. It
demonstrated that ciphers were used to show skill and enhance inscriptions,
especially in the case of Maeshowe, but not in a functional way, i.e. to convey secret
information. These different aspects do not exist in isolation, and there are common
traits and connections. This wider picture will be considered in the following chapter.
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7. Runes as sources for identities in Orkney
In the preceding chapter, I highlighted different aspects of the runic corpus from
Orkney and how they may relate to identity. This chapter attempts to take a wider
perspective and discusses identity as a whole. Generally, it should be assumed that
it is impossible to present one single, definite, unchanged expression of identity
because identity is personal, situational and changeable (Törrönen 2013: 80 – 81).
This means that, even if common traits can be found in the runic inscriptions which
this thesis focuses on, there will expectably still be an entire spectrum of different
and varying expressions.
The following subchapter will set out why the inscriptions of Maeshowe are included
in the corpus, using evidence collected in this and the previous chapters. A
distinction needs to be made between personal or individual and communal
identities expressed or implied in runes. Communal identity can be defined as
“discursively constructed by members in order to lend meaning to experience [and]
constructed in subjects' discourse with reference to the local context” (Colombo and
Senatore 2005: 48). This means that communal identity is the result of dialogic
negotiations between individuals and is dependent on local circumstances.
Accordingly, it is to be expected that individual expressions of identity in the corpus
can differ from those concerning community identity. It is also expectable that
community identity in Orkney may differ from that in other regions. Another, separate
discussion in this chapter is therefore “sense of place”18, which is intricately
connected to both personal and community identity, and is reflected in the corpus.
Thereafter, I will turn to the key question of this thesis, if the Orcadian runic
inscriptions can be taken to express diasporic and/or Norse identities. Finally, I will
present some reflections on runes and identity in modern Orkney and how they differ
or align with the identities expressed in the Viking Age and Late Norse inscriptions.

7.1 Maeshowe: a part of or apart from the Orcadian corpus?
Before finally summarising all my findings about identity expressed in runes in
Orkney in all its different aspects, I want to consider the question if Maeshowe can
18

For an overview on “sense of place” in landscape archaeology, see Bowser (2004)
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be included in an overall evaluation of the Orcadian runic corpus. Does it form an
integral part of the corpus or does it have to be seen as a special case, which would
mean examples taken from the inscriptions there cannot be used to make more
general statements about identity in Norse Orkney? Can the same people have
carved runes inside and outside of Maeshowe?
Barnes and Page justify their exclusion of Maeshowe from their corpus edition of
the Scandinavian Runic Inscriptions of Britain with the existence of a separate
corpus, Barnes (1994), and “their communal find place, limited date range – Barnes
(1994: 10) puts them in the half-century 1125-75 – and the likely “Norwegian
participation” in their production” (Barnes and Page 2006: 19). This has led to a
wider view that the Maeshowe inscriptions are somehow part of a separate corpus,
and often researchers have focused on only Maeshowe or only inscriptions found
outside the tomb. The only recent contribution to research that uses examples from
Orkney both from inside and outside of Maeshowe is Nordby (2018), while for
example Jesch (2017a) and Krüger and Busch (2016) focus on Maeshowe and
Barnes (2015) and Pereswetoff-Morath (2017) focus on inscriptions or an object
outside Maeshowe.
Indeed, some part of the special role Maeshowe plays in runic research about
Orkney does appear to derive from its publication history. It was the first published
runic discovery in Orkney, creating considerable excitement and a number of early
to current stand-alone publications, from Farrer (1862) to Barnes (1994).
Unfortunately, even the recent study of runic inscriptions in Orkney which examined
some carvings through reflectance transformation imaging, only used selected
examples from Maeshowe (Smith et al. 2018). It would have been interesting to
apply the technology to some other inscriptions from Orkney which may fall into the
same dating bracket, for example OR 10 from Orphir or OR 23 from Naversdale, to
determine if they could have been produced by a carver who was also active inside
the tomb (for examples from Sweden see Kitzler Åhfeldt 2003; 2012; 2015). Some
inscriptions from outside the tomb, for example OR 4 at the Ring of Brodgar, use
very similar rune forms and may either have been produced by the same carvers or
by somebody inspired by the Maeshowe inscriptions.
There is at least a possibility that the same carvers were active inside and outside
Maeshowe. Even if the inscriptions were not carved by one and the same individual,
rune carving was practised at the same time, using the same or very similar rune
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forms, in Maeshowe and at various locations outside Maeshowe. What sets
Maeshowe apart is the sheer number of inscriptions and their good preservation.
These two facts stem both from the nature of the tomb. Inside Maeshowe there was
plenty of space on smooth, large stone surfaces for carving inscriptions, and the
subsequent filling with rubble protected the carvings against both weathering and
Maeshowe from being used as a quarry for building materials. No other site in
Orkney has reached this level of preservation but the bone fragments from Earl’s
Bu (OR 15 and the assemblage of OR 19) suggest that there can easily have been
just as many inscriptions there. In addition, the carvers at the site were capable of
using literacy at its highest level, making a written joke in OR 15, just like carvers
inside Maeshowe, as evident in Or Barnes 2 and possibly Or Barnes 1. This means
there is little indication that the original carvers in Maeshowe were in some manner
set apart from the carvers at least at certain other Orcadian sites. The disparity in
the modern corpus and related research, with Maeshowe yielding over 50% of
surviving Orcadian runic inscriptions, instead seems to be linked to the preservation
conditions and in the publication history of the corpus.
In general, I would say it is therefore justifiable and necessary to include Maeshowe
in the final conclusions of this thesis and to use its inscriptions as part of the corpus
in order to answer the research questions. Its inscriptions were carved, at least
partly, by people who considered themselves as members of the Norse community
in Orkney (see chapter 7.3), and so it would not be appropriate to see Maeshowe
and its carvers as somehow separate and distant, for example from the carvers of
OR 10, OR 15 or OR 23.

7.2 Personal identities in runes
In this subchapter, I will discuss expressions of personal identities in the Orcadian
corpus of runic inscriptions and examine if they reveal any information about specific
persons’ feelings of diaspora or “Norse-ness”.
One option which could be used in order to identify inscriptions which contain
elements of the carvers’ personal identity expression is to use those that contain a
first person singular pronoun, which presumably refers to the carver. The problem
with this approach is that there are very few inscriptions that use first person singular
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pronouns in the corpus. A definite instance is Or Barnes 4 in Maeshowe (chapter
4.4), another likely instance is Or Barnes 8, also in Maeshowe (chapter 4.4), and a
potential instance is OR 10 from Orphir (chapter 4.2). There is no example of a first
person plural pronoun used in the corpus.
The relevant sub-clause in Or Barnes 4 is, in normalised form, er ek segi, “which I
say”. In Or Barnes 8, the relevant bit is, in normalised Old Norse and with some
conjecture for those runes that are difficult to read, er mér sagt, “is told to me”. Both
inscriptions belong to the thematic cycle discussing the treasure in the mound.
Jesch notes that “there is a certain rhythmical, alliterative quality to these, even if it
is a stretch to call them verse” (Jesch 2017b: 195). Jesch proceeds to argue that
these two cases may reflect personal linguistic choices on the carvers’ part (Jesch
2017b: 196). Her article gives a number of examples of runic inscriptions from
different periods illustrating that often, the use of the first person is connected with
orality or even verse (Jesch 2017b). This may indicate that inscriptions using the
first person pronoun do not necessarily reflect a carver who wants to discuss their
own identity more directly than others but rather a carver who follows a different
convention of putting oral communication into writing. Certainly, in the two examples
from Orkney, the reader does not find out much about the carver at all. One could
even argue that, because no carvers’ name is given in either Or Barnes 4 or Or
Barnes 8, the reader finds out less about the carvers’ identity than from the eleven
Maeshowe inscriptions that give their carvers’ names. With Or Barnes 4 being
alliterative, the use of the first person pronoun may also have been a choice made
in order to fit the form of alliterative prose.
The third example from Orkney which may use a first person singular pronoun is
OR 10 from Orphir. The first two words can be normalised to ek er, “I am”. However,
this inscription’s first words could also be normalised to ekki er, “not is”, or eng er
“no … is” referring to the church as subject, as discussed in chapter 4.2. In case the
first person singular pronoun is meant, it would not signify the carver’s self but rather
personify the church. As mentioned in chapter 4.2, there is an example where a
church is personified in the first person singular in N 526 using the pronoun mik,
“me” (Zilmer 2006: 444). In any case, OR 10 cannot shed more light on the carver’s
identity even though it would appear so if the first person pronoun was meant by ik.
I would argue that these three inscriptions are not the only ones expressing a
carver’s personal identity, and, as mentioned above, are not the most revealing
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ones, either. A number of inscriptions give the carver’s name in the third person –
eleven in Maeshowe as well as two definite and two potential examples outside
Maeshowe. This is the usual form of identifying a rune carver throughout
Scandinavia and the Norse diaspora from the Viking Age to the Late Norse (see
Samnordisk Runtextdatabas for numerous examples from various regions and
periods19).
Personal names in the corpus are discussed in chapter 5.4. While they might seem
a good indicator for individual identities, I would suggest that their usefulness as
sources in this respect is limited by the fact that they are given to an individual by
others. Therefore, name choice can tell more about community identities than
individual identities.
By-names or nicknames, which can in some instances be adopted or at least
endorsed by an individual for themselves, are a different case. As mentioned above,
in the Orcadian corpus, there are four examples of carvers attributing by-names or
nicknames to themselves, all from Maeshowe. Of these, only Or Barnes 18
arnfiþrmatrræist^runarþæsar, naming Arnfiðr matr “Arnfiðr food” as carver, can
be interpreted. Or Barnes 7 otarfilaræistrunarþisar names “Otarr …” as the carver,
with fila remaining uninterpreted, Or Barnes 13 r*(s)*(o)rm**(n)y*(i) has been
reconstructed to Reist Ormr inn yri, “Orm the …” with yri remaining uninterpreted as
carver’s name, and Or Barnes 19 §A hærmuntrharþeksiræisru^n §B ar names
the carver as Hermundr harðeksi, “Hermund …” with the by-name remaining
uninterpreted. As it appears, only one of the four by-names carvers use for
themselves is lexical Old Norse. The three other examples, fila, yri, and harðeksi
are not known from other instances and may have been unique. This could indicate
that the carvers used them to set themselves apart and denote their belonging into
a select group where the meaning of these by-names was known. It could also be
a hint that these carvers wanted to be identifiable only for a select group, and that
within that expected readership, they defined themselves through their by-name and
not their patronym. Even in case the carvers had not chosen these by-names for
themselves, it was still an active choice from their side to carve them instead of a
patronym.

19

For example Öl 43 (Viking Age) from Öland, Sweden; Ög NOR2001;32 (Viking Age to medieval
period, c. 1000 – 1100) from Mjölby, Östergötland, Sweden; SC 3 (c. 1263) from Holy Island,
Scotland; E 3 (1100s) from Carlisle, England
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Additionally, personal attributes mentioned in the inscriptions can reveal information
about individual identity but in this case, a distinction needs to be made if carvers
adopt these attributes for themselves or if carvers mention them in relation to others.
An example for the first case is rynstr, “most skilled in rune-carving”, which the
carver of Or Barnes 20 uses to refer to themselves. An example for the second case
is mikill ofláti, “a great show-off”, which the carver of Or Barnes 9, presumably
Erlingr, uses to refer to Ingibjörg who is named in the previous phrase of the
inscription. These two examples demonstrate the two very different paths that
personal attributes can take: in the first example, the attribute the carver adopts for
himself is very positive and could even be called boasting while in the second
example, the attribute claimed for the subject of the inscription by the carver has
negative connotations. The emphasis on skill in rune carving in Or Barnes 20 fits
with the observations from chapter 5.3 that the corpus is primarily concerned with
the act of rune carving itself and less with conveying other information. In a corpus
where rune carving was such an essential activity, an individual carver could
distinguish themselves from the group by claiming to be the best in performing this
task.
Finally, individuals in the inscriptions could express their identities through their real
or claimed actions. As the frequency analysis in chapter 5.3 showed, the most
frequent action mentioned in the corpus is the carving of runes itself, usually as a
statement with the carver’s name. This focus on rune carving, and presenting certain
individuals as carvers, indicates that being literate was an essential part of these
individuals’ identity, and being able to demonstrate this played a significant role in
their reasons for producing inscriptions in the first place. In many examples from
Orkney, both inside Maeshowe (e.g. Or Barnes 12 or 18) and outside Maeshowe
(e.g. OR 14), the only information given in a single inscription is the carver’s name
and that this person carved the runes. Therefore, the carvers considered it more
important to be seen as rune carvers, the aforementioned carver of Or Barnes 20
even as the best in the entire region, than to convey any other information.
Consequently, the reader is primarily led to regard them as carvers of runes, i.e.
literate and versed in the Norse writing system. Through this focus, these individual
carvers make it obvious for the reader that they consider themselves as belonging
to the Norse world even if they do not discuss questions of culture or ethnicity on
the surface or in the textual contents of their inscriptions. It should be noted that all
the inscriptions mentioning named carvers are made in durable materials, such as
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stone (Maeshowe, OR 14) or steatite (OR 3). None of the inscriptions in bone, antler
or metal appear to make a statement about rune carving itself. This choice, besides
the obvious preservation bias, may also represent a desire to keep these statements
legible and visible for posterity.
Other actions discussed in the inscriptions are limited to the Maeshowe corpus.
These concern mound breaking, which a number of carvers discuss with varying
levels of their own participation, carrying treasure away, which the carvers of Or
Barnes 4 and 8 imply to have knowledge about but not to have done it themselves,
and sexual intercourse, where Or Barnes 10 leaves it unclear if the carver was a
participant or observer. Through all these inscriptions, the carvers place themselves
into the narrative of Maeshowe as active or passive participants in the history of the
place.
Taken together, all these examples show a range of personal, individual identities
expressed in the inscriptions. Although first-person voices are very rare in the
corpus, a number of inscriptions have been shown to contain information on their
carvers’ identities. They associate themselves primarily with the Norse world and
define themselves as rune carvers. Some prefer to use by-names instead of
patronyms, making themselves identifiable through other means than their family
heritage.

7.3 Community identities in runes
A carver’s view of community identities can also be expressed in runic inscriptions.
In examining community identity, it must be noted that “people participate in any
number of distinct communities at any one time. Each of these distinct communities
is also comprised of multiple, nested subcommunities [sic], defined by individual and
group roles, experiences and identities” (Brodsky and Marx 2001: 175 – 176). This
means that there may be various and differing identities in the corpus which could
be expressed simultaneously and even by the same carver.
As mentioned in chapter 7.2, there is no inscription in the Orcadian corpus that uses
the first person plural pronoun. This means that there is no carver who is directly
making a communal statement which includes themselves and others. However,
there are other, more indirect opportunities to gain information on community
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identities from the corpus. This will be attempted by examining again a number of
topics which have been discussed above. With a view to examining community
identities, some of the aspects detailed in subchapters of chapter 6 are particularly
important, i.e. the use of keywords from community narratives, the use of personal
names, nicknames or by-names, and the use of language. In addition, the physical
placement of inscriptions within a community must be considered.
Firstly, there is evidence in Orcadian inscriptions of the use of certain keywords
rather than longer explanations, for example “Jerusalem-travellers” or “Gauk
Trandilsson’s axe” in Maeshowe. As set out in chapter 6.4, particularly the
Maeshowe corpus suggests that there was a shared narrative at least among the
carvers. This meant that only a word or phrase needed to be carved and then the
reader would remember an entire event or story. This use of keywords sets clear
boundaries between those within the community and those outside, who
presumably would not have been able to make sense of the narrative through single
words. It is unclear if the carvers intended to exclude readers from outside their
interpretive community but in any case, a relatively large number of inscriptions
appears to be targeted at members of their own community. The use of keywords
also enabled the carvers to prove themselves as sharing the communal narrative
and being a member of the community with its knowledge, creating a sense of
belonging for both carver and intended reader.
Similarly, the use of personal names, nicknames, and by-names is a key feature of
both defining an individual’s identity within a community and defining the
community’s shared identity. Only members of the interpretive community would
know the meaning of such a nickname while for others (such as the modern
runologist) it appears not even lexical. Again, the examples in the corpus come
solely from Maeshowe. Personal names were discussed in chapter 5.4 and picked
up in subchapters of chapter 6 (table 7). They can give information about community
identities as they are given to an individual by others. In Orkney, female personal
names in runic inscriptions are exclusively Norse, while male personal names are
predominantly Norse with the exception of the biblical, originally Greek, Philippus
(OR 6), the Latin Benedikt (Or Barnes 26) and the biblical, originally Hebrew, Simon
(Or Barnes 29). These name choices suggest that personal names were picked by
members of the community from a pool of Norse and biblical/Christian names.
Consequently, it appears that the community did adopt a Norse Christian identity as
expressed in their naming customs.
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When it comes to by-names, as mentioned above the evidence in the Orcadian runic
corpus comes exclusively from Maeshowe. In the tomb, as discussed in chapter 6.5
and 7.2, there are four examples of nicknames or by-names being used: fomir in Or
Barnes 3, fila in Or Barnes 7, matr in Or Barnes 18, and harðeksi in Or Barnes 19.
Only one of them is lexical, and it appears likely that the other three only had a
meaning for a specific group of people. This means that these inscriptions contained
layers of meaning appealing to different interpretive communities and a claim of
belonging to different communities, too. The most superficial layer is the Norse
writing system, appealing to all readers familiar with runes and expressing belonging
to the Norse world. A similar layer is presented by the Norse language, being
readable by presumably nearly everybody entering the tomb during the period,
expressing a belonging within the Norse speaking community. A more limiting layer
are then the by-names, identifying the individual further only for those who already
knew them or at least knew of them and their story, indicating belonging to a specific
group of acquaintance. Using a by-name instead of a patronym may also have been
a means of distinguishing oneself from others sharing the same first name and
patronym, which is a relatively frequent occurrence in the Norse naming system
(Peterson 2015). Therefore, the by-name can express more individuality within the
Norse community than using only the conventional first name and patronym
(Peterson 2015). The fact that there are only four by-names used in the corpus may
also reflect a varying desire to express this kind of individuality between carvers,
with most opting not to use any nicknames they may have had.
Another notable aspect of community identity, especially in a diaspora setting where
linguistic change occurs, such as the transformation from a predominantly Celticspeaking population to the exclusive use of Old Norse in Orkney, is linguistic
identity, or which language is used by the community. Bakhtin’s model of centrifugal
and centripetal forces on language and linguistic change, as discussed in chapter
3.3, maintains that the further a speaker is removed from centres of power and
authority over language, the greater the variety and changes of their speech.
Bakhtin argues that due to the nature of language as dialogic and discursive it is
constantly subject to unifying, centripetal forces and digressing, centrifugal forces,
leading to heteroglossia. These forces are caused by both ideology and individuality,
and any utterance contributes to further heteroglossia through dialogue (Bakhtin
2006: 271 – 275). In a diaspora context, it could therefore be expected that, with
increasing distance from the homeland, be it physical or cultural/political, the
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language of the diasporic community varied more and changed at a more rapid pace
if the central authority exerted by the homeland was weakened. In the case of
Orkney, this could also be reflected in the runic inscriptions. However, no significant
linguistic variation can be found in the Orcadian corpus despite it being much larger
than the corpus of runic inscriptions from mainland Scotland, where SC 11 – Thurso
I contains the neologism ubirlak, “overlay” (Barnes and Page 2006: 237 – 243).
Potentially, centrifugal forces in Orkney, the closest Norse settlement to the
Norwegian mainland, were not as dominant as in other Norse settlements. Equally,
this could constitute a conscious alignment of the social stratum using runes with
Norwegian authority. In any case, it does not have to mean that those members of
the community using runes in Orkney came directly from Norway or were only
travelling through Orkney as previously suggested (Holman 1996; Barnes 1994). It
does appear that the use of language within the Norse community in Orkney, at
least when it came to writing runes, was comparatively conservative. This is the
opposite of what could be expected, especially during the twelfth century climax of
the earldom. The corpus is too small to indicate if there may have been a specific
“Orcadian dialect” of Old West Norse, as discussed in chapter 5.3, but OR 23
suggests that Latin may have been pronounced slightly differently than in Norway
in the twelfth century. On the whole, the twelfth-century inscriptions, which yield the
largest body of runic text in Orkney, are producing remarkably little evidence for
heteroglossia, which in my opinion demonstrates a community consciously aligning
with the use of language in Norway, the central authority, as evidenced by rune
forms, spellings and style (see chapters 5 and 6).
With exception of the Maeshowe inscriptions, only few runic inscriptions in Orkney
can still be found at their original location or find spot. Nonetheless, for many of
these the original location is approximately known, or at least an educated guess
can be made. Details about the find spots and potential original locations for all
Orcadian runic inscriptions are discussed in chapters 4.2, 4.3 and 4.4. When the
different types of locations are examined, a few common traits can be seen: most
Orcadian inscriptions are on or near the shore of the sea or Stenness Loch (OR 23
from Naversdale being the only significant exception; chapter 5.1.1). Inscriptions
tend to be found at or near high status settlement sites or around the area of the
highest level assembly site in Orkney (chapter 6.5). Often, they are in or on (reused) older monuments (chapter 6.3). In the cases of OR 10 and OR 23 there is
speculation that the inscriptions could have been made on a church wall (chapter
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4.2). What these locations have in common is that they are all public rather than
private spaces. Often, the inscriptions are in locations that were both very visible
and where many people would have passed by. Crucially, these are also the spaces
where outsiders are likely to have come if visiting Orkney. This puts the inscriptions
strategically at the centre of the Norse community in Orkney and makes them a
defining element that anybody who came to Orkney would have encountered.
Therefore, it appears to have been the intention of the carvers during the most
productive period of rune carving, presumably in the twelfth century, that anybody
coming to Orkney should perceive the archipelago as a culturally Norse area. This
perception, in turn, may also have inspired more carvings, including by visitors, who
may have carved some of the Maeshowe inscriptions.
As described earlier, there are no inscriptions in any other writing system from the
same period as the runic inscriptions in their respective locations. Consequently, it
is justifiable to argue that writing in runes at prominent locations within the Orcadian
Norse community was not an individual but a community choice. By using runes,
the community could make a statement and claim a Norse identity for itself, even if
it did actually consist of a variety of ethnicities as set out in chapter 6.2. This use of
runes to express belonging to the Norse world does not present uniformly. However,
the fact that they are used in public spaces connected with legal authority and high
social status suggests that runes may have played a role in outwardly showing
loyalty to Norwegian power. They could be used to consciously align the community
with the Norse world and reject Scottish influences in this expression of communal
identity.

7.4 Sense of place
A contributing factor in assessing the expression of identity in the Orcadian corpus
of runic inscriptions within a framework of diaspora research is how Orkney as a
place is viewed and how it is situated in relation to both the homeland and other
locations, in the Norse diaspora as well as the wider world. Brenda J. Bowser
defines the “archaeology of place” as “rooted partially in landscape archaeology yet
more attendant to understanding the ways in which people impart meaning to their
cultural and physical surroundings at multiple scales” (2004: 1). In the context of this
thesis, such imparted meaning can be expressed directly, for example when place240

names are mentioned in inscriptions, or more indirectly, through the use of
geographic directions (“south” etc.) or idioms specific to certain locations. There may
also be other hints, for example mentioning people or stories associated with certain
places and how they are presented in the inscriptions.
In the Orcadian corpus, the only inscriptions which mention place-names directly
are inside Maeshowe where the toponym Orkhaugr for Maeshowe is used once (Or
Barnes 24) and the toponym Jerusalem, discussed in chapter 6.6, is used twice,
both times as part of a compound noun, once “Jerusalem-men/people” (Or Barnes
14) and once “Jerusalem-travellers” (Or Barnes 24). Despite this rather low number,
some information can be gathered to draw conclusions about the carvers’ sense of
place. In Or Barnes 24, the reader finds the place-names Orkhaugr and Jerusalem
in one and the same inscription. This may indicate that this inscription’s carver
considered a geographic frame for her deed particularly important. If it is accepted
that the carver was a member of the “Jerusalem-people”, and thus a far-travelled
person for her time, she may have found spatial relations more essential than those
who had not travelled as far. It is plausible that she would have had more geographic
knowledge, too, and therefore emphasised the toponyms in her inscription.
In the two Maeshowe inscriptions that use place-names, Jerusalem is the first word,
which means the toponym is emphasised in the respective inscription’s layout. This
could be interpreted in relation to Higgitt’s theory that medieval epigraphy is often
laid out with personal names in prominent positions so that weaker readers make
these out, potentially recognise them, and then read on (Higgitt 2003: 327 – 334;
see also chapter 2.2). I would argue that the place-name Jerusalem, the toponym
of one of the major cities of its time and the key city of medieval Christianity next to
Rome (see also chapter 6.6 on the importance of Jerusalem), may have been
equally recognisable as a personal name. It would therefore have made sense for
the carvers to emphasise it in their inscriptions’ layout. The use of this place-name
shows that the carvers considered themselves as part of the wider Christian
community. It should also be noted that in both inscriptions naming Jerusalem, it is
spelled exactly the same, iorsala. This consistency might indicate that the carvers
had seen it written before or that one copied the other, though the fact that one
inscription then uses min (iorsalamin in Or Barnes 14) and the other inscription
uses farar (iorsalafarar in Or Barnes 24) seems to contradict an exact copying.
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Fig. 36: Psalter World Map, British Library Ad. MS 28681, written c. 1265. A typical
medieval “mappa mundi”, showing Jerusalem as the centre of the world (Public
Domain, Wikimedia Commons, accessed 10/06/2019)
In terms of world view, one could speculate that the emphasis on Jerusalem might
indicate a sense of world geography centered on the Holy City, which is known from
many medieval maps, such as the Psalter World Map (fig. 36). There are no
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surviving Norse maps from the twelfth century but the aforementioned map, a typical
mappa mundi from thirteenth-century England, shows the usual setup of such maps.
Jerusalem is found in the centre of the map, and the three known continents,
Europe, Asia and Africa, surround it, and are in turn surrounded by water. It should
be noted that the two-dimensional layout does not mean the producers of such maps
considered the earth a flat disc.20 Therefore, the Maeshowe inscriptions’ emphasis
on Jerusalem, both in layout and as the most frequently used place-name may
indeed indicate that at least the carvers of Or Barnes 14 and 24 subscribed to a
similar world view as depicted in various mappae mundi. For them, Jerusalem may
have constituted the geographical centre of the world. It is also justifiable to assume
that these carvers assumed the same or a similar world view on part of their readers
and used Jerusalem as the first word in their inscriptions to catch readers’ attention.
Only one other place-name appears in the Orcadian corpus of runic inscriptions,
namely that of the mound of Maeshowe itself in Or Barnes 24. It is spelled orkǫuh,
normalised to the accusative form Orkhaug from the nominative form Orkhaugr. As
detailed in chapter 4.4, this toponym has the same second element (haugr, “hill” or
“mound”) as the modern place-name of the site, Maeshowe. Its first element (Ork)
appears to be the same as that of the archipelago Orkney but the origins of this
name are unclear. They do, however, pre-date the Norse settlement as the use of
Orcas for the northern tip of Britain by Pytheas of Massilia in the third century BC
demonstrates (Breeze 2002: 11 – 13). The toponym could therefore mean
something akin to “mound of the Orcadians” (Ljosland forthcoming). However, in a
wider sense, the connection between the name for the archipelago and the name
for the mound appears to indicate that the Norse made a connection between the
builders of the mound and the pre-Norse population of Orkney. The place-name
Orkhaugr could thus be read as an indirect acknowledgement that Orkney is not a
Norse homeland. This makes it even more significant that it was later used for runic
inscriptions as discussed in chapter 6.3, and the presence of the place-name in the
corpus proves that the place-name must have been formed before the inscriptions
were carved.
As mentioned in chapter 7.2 some of the carvers from Maeshowe, including the
carver of Or Barnes 24 who uses the place-name for the mound, are writing
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The flat depiction of the world in medieval maps was simply a way of projecting a threedimensional shape onto paper, and the stereotype of medieval map-makers’ belief in a disc-shaped
earth is largely a nineteenth-century misconception (Edson and Savage-Smith 2004: 67).
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themselves into the story of the place through their inscriptions. When this is
considered in connection with the idea of using the place-name, hinting at the preNorse population of the archipelago, a possible scenario emerges. The Norse in
mid-twelfth-century Orkney – or at least some of them who entered Maeshowe –
recognised that there had been a pre-Norse population who had built the chambered
tomb. Yet, they also felt the need to claim it for themselves and to become part of
the history of the building, which brought them to carve runic inscriptions there,
referencing their own myth and legend and including their names so that they could
take ownership of the mound and its narrative (for other instances of mound re-use
for assembly sites in Scotland, see Sanmark 2017: 219 – 227).
In addition to these directly mentioned place-names, the inscriptions in Maeshowe
contain two descriptions of geographic directions, both in the same inscription,
namely Or Barnes 20. These are helpful in assessing the carvers’ sense of
geography and spatial awareness. They also show where the centre of the carvers’
focus was by indicating where they based their directions at, for example if they
used Orkney itself or another place as a reference point. The first geographic idiom,
in line C of Or Barnes 20, is (fyrir) uæstan haf, normalised to fyrir vestan haf, “west
of the ocean” (Barnes 1994: 148; 152 – 153). The most compelling aspect of the
use of this idiom in Orkney is that it is using the sea west of Norway and not Orkney
as its point of reference. Looking at any map, the area “west of the ocean”, i.e. the
North Sea and North Atlantic, is east, west, north, and even south of Orkney,
surrounding the archipelago almost completely. Orkney is only “west of the ocean”
regarded from Norway. This could be taken as evidence that the carver was
Norwegian and had moved west across the sea, as suggested by Barnes (1994:
153) but I think it is equally likely that the term had simply become detached from
its original geographic sense of direction. It may well have been used by Orcadianborn Norse speakers in the twelfth century in full knowledge that the designated sea
was physically not only to their east. A modern example for comparison would be
the West Indies: despite their knowledge that the islands are not to the west of India,
and this having been known for centuries, both local inhabitants and others still use
the toponym, out of tradition (Adderly 2000: 1584). A similar mechanism is possible
for the area “west of the ocean” referred to in Maeshowe.
The second geographic idiom, in line D of Or Barnes 20, is fyrir · sunan lant,
normalised to fyrir sunnan land, “in the south of the land”. This idiom is, as discussed
in chapter 5.5, typically Icelandic. In case of Maeshowe, this is made even clearer
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through the use of the name Gauk Trandilsson, a legendary Icelandic saga hero
(Jónsson 1931), in the same line of the inscription. However, the carver of the
inscription appears to presuppose that their readers will know that the “land” in
question is Iceland and not, for instance, Norway or Orkney.
It is possible that the sense of geography conveyed in the Orcadian runic inscription
may be part of a wider phenomenon in the Norse world, especially the diaspora and
other locations far from the centres of power and origins of Norse culture and
language. Other runic inscriptions from regions at the edge of the Norse world
appear to confirm that despite a considerable distance to southern Scandinavia,
directions were still based upon its geography. One example is the aforementioned
potential Ingvar stone from Attmarby in Medelpad, Sweden, c. 400 km to the north
of Stockholm. In its inscription, M 4 in the runic database (Samnordisk
Runtextdatabas 2019), it describes the direction of travel as “east” (Åhlén 2006).
Thus, it used the standard formula for the so-called “Ingvar stones”, even though
the famous voyage itself went to the east from Uppland so that the first direction of
travel, should this stone really mean Ingvar the Far-Travelled’s journey, seen from
Medelpad would have been south. Another runestone from the northern edge of
Norse settlement in Sweden, the Frösö stone in Jämtland (Samnordisk
Runtextdatabas 2019: J 1), mentions the name Austmaðr, or “east man”. This
personal name may hint at a connection to somewhere in the Baltic – again,
potentially seen from further south in Scandinavia.
These examples demonstrate that it is plausible to assume a mechanism for
Orkney, as expressed in the runic corpus, where a sense of direction was still
defined from the Norse homelands. This could indicate a diasporic sense of place
where the most important “mental map” was that taken from the ancestral homeland,
but combined with a general medieval Jerusalem-centric world-view. It must,
however, be noted that the material containing this geography in Orkney is limited
to the twelfth century and Maeshowe. There are also only three different inscriptions
that discuss or mention geography, Or Barnes 14, Or Barnes 20 and Or Barnes 24.
These appear to have been produced by three different carvers, indicated by
different vocabulary for the Jerusalem people/travellers in Or Barnes 14 and 24, and
a different style of rune carving in Or Barnes 20. The latter uses twig runes in line A
and makes heavy use of Icelandic idioms and sagas, none of which is evident in Or
Barnes 14 or 24. This means that within Maeshowe we have evidence for the sense
of place of three different carvers. Some of the inscriptions may have been carved
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by those who did not grow up in the Earldom of Orkney. These carvers could have
learned their geography in childhood and simply continued using it in Orkney. The
absence of earlier references to geography and spatial awareness also makes it
impossible to determine if there may have been a shift in the sense of geography at
some point. If, as Griffiths (2019) argues, the first wave of settlers really came
through the Irish Sea and had lasting connections there, using solely the
Scandinavian homelands of the Norse is unexpected, and at least some reference
to the Irish Sea should be seen in the corpus – unless a conscious re-writing of the
settlement history of the earldom did happen (Griffiths 2019) and brought with it a
refocusing on Norway as the sole point of orientation.
Orkney itself is not described in any detail in any of the runic inscriptions from the
archipelago. The only reference to the islands’ name is seen in the use of Orkhaugr
in Or Barnes 24. As mentioned above, it is generally assumed that this refers to the
toponym for Orkney or to its pre-Norse inhabitants (Ljosland forthcoming). This
suggests an awareness of the islands’ history and their previous inhabitants, and
indicates knowledge that the mound of Maeshowe itself was not built by the Norse
– while at the same time claiming it as an integral part of the Norse world, including
a Norse toponym. In another inscription, the mound is compared with that of Lodbrok
(Or Barnes 23), and thus set within a framework of Norse myth and legend.
When it comes to people or events associated with certain places, again only
Maeshowe offers any evidence. This means that the validity of any conclusions from
the material must remain limited to the mid-twelfth century. Two personal names
from inside Maeshowe can be identified with a connection to characters from Norse
myth and legend, namely Gauk Trandilsson (Jónsson 1931) and Lodbrok (McTurk
1991).
Another reference in Maeshowe to a person is “the jarl’s housekeeper” in Or Barnes
24. This is the only clear reference to somebody connected to the archipelago.
There were of course other jarls in Norse history, but they were usually located in
Norway and sometimes Denmark, as the only jarls/Norse earls in the North Atlantic
region were those of Orkney. This makes it very likely that the inscription indeed
refers to the Earl of Orkney. The fact that the earl remains unnamed supports the
conclusion, as it underlines the assumption by the carver that any reader inside
Maeshowe would know which earl is meant. It seems implausible that a carver in a
place where there was a ruling earl could have meant any other, more distant jarl
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without spelling this out. This makes Orkney the point of reference within this one
inscription. It requires the reader’s awareness of local politics and does not use
Scandinavia as a main reference, for example by distinguishing the earl as “jarl of
Orkney” to differentiate from those in Norway. This makes it more probable that the
carver was firmly embedded into the society of Norse Orkney and may have spent
most of her life in Orkney.
The inscriptions discussed here in terms of spatial awareness, geography and
sense of place show that in the corpus, there are different reference points for
different carvers. There is no general sense of diaspora in all inscriptions but there
is a clear indication that some of the Maeshowe carvers centred their geography on
Scandinavia, not Orkney, evident in their use of “west of the ocean”. Seemingly,
Orkney was part of a greater, shared Norse worldview with regard to the sense of
place in the inscriptions, as demonstrated by the use of fyrir sunnan land, an
Icelandic idiom which presupposes that the reader has knowledge which “land” is
meant there. Not all inscriptions show an equal geographic focus, and indeed Or
Barnes 24 argueably uses Orkney as its point of reference. In the use of placenames in two of the Maeshowe inscriptions, both an awareness of the wider, nonNorse world and knowledge about the most important city for medieval Christendom
are present. The use of the place-name Orkhaugr for Maeshowe also indicates an
awareness of the history of the place, its pre-Norse population, and a claim for
Orkney being fully Norse at the time of writing.
When looking at the potentially pre-twelfth-century inscriptions from Orkney, such
as OR 11, OR 17 or OR 18, it becomes apparent that none of these contain any
element of situating themselves geographically or conveying a sense of place. One
possible explanation is that no earlier examples have survived due to the
preservation conditions in Orkney, but another, and in my opinion more likely,
explanation is that before the twelfth century, carvers did not feel the need to
explicitly express these issues, potentially because their being part of the Norse
world was not questioned. It is possible that the carvers in mid-twelfth-century
Maeshowe felt the need to reaffirm their own place within the geography of the
Norse world.
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7.5 Norse diaspora identity or not?
After collecting all the runic evidence, putting it into a wider context and highlighting
different case studies and aspects of identity, it is now time to evaluate the key
question of this thesis: do the runic inscriptions from Orkney reflect a Norse identity
in the diaspora or not?
Assesing the runic material from Orkney, Holman (1996: 321) writes:
Of course, local customs varied in Scandinavia and it is significant that the
custom of raising rune-stones was not particularly popular in Norway. The
varied uses to which runes were put in Orkney seems to reflect later practice
in Norway, represented in the Bergen and Trondheim material and other
casual inscriptions. Indeed, the Maeshowe inscriptions, and perhaps Orphir
I, appear to have been carved by Norwegians. The fact that many of these
inscriptions conform to the character of Norwegian inscriptions suggests
continuing contact with the Scandinavian homeland. Again, this sort of
inscription is not represented in the Shetland material (apart from perhaps
the Gungstie, Noss inscription), although in cultural and political terms
Shetland appears to have been more closely tied to Norway. This disparity
may perhaps be explained by visits of literate persons to the powerful Orkney
earldom, and it is possible that even more of these inscriptions were carved
by Norwegian visitors.
I would argue that, reflecting the developments of the corpus since Holman finished
her PhD project in 1996, the view that the runic inscriptions in Orkney were carved
by literate Norwegian visitors can no longer be upheld.
On the whole, when examined through interdisciplinary research methods and
analysed beyond its rune forms and language, the Orcadian corpus of runic
inscriptions shows some marked differences to the corpora of the Norse homelands.
This is despite the fact that the aforementioned features are very similar to the use
of rune forms and language in contemporary Norway (see also chapter 7.3). While
a quantitative analysis cannot be performed due to varying preservation conditions
and differences in sample sizes, three qualitative aspects are striking and should be
summarised here. 1) Orkney has a far smaller focus on memorial inscriptions; 2)
there is currently not a single confirmed Orcadian inscription on wood; and 3) there
is only little evidence for a pragmatic use of runes and no evidence for the
administrative use of runes. The latter two aspects could potentially be explained by
the difficult preservation conditions for organic material in Orkney (cf. chapter 5.1.2),
and pragmatic writing often using organic media, such as the Bryggen inscriptions.
However, the first aspect requires a different explanation because memorials on
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stone are among the likeliest inscriptions to be preserved in the archaeological
record.
It is notable that the largest number of runic inscriptions in Orkney post-date the
Viking Age. Only after the consolidation of kingship in Scotland and the punishment
expedition of Norwegian king Magnus Barelegs at the end of the eleventh and
beginning of the twelfth century (cf. Woolf 2007 and chapters 1.4 and 1.5) does it
become necessary for the Norse in Orkney to publicly align themselves with
Norwegian power and use the Scandinavian writing system widely. The same period
of rune carving also sees the development of the Orcadian corpus away from
“standardised” memorial inscriptions with few exceptions to a much more diverse
application of runes.
Examining the Orcadian corpus of runic inscriptions shows that at the apotheosis of
the earldom in the twelfth century, at least the upper social stratum confidently selfidentified as Norse as discussed in chapter 6.5. Even the carver of Or Barnes 24
who appears to situate herself within a local, Orcadian political framework, still uses
the Norse title of her earl and uses the same honorary title for the Jerusalem
travellers as the Norwegian king Sigurd did (Doxey 1996). This can be interpreted
as a conscious turn against the rising influence of the Scottish crown, which became
overwhelming only decades later in the thirteenth century (Helle 2013), and a
confirmation of the political alignment with Norway. Runic writing appears to have
constituted an intrinsic part of a wider identification both with a Norse heritage and
the contemporary kingdom of Norway. However, this does not imply that the less
politically involved inhabitants of Orkney would have identified with the fashion for
runes in the same way. Their identities may have been far more localised or mixed,
but from an activity which at least partly appears to be a performance, placing the
carver alongside heroes and publicly claiming the landscape as Norse, it is
impossible to draw generalisations about the entire population, even with the
relatively rich and varied corpus that has been preserved. Different social strata in
Orkney would have formed different interpretive communities, and not all of those
may have produced runic inscriptions equally.
The processes evident in runic writing and the types of objects with inscriptions fit
the second model of cultural identities postulated by Hall (1990: 223 – 225; see
chapter 2.1). External circumstances and connections influenced the formation and
expression of diaspora identities in Orkney, but despite this hybridisation of culture
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there is a remaining strong connection to the culture of the perceived homeland. In
Orkney, the hybridisation becomes more obvious in the choice of materials for
carving, for example a Pictish stone disc and a pre-Norse burial mound, than in any
other aspect of rune carving.
Another aspect of the main research question of this thesis is how diasporic Norse
society in Orkney actually appears when runic inscriptions as identity expressions
are used as a source of information. Reiterating the definitions of diaspora in chapter
2.1, the concept has been discussed by a number of scholars researching the Viking
and Norse period in the North Atlantic. Their definitions focus on diaspora as a
shared culture and language with a lasting connection to the homeland (Jesch 2015;
Abrams 2012; Downham 2015). If this wide-ranging definition is used, then Orkney
can indeed be interpreted as a part of the Norse diaspora when reading its runic
inscriptions, both from the Viking Age and Late Norse period. They use the shared
language and writing system, draw from a common narrative and system of spatial
awareness, even using the geography of the homeland as a focal point instead of
Orkney for discussing geographic direction, and show strong connections to Norway
in various aspects, such as rune forms and spellings as well as idioms. Yet, there
are discrepancies with the usual definition of diaspora evident in the runic corpus.
Jesch (2015: 68 – 81) addresses the role of host societies in creating a diaspora but
views the North Atlantic region as one big, connected area, which holds true for
some sources of evidence but not all. When evaluating the runic sources from
different areas in the Norse North Atlantic, for example, the developments are very
different, and in Orkney there is no indication of a non-Norse host society from the
tenth century onwards. Only the very earliest inscriptions may have a short overlap
with the latest ogham inscriptions, but even this overlap is tenuous (see discussion
in chapter 6.2). Norse culture, and with it rune carving, becomes dominant and then
exclusive in Orkney from the turn of the first millennium onwards. There is a
remaining knowledge that the archipelago had had a pre-Norse population, but by
carving runes on the remnants of this population in the landscape, the Norse claim
Orkney fully as their own. I would suggest that, at the latest in the twelfth century,
the runic evidence suggests Orkney should be considered as a place that may have
been a diaspora which had now become a fully Norse area.
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7.6 Reflections on runes and identity in modern Orkney
Finally, I want to discuss how runes and identity are interacting in Orkney to this
day. I will also reflect on any parallels between the use of runes in Viking Age and
Late Norse Orkney compared to how they are used in the archipelago today. Some
of the modern uses, focusing on modern inscriptions in stone, are described in
chapter 4.5. A detailed analysis of the phenomenon of modern rune carving in
Orkney and Caithness can be found in “Modern rune carving in Northern Scotland”
by Freund and Ljosland (2019). Modern uses of runes in Orkney have previously
also been discussed by Barnes (2012: 135 – 143) and Ljosland (2014).
There are various other modern uses of runes in Orkney which were not discussed
earlier in this thesis because they cannot be mistaken for Viking Age or Late Norse,
such as the use of runes by jewellers and artists or in business branding and tourism
marketing. Some of these uses were displayed in my temporary museum exhibition
at the Orkney Museum in March 2019 (for a detailed report, see appendix III). As
can be seen from the collated and anonymised visitor feedback, the exhibition had
a very positive reception and was popular with both locals and tourists. Visitor
numbers almost doubled compared to the previous month despite both February
and March falling outside the main tourist season in Orkney. There was also a
positive response in local media (see appendix III). This demonstrates that there is
considerable interest in runes in modern Orkney. Comments in the visitor guestbook
indicate that runes are of interest for locals and visitors.
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Fig. 37: Modern “runic” knitwear by Annie Glue and Judith Glue, on exhibition at the
Orkney Museum in March 2019 (Photograph: Freund 2019)
Runes are also popular as inspiration for art and design. The museum exhibition
displayed two pieces of knitwear (fig. 37), four pieces of jewellery and two whisky
bottles. All objects had runes on them but the runic heritage of Orkney has been
interpreted in very different ways, either copying extant inscriptions or writing
modern English words in runes from a range of different futharks. During
preparations for the exhibition, the creators of these objects were asked how runes
had inspired their work. A common theme among jewellery and knitwear was that
runes were seen as something specific to Orkney, distinguishing it form other
regions both in mainland Scotland and Shetland. In contrast, the whisky makers
stressed the wider Viking heritage of the runes and the warrior image this writing
system signifies for them (see appendix III). On the objects, some details are
striking: they use a variety of rune rows, Older and Younger Futhark, as well as
cipher runes inspired by Maeshowe. They either use concrete examples from the
Orcadian corpus, such as Or Barnes 9, as inspiration or spell out modern English
words or phrases, such as “live, love, laugh”, which are not based on the Viking Age
or Late Norse corpus. Some items of jewellery and knitwear simply have runes
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without any discernible lexical meaning, in which cases the runes have become
detached from their role as a phonetic writing system. Instead, they are purely used
as symbols to create an image of the perceived “Viking past” of Orkney.
It appears that in modern Orcadian society, there is an awareness that the wealth
of runic inscriptions is something which makes Orkney stand out among its
neighbouring regions. All objects in the exhibition had been locally produced and
have been on sale in local shops for a number of years. Maeshowe in particular can
be used as a unique selling point to attract tourists. Again, runes are used very
consciously to claim a Norse heritage and identity. In this regard, the current use of
runes, even though far removed from the Viking Age and Late Norse rune carvers
discussed in the main body of this thesis, does show parallels with the Norse past
of Orkney.
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8. Conclusion
In this final chapter, I will sum up the key points this thesis has made about runic
writing and identity in Viking Age and Late Norse Orkney. I will also summarise new
findings and ideas that have been brought forward during this study and which
change the perception of the Norse in Orkney. Subsequently, I will suggest some
ideas for further research, and also outline new approaches to the corpus and runic
material from the wider Norse diaspora.

8.1 Conclusions from this thesis
Even though the question asked in the title of this thesis, whether runic writing in
Orkney can be regarded as an expression of a Norse identity, appears to require a
clear yes/no answer, as the research in the previous chapters has shown, the whole
picture is a far more complex one. The identities expressed in the Orcadian corpus
of runic inscriptions are manifold and multi-faceted. Yet, there are some clear
tendencies which have become obvious in the collected data using an
interdisciplinary approach, incorporating information not only from runology but also
archaeology, history and toponymy. The runic inscriptions from Orkney lent
themselves to this approach. They are texts, and could therefore be analysed with
methods used for examining textual sources, but at the same time they form an
intrinsic part of objects and could also be analysed with methods used in the study
of material cultures.
In the first chapter of this thesis, the aims of the PhD project were stated and a
historical overview of Orkney and its neighbouring regions was given to provide
context for the inscriptions. The second chapter reviewed the various sources of
evidence available for researching Norse identities in the diaspora, such as
archaeology, place-names, DNA studies and textual sources. This chapter also
provided an overview of relevant research in the field of runology. Chapter three set
out the interdisciplinary approach, still with a focus on runology, the theory and
methodology of this thesis and introduced key concepts such as Bakhtin’s theories
on dialogism and heteroglossia. Chapter four assembled the body of runic
inscriptions from Orkney for the thesis. It detailed not only the inscriptions but also
the objects on which they are found, the archaeology and toponymy of the find spots,
as well as their wider context. Some corrections compared to earlier editions of the
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corpus were made, for example the addition of the newly discovered OR 24 from
Burray and the removal of OR 13 – Skara Brae due to its modern origins.
In chapter five, I analysed the data collected about the corpus, i.e. the geographic
distribution of runic inscriptions, the raw materials used and the ratio of inscribed
portable compared to immovable objects, as well as the dates and the languages of
inscriptions. The personal names in the inscriptions were examined and connections
to other regions, both in the Norse homelands, the North Atlantic diaspora, and the
wider world were demonstrated. In the sixth chapter, different aspects of identity
were evaluated through the runic material from Orkney. The examination of gender
showed that Norse women in Orkney were literate and that repeatedly expressed
preconceptions about men as predominant rune carvers cannot be upheld in
Orkney. Subsequently, cultural identity, the re-use of older monuments or objects
for runic inscriptions, the commemoration of both people and events, and the status
of places where runic inscriptions are found in Orkney were discussed using
examples from the corpus. An evaluation of the expression of personal beliefs
showed that there is no overtly pagan inscription in the corpus and that a number of
inscriptions are clearly Christian. Finally, aspects of runic literacy in Orkney were
analysed. In chapter seven, I examined runes as sources for identities in Orkney.
Both personal and community identities were discussed, the sense of place being
expressed in the inscriptions was highlighted, and the case was made for
Maeshowe being included in the study of runes and identity in Orkney. All this was
brought together in chapter 7.5 to tackle the question in the thesis title, whether runic
writing in Orkney can be taken as an expression of a Norse identity in a diaspora,
followed by some reflection on the situation of runes and identity in modern Orkney.
Some conclusions from this study are particularly notable and will therefore be
summarised here. There are few Viking Age runic inscriptions in Orkney. No
inscription can be dated to before c. 1000 with certainty. Most of those which can
be dated with some certainty, even if Maeshowe is discounted, come from the
twelfth century, a period when the Norse earldom under the Norwegian crown had
its climax but was aware of rising Scottish interest and power to its south. As Griffiths
(2019) argues, this was also the period when the history of Orkney may have been
re-constructed to justify the Norwegian overlordship over the earldom. The rising
interest in rune carving can therefore be interpreted as a conscious turn towards the
Norse writing system, and against the rising threat from Scotland. Using runes can
be read as a political choice in this scenario.
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In the course of this thesis, it has become clear that runes were used to express a
multitude of both individual and community identities in Orkney. They do appear to
represent a conscious expression of a Norse identity, but crucially not always in the
same way as in the Norse homelands, and also differently from other diaspora
regions, such as Greenland, studied in this thesis. In the formation and expression
of identity in runes, Orkney holds a curious middle ground. It is not the Scandinavian
homeland, and there is some acknowledgement of the fact that its built environment
has been created by a previous population. Nonetheless, it is not a “real” diaspora,
in the sense of a culture which is in the minority with a different “host culture”. With
one potential exception, Norse is the mother tongue of all carvers, they use idioms
that are shared across the Norse world, and know Norse myth and legend. Orkney
is even a place where post-Viking Age Norse carvers can style themselves as
legendary heroes in runic inscriptions. This means that the identities expressed in
runes often look very Norse indeed, but this may have been a political choice. Some
carvers also place themselves within wider Christendom, while others use narratives
from pre-Christian Norse myth and legend. This also shows that for Orkney, Hines’
argument as set out in chapter 4.3, maintaining that rune carving in England ceased
quickly because runes held powerful connotations of the pagan past (Hines 1998:
194), does not hold.
One aspect that should be stressed again is what can be learned about gender in
the corpus. Particularly the Maeshowe inscriptions show that men and women could
and did carve runes, and that rune carving was not a “masculine art” as previously
postulated (Bruder 1974: 15). The fact that there is a known female carver inside
Maeshowe must lead runologists to reconsider attributing uncertain inscriptions,
such as OR 17 from Little Isegarth where the name has been damaged, to male
carvers by default and stop archaeologists claiming that stone is men’s material
while women express themselves in textiles (as postulated by Göransson 1995:
136). There is no evidence in the runic corpus for an ethnic gender imbalance as
suggested by DNA studies, though it must be noted that the majority of inscriptions
post-date the phase for which this imbalance has been postulated (see chapter
2.4.3).
What is evident from the material assembled in this thesis is how well-connected
Viking Age and Late Norse Orkney was across the sea. These connections, ranging
from Shetland to Iceland, Greenland, Norway, and Jerusalem, can be seen in
idioms, rune forms, spellings, or objects chosen for inscriptions. This shows that
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rune carvers in Orkney were by no means “insular”. Indeed, with its geographic
position, Orkney would have been a natural stop on many journeys connecting the
different regions of the diaspora with the Norse homelands, and therefore a mix of
many different influences would not be surprising. While the rune carvers expressed
themselves in the Norse writing system, usually in the Norse language, they did not
shy away from incorporating more diverse elements into their carving. This may
indicate that, while associating themselves with Norse language and narratives due
to the political situation at their time of carving, these carvers did not necessarily
consider themselves culturally or ethnically exclusively belonging to the Norwegian
kingdom.
Another aspect which this research project has highlighted is that runic inscriptions
are very valuable sources for social history beyond their textual content. Going back
to the quote from Graham-Campbell and Batey in chapter 2.3, that the Scottish runic
inscriptions’ content “tells us nothing of value of an historical nature – other than the
simple fact that the knowledge of runes was one of the elements of Norse culture
exported to the West” (1998: 43), I would argue that this thesis has shown the
contrary. At least the Orcadian runic corpus is a rich source for both individual and
communal identities. It contains elements of biographical value, suggests which
narratives were shared, and demonstrates ties across the diaspora and to the Norse
homelands, both political and cultural. Runic inscriptions add new evidence to our
body of knowledge about Viking Age and Late Norse Orkney and its people, their
lives and their place in the wider Norse world, and should not be neglected in
studying the period and area.

8.2 Scope for further research
As mentioned in chapter 1.6 and throughout this thesis, there are limitations to this
study, and they also show where there is potential to conduct future research.
Currently, the level of data which can be gained for each of the Orcadian inscriptions
varies a lot because of their excavation and publication history. Some sites are in
preparation for publication (e.g. Tuquoy and Earl’s Bu), and at some sites new
research may be undertaken in the future. Therefore, it may be worth revisiting their
inscriptions once more data are available about the archaeology of their find spots.
One approach that is not yet possible due to the different depth of data would be to
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use methods from network theory for the spread and evolution of runic writing in
Orkney and the wider Norse diaspora.
New excavations, or the re-evaluation of older datasets, such as the planned
Newark Bay project (UHI Archaeology Institute from summer 2019), may also mean
that ideas about Norse Orkney evolve. In these projects, runes and what they reveal
about identities in Viking Age and Late Norse Orkney should be considered as one
of a number of sources.
As new technologies, such as RTI or 3D-laser scanning are introduced into
runology, future research may be able to gather more detailed information on the
carvers active in Orkney. As suggested in chapter 7.1, these technologies could be
applied to inscriptions from inside and outside Maeshowe in order to see if some
carvers may have produced various inscriptions in Orkney, and if any of the
Maeshowe-carvers were active on other sites in Orkney, too. Laser scanning as a
technology is also a promising approach to conserve the inscriptions that are
continuing to be exposed to the elements, currently OR 4 at the Ring of Brodgar and
OR 16 at the Brough of Birsay. As for the Brough of Birsay, new technologies, using
laser scanned data for furrow analysis, may even be able to give an answer to the
question if OR 8 and OR 9 and maybe even OR 16 ever formed part of one single
runestone or if they are fragments from up to three distinct inscriptions. A project
involving the Institute for Northern Studies, UHI, the National Museum of Scotland,
the Swedish Heritage Board and the County administration of Västra Götaland, is
currently under development by Alex Sanmark and Adrián Maldonado.
This thesis has exclusively concerned itself with the Western Norse diaspora. It may
be enlightening to do a comparative project about inscriptions from the Eastern
Norse diaspora where runes have been discovered as far from Scandinavia as in
the Hagia Sophia in Istanbul (Melnikova 2016). Another possibility would be to
examine different regions at the edge of Norse power, in contact with other cultures,
and see if there are similar traits in the runic corpora to Orkney. Such a comparative
study could, for example, incorporate the Northern area of Norse settlement in
mainland Scandinavia which has runic inscriptions, the north of Germany/south of
modern Denmark, and/or the Eastern diaspora, in comparison with the Western
diaspora.
Two post-medieval “runic” objects, which are now located in Orkney, have not been
discussed in this dissertation. These are the two wooden stave calendars, one on
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display at the Orkney Museum, the other at Skaill House. Their provenance is
unclear and their date certainly falls outwith the scope of this thesis, but it may be
interesting to find out more about their provenance, such as how they came to be in
the collections and where they originated from, and attitudes towards them in postmedieval Orkney, for example if they were recognised as having any connection to
the first runic objects rediscovered in the archipelago by Antiquarians.
In addition, a larger comparison of modern attitudes to runes in the former areas of
Norse diaspora would be intriguing. Potentially, not all inhabitants of these regions
consider themselves the successors of the Vikings like people in modern Orkney
tend to (chapter 7.6). Such a comparison, if focused on the British Isles, could also
include modern uses of ogham and Pictish symbols and examine attitudes
connected to carvings containing these.
Finally, there is always hope for new discoveries of runic inscriptions in Orkney.
There is great potential when older buildings are renovated or when drystone dykes
are rebuilt, as for example the discoveries of OR 17 in Sanday and OR 23 in
Naversdale demonstrate. There is also a chance that more fragments of known
inscriptions are found, which could shed a light on some as of yet uninterpreted
inscriptions.

To conclude, I am confident that this thesis will serve as a useful contribution to
knowledge about Norse Orkney. Setting the runic inscriptions from Viking Age and
Late Norse Orkney into a wider context, collating all available information about the
inscriptions, the inscribed objects and the surrounding archaeology of the find spots,
and interpreting them in an accessible way should hopefully enable other
researchers to use the runic inscriptions as one of various types of sources for
interdisciplinary approaches to studying the history, language, culture and
archaeology of these islands.
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Appendices
Appendix I: Catalogue of runic inscriptions from Orkney
(all photos taken by Andrea Freund, unless noted)

Inscriptions from outside Maeshowe
OR 1

Find spot (parish/island):

Broch of Stackrue/Lyking, Sandwick, Orkney
Mainland

Find date:

before 1881

Material/object:

Pictish stone disc

Measurements of object:

diameter c. 7 cm

Measurements of inscr.:

each rune c. 1 – 1.5 cm high

Date of inscription:

1050 – 1200

Transliteration:

k o þ ¦ 3/1 <f> a ¦ o=l n ¦ r

Old Norse normalisation:

goð ¦ - ¦ (e)lon ¦ r

English translation:

“god … elon …” (insecure)

Published in:

Olsen (1954); Barnes and Page (2006)

Current Location:

Skaill House, Sandwick, Orkney Mainland
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OR 3

Photo: Catherine Johnson 2018
Find spot (parish/island):

Stromness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

purchased 1896

Material/object:

Steatite spindle whorl

Measurements of object:

max. 37 mm diameter x 20 mm

Measurements of inscr.:

c. 105 mm x 18 mm

Date of inscription:

1000 – 1300

Transliteration:

* * k a * * * r (r) ï s * r u n * *

Old Norse normalisation:

Gautr reist runar

English translation:

“Gautr carved the runes”

Published in:

Olsen (1954); Liestøl (1984); Barnes and Page (2006)

Current Location:

National Museum of Scotland, Edinburgh

Additional remarks:

acquired in Stromness but reported to come from
Shetland

283

OR 4

Find spot (parish/island):

Ring of Brodgar, Sandwick, Orkney Mainland

Material/object:

standing stone in Neolithic stone circle

Measurements of inscr.:

156 mm x max. 90 mm

Date of inscription:

1100 – 1200

Transliteration:

2/2 r 4/3 (3/2) (2/2) < n i o r n >

Old Norse normalisation:

Bjǫrn (insecure)

English translation:

“Bjǫrn”

Published in:

Olsen (1954); Barnes and Page (2006)

Current Location:

Ring of Brodgar, Sandwick, Orkney
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OR 6

Photo: Historic Environment Scotland Image Library (accessed 2016)
Find spot (parish/island):

Brough of Birsay, Birsay, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

24/03/1921

Material/object:

Sandstone slab

Measurements of object:

87 cm x 16 cm x 8.5 cm

Measurements of inscr.:

35 cm x 4 cm (all inscriptions)

Date of inscription:

1000 - 1300

Transliteration:

[…] f i l i b u s r a=n r u

Old Norse normalisation:

Filippus runar

English translation:

“Philipp [carved the] runes”

Published in:

Olsen (1954); Barnes and Page (2006)

Current Location:

National Museum of Scotland, Edinburgh

Additional remarks:

6 – 7 runes of an older, uninterpreted inscription to the
left of the legible inscription
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OR 7

Photo: Barnes and Page 2006
Find spot (parish/island):

Brodgar Farm, Sandwick, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1927

Material/object:

Stone slab

Measurements of object:

41 cm x 15 cm x 10 cm

Measurements of inscr.:

34 cm x 10 cm

Date of inscription:

unclear

Transliteration:

2/3 1/3 3/4 < i m a>

Old Norse normalisation:

none

English translation:

none

Published in:

Barnes and Page (2006)

Current Location:

National Museum of Scotland, Edinburgh
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OR 8

Find spot (parish/island):

Brough of Birsay, Birsay, Orkney

Find date:

1930s

Material/object:

sandstone slab

Measurements of object:

both pieces together: 74 cm x 30 cm x 8 cm

Measurements of inscr.:

52 cm x 6 cm

Date of inscription:

900 – 1150

Transliteration:

… (ra)*(s)**[… or … (ro)*(s)**[…

Old Norse normalisation:

… raisti …

English translation:

“… raised …”

Published in:

Liestøl (1984); Barnes and Page 2006

Current Location:

Brough of Birsay exhibition, Birsay, Orkney Mainland
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OR 9

Find spot (parish/island):

Brough of Birsay, Birsay, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1930s

Material/object:

Sandstone slab

Measurements of object:

66cm x 30 cm x 7.5 cm

Measurements of inscr.:

30 cm x 6 cm

Date of inscription:

900 – 1150

Transliteration:

… aftir …

Old Norse normalisation:

…eftir …

English translation:

“… in memory of …”

Published in:

Liestøl (1984); Barnes and Page (2006)

Current Location:

Brough of Birsay exhibition, Birsay, Orkney Mainland
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OR 10

Photo: Orkney Museum 2016
Find spot (parish/island):

Orphir Parish Church, Orphir, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1953

Material/object:

Sandstone slab

Measurements of object:

25.5 cm x 12 cm x 6.5 cm

Measurements of inscr.:

19.8 cm x 6 cm

Date of inscription:

1100 – 1200

Transliteration:

i k i r k̈ i r k̈ i a k o þ (l i) u f (:) s * [

Old Norse normalisation:

eng er kirkja Goði ljúf s[…
ekki er kirkia góð, liúf sv[
ek er kirkja Goði ljúf s[

English translation:

“no church is as pleasing to God as …”
“not is the church good, mild, as […”
“I am the church (which is) pleasing to God as …”

Published in:
(2006)

Liestøl (1984); Hagland (1993); Barnes and Page

Current Location:

Orkney Museum, Kirkwall, Orkney Mainland
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OR 11

Photo: Orkney Museum 2016
Find spot (parish/island):

Brough of Birsay, Birsay, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1930s

Material/object:

bear’s tooth

Measurements of object:

c. 7.5 cm long, up to 2 cm wide

Measurements of inscr.:

c. 2.5 x 1.5 cm

Date of inscription:

875 – 1100

Transliteration:

fuþork*

Old Norse normalisation:

fuþork

English translation:

-

Published in:

Liestøl (1984); Barnes and Page (2006)

Current Location:

National Museum of Scotland, Ediburgh (replica in
Orkney Museum)
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OR 12

Find spot (parish/island):

Westness, Bay of Swandro, Rousay

Find date:

1972

Material/object:

antler pin

Measurements of object:

c. 9.5 cm long, up to 2.5 cm wide

Measurements of inscr.:

c. 1.5 x 2 cm

Date of inscription:

750 – 1300

Transliteration:

a a a or k k k

Old Norse normalisation:

-

English translation:

-

Published in:

Barnes and Page (2006)

Current Location:

National Museum of Scotland Study Collection,
Edinburgh
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OR 14

Find spot (parish/island):

Tuquoy, Westray

Find date:

1982-3

Material/object:

Sandstone slab

Measurements of object:

triangle: 77 cm x 40.5 cm; height 11 cm

Measurements of inscr.:

78.5 cm x 9 cm

Date of inscription:

1050 – 1150

Transliteration:

þ o r s t * * n (æ) i n a r (s s) u n r : r æ i s t : r u * a r
þ (i) s a r

Old Norse normalisation:

þorsteinn Einarssonr reist runar þessar

English translation:

“þorsteinn Einarsson carved these runes”

Published in:

Owen and McKinnell (1989); Barnes and Page (2006)

Current Location:

Historic Environment Scotland Croft-An-Righ Store,
Edinburgh
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OR 15

Photo: Orkney Museum 2016
Find spot (parish/island):

Earl’s Bu, Orphir, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1985

Material/object:

cattle ribe bone

Measurements of object:

c. 8.5 x 2.5 x 0.5 cm

Measurements of inscr.:

c. 8.5 x 2.5 cm

Date of inscription:

1000 – 1150

Transliteration:

] * t a : b a i n : u a s : (i) * (u) * * [

Old Norse normalisation:

þetta bein var í iðri u
þetta bein var í þrjú
þetta bein var í því u
þetta bein var í nyju

English translation:

“this bone was in the innards of …”
“this bone was [?broken] in three …”
“this bone was in that …”
“this bone was in fresh [?meat]”

Published in:

Barnes and Page (2006)

Current Location:

Orkney Museum, Kirkwall, Orkney Mainland
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OR 16

Find spot (parish/island):

Brough of Birsay, Birsay, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1930s

Material/object:

stone slab

Measurements of object:

70 cm x 5.5 cm (built in wall)

Measurements of inscr.:

56 cm x 3 cm

Date of inscription:

900 – 1150

Transliteration:

- (c. 16 runes)

Old Norse normalisation:

-

English translation:

-

Published in:

Barnes and Page (2006)

Current Location:
Mainland

Church Ruin, Brough of Birsay, Birsay, Orkney
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OR 17

Find spot (parish/island):

Little Isegarth, Sanday

Find date:

28-29/05/1995

Material/object:

Sandstone slab

Measurements of object:

30.5 cm x 20 cm x 6.6 cm

Measurements of inscr.:

23 cm x 6.6 cm

Date of inscription:

1000 – 1200

Transliteration:

]n x i n : o s k (a) * * : r[

Old Norse normalisation:

en Ask** r(eist)

English translation:

“and/but Ask*** carved”

Published in:

Barnes and Page (2006)

Current Location:

Sanday Heritage Centre, Lady Village, Sanday
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OR 18

Photo: Orkney Museum 2016
Find spot (parish/island):
Mainland

Skaill Farm, Skaill Bay, Sandwick, Orkney

Find date:

August 1996

Material/object:

Sandstone slab

Measurements of object:

96 cm x 25 cm x 7.5 cm

Measurements of inscr.:

c. 85 cm x 5 cm

Date of inscription:

900 – 1100

Transliteration:

§A þ u r f i n r : r * * * * * * * * * : * * n * : * * …
§B …

Old Norse normalisation:

þorfinnr reisti stein þenna aft/eftir or
þorfinnr reisti stein þenna

English translation:

“þorfinnr raised this stone (in memory of) …”

Published in:

Barnes and Page (2006)

Current Location:

Orkney Museum, Kirkwall, Orkney Mainland
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OR 19.1

Find spot (parish/island):

Earl’s Bu, Orphir, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1989

Material/object:

cattle scapula fragment

Measurements of object:

44 mm x 19 mm x max 14 mm

Measurements of inscr.:

44 mm x 19 mm

Date of inscription:

1000 – 1150

Transliteration:

k a l s s p or k o l s s p

Old Norse normalisation:

-

English translation:

-

Published in:

Barnes and Page (2006)

Current Location:

Orkney Museum, Kirkwall, Orkney Mainland (not on
display)
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OR 19.2

Find spot (parish/island):

Earl’s Bu, Orphir, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1989

Material/object:

cattle rib bone fragment

Measurements of object:

27 mm x 18 mm x 7 mm

Measurements of inscr.:

27 mm x 18 mm

Date of inscription:

1000 – 1150

Transliteration:

f l a t (insecure)

Old Norse normalisation:

-

English translation:

-

Published in:

Barnes and Page (2006)

Current Location:

Orkney Museum, Kirkwall, Orkney Mainland (not on
display)
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OR 19.3

Find spot (parish/island):

Earl’s Bu, Orphir, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1989

Material/object:

cattle scapula fragment

Measurements of object:

36 mm x 24 mm x max 13 mm

Measurements of inscr.:

36 mm x 24 mm

Date of inscription:

1000 – 1150

Transliteration:

o (insecure)

Old Norse normalisation:

-

English translation:

-

Published in:

Barnes and Page (2006)

Current Location:

Orkney Museum, Kirkwall, Orkney Mainland (not on
display)
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OR 20

Photo: Orkney Museum 2016
Find spot (parish/island):

Breckness, Stromness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

July 2001

Material/object:

Sandstone fragment

Measurements of object:

c. 14 cm x 9 cm x 6 cm (max. measurements)

Measurements of inscr.:

c. 14 cm x 6 cm

Date of inscription:

900 – 1300

Transliteration:

]þ * * b r * (u)[

Old Norse normalisation: lagði yfir Fugl (insecure)
English translation:

“laid over Fugl”

Published in:

Barnes and Page (2006)

Current Location:

Orkney Museum, Kirkwall, Orkney Mainland
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OR 21

Photo: Orkney Museum 2016
Find spot (parish/island):

Brough of Deerness, Deerness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

2009

Material/object:

copper plate

Measurements of object:

65 mm x 10 mm x 1 mm

Measurements of inscr.:

65 mm x 10 mm

Date of inscription:

900 – 1200

Transliteration:

-

Old Norse normalisation:

-

English translation:

-

Published in:

Barnes (2015); Pereswetoff-Morath (2017)

Current Location:

McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research,
Cambridge

Additional remarks:

I have not been able to examine this object in person.
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OR 22

Photo: Orkney Museum 2016
Find spot (parish/island):

Quoys, Deerness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

May 2011

Material/object:

folded lead plaque

Measurements of object:

18 mm x 12 mm x 2.5 mm

Measurements of inscr.:

18 mm x 12 mm (on both sides)

Date of inscription:

1050 – 1250

Transliteration:

§A (i) r a s a b (i)
§B y (n) i þ i k +

Old Norse normalisation:

-

English translation:

-

Published in:

Barnes (2015)

Current Location:

Orkney Museum, Kirkwall, Orkney Mainland

Additional remarks:

object has not been unfolded
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OR 23

Photo: Orkney Museum 2016
Find spot (parish/island):

Naversdale, Orphir, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

2013

Material/object:

Sandstone slab

Measurements of object:

c. 40 cm x 30 cm x 10 cm

Measurements of inscr.:

c. 24.5 cm x 8 cm

Date of inscription:

1000 – 1200

Transliteration:

s i n s i l i s a n t i f i t s (i t) o r

Old Norse normalisation:

es in caelis sanctificetur (Latin)

English translation:

“… are in heaven, hallowed be …”

Published in:

Barnes (2015)

Current Location:

Orkney Museum, Kirkwall, Orkney Mainland
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OR 24

Find spot (parish/island):

Bu Sands, Burray

Find date:

January 2017

Material/object:

spindle whorl from cattle femur head

Measurements of object:

max. diameter 43 mm, max. height c. 30 mm

Measurements of inscr.:

c. 140 x 30 mm

Date of inscription:

1100 – 1300

Transliteration:

arkhnIastbm

Old Norse normalisation:

-

English translation:

-

Published in:

Ljosland (2020)

Current Location:

Orkney Museum, Kirkwall, Orkney Mainland (not on
display)
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Inscriptions from Maeshowe
Or Barnes 1

Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg 1988
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

10 cm x 3 – 6 cm and 16 cm x 7.5 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

þatiruikin^kr ... *a^komutirhirtil

Old Norse normalisation:

þat er víkingr … þá kom undir hér til

English translation:

“That is a Viking/Víkingr … then came underneath to
this place.”

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 2

Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg 1988
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

25 cm x 3 – 5 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

ê o^lfrko^lbæinsso^nrræest^ru^narþesa^rhaut

Old Norse normalisation:

Eyjólfr Kolbeinssonr reist rúnar þessar hǫtt.

English translation:

“Eyjólfr Kolbeinssonr carved these runes high.“

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 3

Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg 1988
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

30 cm x 9.5 – 13.5 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

Þorerfomir

Old Norse normalisation:

Þorir fómir.

English translation:

“þórir …”

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 4

Photos: Bengt A. Lundberg 1988
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

148 cm x 10.8 – 12.5 cm and 16 cm x 3.5 – 8 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

þat · man · sat · er (·) ek · sæhe · atfe · u(a)r · ført ·
abrot · þrim · notom · uarfe · brǫt · ført · hæltr · æn
þæir
br(e)hǫhþ(e)na

Old Norse normalisation:

þat man satt, er ek segi, at fé var fært á brott. Þrim
nóttum var fé brott fært, heldr en þeir bryti haug þenna.

English translation:

“That will be true which I say, that treasure was carried
away. Treasure was carried away three nights before
they broke this mound.”

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 5

Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg 1988
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

35 cm x 5.5 – 12 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

uemuntrræist

Old Norse normalisation:

Vémundr reist

English translation:

“Vémundr carved.”

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 6

Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg 1988
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

15 cm x 1.5 – 5 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

fuþorkhniastbynu

Old Norse normalisation:

-

English translation:

-

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 7

Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg 1988
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

39 cm x 7.5 – 9.5 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

otarfilaræistrunarþisar

Old Norse normalisation:

Óttarr … reist rúnar þessar.

English translation:
Published in:

“Óttarr … carved these runes.”
Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 8

Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg 1988
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

§A 41 cm x 10.5 – 11 cm; §B 72 cm x 7 – 11.5 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

A...h(a)*rm*r(s)**t(a)tf**r**rf*l**t*r*(t)u(i)lsæhiaf**rsom(o)tr
§B orkasonrsahþiarunomþæimirhanrist*

Old Norse normalisation:

… ga er mér sagt at fé er hér folgit œrit vel. Segja fair
sem Oddr Orkasonr sagði á rúnum þeim er hann reist.

English translation:

“… [adverb?] is told to me that treasure is hidden here
well enough. Few say as Oddr Orkasonr said in those
runes which he carved.”

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 9

Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg 1988
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

§A 41 cm x 9.5 cm; §B 81 cm x 6.5 cm; §C 40 cm x 13
cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

§A ingibiorh · hinfahra · æhkia
§B mǫrhk · kona · hæfer · faret ·
lu(t)inhermihgiloflate
§C 2/4 3/5 1/4 2/3 3/6 3/5 <ærlikr>

Old Norse normalisation:

Ingibjǫrg, hin fagra ekkja. Mǫrg kona hefir farit lút inn
hér. Mikill ofláti. Erlingr.

English translation:

“Ingibjǫrg, the fair widow. Many a woman has gone
stooping in here. A great show-off. Erlingr.”

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 10

Photo: Line B, Bengt A. Lundberg 1988
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

§A 13 cm x 5.5 – 9 cm; §B 17 cm x 11 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

§A þornysarþ
§B hælheræist

Old Norse normalisation:

Þorny sarð. Helgi reist.

English translation:

“þorny fucked. Helgi carved.”

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 11
No digital image available
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

8 cm x 5.5 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

a*isris

Old Norse normalisation:

-

English translation:

-

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 12
No digital image available
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

24 cm x 3.5 – 8 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

*h**(n)tr...**(k)

Old Norse normalisation:

Ǫgmundr reist …

English translation:

“Ǫgmundr carved …”

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 13
No digital image available
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

43 cm x 9 – 16 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

r*(s)*(o)rm**(n)y*(i)

Old Norse normalisation:

Reist Ormr inn yri.

English translation:

“Ormr the … carved.”

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 14

Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg 1988
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

72 cm x 17.5 – 20 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

iorsalaminburtuhaukþ(æ)**

Old Norse normalisation:

Jórsalamenn brutu haug þenna.

English translation:

“Jerusalem people broke this mound.”

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)

318

Or Barnes 15

Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg 1988
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

36 cm x 7.5 – 12 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

*r***ræistrunarþesar

Old Norse normalisation:

… reist rúnar þessar.

English translation:

“… carved these runes.”

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 16

Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg 1988
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

§A 30 cm x 1 – 4.5 cm; §B 7 cm x 4 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

§A (t) arnfiþrræistrunarþesarso^nrstæins
§B þ(u)*st **t

Old Norse normalisation:

Arnfiðr reist rúnar þessar, sonr Steins.

English translation:

“Arnfiðr, son of Steinn, carved these runes.”

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 17
No digital image available
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

fragmented, original c. 27 cm x 26 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

§A ræistr[u]n[ar]þæs(a)^r
§B [o^framrsih]urþa^rsonr

Old Norse normalisation:

Óframr Sigurðarsonr reist rúnar þessar.

English translation:

“Óframr Sigurðarsonr carved these runes.”

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)

Additional remarks:

fragments currently held by National Museum of
Scotland, Edinburgh
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Or Barnes 18

Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

40 cm x 3.5 – 10 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

arnfiþrmatrræist^runarþæsar

Old Norse normalisation:

Arnfiðr matr reist rúnar þessar.

English translation:

“Arnfiðr food carved these runes.”

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 19
no digital image available
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

§A 36 cm x 6 – 13 cm; §B 4 cm x 9 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

§A hærmuntrharþeksiræisru^n
§B ar

Old Norse normalisation:

Hermundr harð … reist rúnar.

English translation:

“Hermundr hard … carved runes.”

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 20

Photo: detail of Or Barnes 20, Bengt A. Lundberg 1988
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

§A 53 cm x 15 cm; §B 53 cm x 12 cm; §C 18 cm x 12
cm; §D 128 cm x 15 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

§A 3/3 2/3 2/5 2/4 3/5 3/5 3/2 2/2 2/4 3/5 <þisar runar>
§B ristsa1/3<m>aþr · er · runstrer · fyrir
§C uæstanhaf
§D mæþ · þæiriøhse · erate · kǫukr · trænilsonrfyrir
· sunanlant

Old Norse normalisation:

Þessar rúnar reist sá maðr, er rúnstr er fyrir vestan haf,
með þeiri øxi er átti Gaukr Trandilssonr fyrir sunnan
land.

English translation:

“The man who is most skilled in runes west of the
ocean carved these runes with the axe which Gaukr
Trandilssonr owned in the south of the country.“

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 21

Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg 1988
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

22 cm x 3 – 6 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

igikærþirkynænainu^ænsta

Old Norse normalisation:

Ingigerðr er ... in vænsta.

English translation:

“Ingigerðr is the most beautiful ...“

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 22

Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg 1988
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

51 cm x 15 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

binititk(i)rþikrosþæ(n)a

Old Norse normalisation:

Benedikt gerði kross þenna.

English translation:

“Benedikt made this cross.”

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 23

Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg 1988
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

§A 96 cm x 7.5 – 11 cm; §B 101 cm x 6.5 – 15 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

§A sia · hǫuhr · uar · fyr · laþin : hælt^r · loþbroka^r
· syner · hænar
§B þæiruǫro · huater · slituǫro · mæn ·
sæmþæiruǫrofyreser

Old Norse normalisation:

Sjá heugr var fyrr hlaðinn heldr Loðbrókar. Synir
hennar, þeir vǫru hvatir, slíkt vǫru men, sem þeir vǫru,
fyrir sér

English translation:

“This mound was built before Loðbrók’s. Her sons, they
were bold; such were men, as they were of
themselves.”

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 24
No digital image available
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

§A 50 cm x 4.5 – 8.5 cm; §B 5 cm x 6 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

§A iorsalafararbrutuorkǫuh · lifmtsæiliaia^rls
§B ræist

Old Norse normalisation:

Jórsalafarar brutu Orkhaug. Hlíf, matselja jarls, reist.

English translation:

“Jerusalem-travellers broke Orkhaug. Hlíf, the Earl’s
housekeeper, carved.”

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 25

Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg 1988
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

43 cm x 4.5 – 11 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

utnorþr : erfe · folhit · mikit

Old Norse normalisation:

Útnorðr er fé folgit mikit.

English translation:

“In the north-west great treasure is hidden.“

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 26
No digital image available
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

48 cm x 4.5 – 7.5 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

· þatua^rlǫkoerheruarfefolhketmiket

Old Norse normalisation:

Þat var lǫngu, er hér var fé folgit mikit.

English translation:
Published in:

“It was long ago that great treasure was hidden here.“
Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 27
No digital image available
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

31 cm x 2.5 – 6.5 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

sælersaerfinamaþanǫuþhinmikla

Old Norse normalisation:

Sæll er sá, er finna má þann auð hinn mikla.

English translation:

“Happy is he who can find the great wealth.“

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 28
No digital image available
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

26 cm x 3.5 – 7 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

· ǫkǫnæinba^rfeyrǫuhiþisum

Old Norse normalisation:

Hǫkon einn bar fé yr haugi þessum.

English translation:
Published in:

“Hǫkon alone carried treasure from this mound.”
Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 29
No digital image available
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

3.5 cm x 3.2 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

simon

Old Norse normalisation:

Símon

English translation:

“Simon”

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 30
No digital image available
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

4.1 x 2 – 3 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

sih(r*)

Old Norse normalisation:

-

English translation:

-

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 31
No digital image available
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

17 cm x 5 – 9 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

-

Old Norse normalisation:

-

English translation:

-

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 32
No digital image available
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

4.5 cm x 2 – 3.5 cm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

sihriþ

Old Norse normalisation:

Sigríðr

English translation:

“Sigrid”

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Or Barnes 33
No digital image available
Find spot (parish/island):

Maeshowe, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1861

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

2 cm x 7 xm

Date of inscription:

1125 – 1175

Transliteration:

-

Old Norse normalisation:

-

English translation:

-

Published in:

Farrer (1862); Barnes (1994)
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Modern inscriptions previously in the corpus
OR 2

Find spot (parish/island):

Unstan Tomb, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1932

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

c. 15 cm x 10 cm

Date of inscription:

1884 - 1934

Transliteration:

-

Old Norse normalisation:

-

English translation:

-

Published in:

Barnes and Page (2016); Freund and Ljosland (2019)

Current Location:

Unstan Tomb, Stenness, Orkney Mainland
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OR 5
No digital image available
Find spot (parish/island):

Ring of Brodgar, Sandwick, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

1906-7

Material/object:

loose stone

Measurements of object:

-

Measurements of inscr.:

-

Date of inscription:

probably modern

Transliteration:

3/4 <a>

Old Norse normalisation:

-

English translation:

-

Published in:

Barnes and Page (2006); Freund and Ljosland (2019)

Current Location:

lost
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OR 13

Find spot (parish/island):

Skara Brae, Sandwick, Mainland Orkney

Find date:

1963/1982

Material/object:

Sandstone slab

Measurements of object:

132 cm x 89 cm x 5 cm

Measurements of inscr.:
cm

upper row: 25 cm x 20 cm, lower row: 14.5 cm x 10.8

Date of inscription:

1982

Transliteration:

-

Old Norse normalisation:

-

English translation:

-

Published in:

Morris (1985); Barnes and Page (2006); Freund and
Ljosland (2019)

Current Location:

Orkney Museum, Kirkwall, Orkney Mainland (not on
display)
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Other modern inscriptions from Orkney mentioned in the
thesis
Stenness Loch
No image available
Find spot (parish/island):

Stenness Loch, Stenness/Sandwick, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

unclear

Material/object:

sandstone slab

Measurements of object:

unknown

Measurements of inscr.:

unknown

Date of inscription:

probably modern

Transliteration:

-

Old Norse normalisation: English translation:

-

Published in:

Barnes (2003)

Current Location:

lost
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Broch of Borwick

Find spot (parish/island):
Mainland

Broch of Borwick, Yesnaby, Sandwick, Orkney

Find date:

1986

Material/object:

Iron Age Broch

Measurements of inscr.:

c. 50 x 4 cm

Date of inscription:

1946 – 1986

Transliteration:

maurine:hæhwriten:it

Old Norse normalisation:

-

English translation:

“Maurine has written it.”

Published in:

Freund and Ljosland (2019)

Current Location:

Broch of Borwick, Yesnaby, Sandwick, Orkney
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Wideford Hill Cairn

Photo: Ljosland 2017
Find spot (parish/island):

Wideford Hill Cairn, Wideford Hill, Kirkwall, Orkney
Mainland

Find date:

2017

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

c. 10 cm x 4 cm

Date of inscription:

after 1849

Transliteration:

§A t͡u (older or younger futhark?)
§B gb*mts (older futhark)
r e*

Old Norse normalisation:

-

English translation:

-

Published in:

Freund and Ljosland (2019)

Current Location:

Wideford Hill Cairn, Wideford Hill, Kirkwall,
Mainland
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Orkney

Unstan II

Find spot (parish/island):

Unstan Tomb, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

2017

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

c. 5 cm x 2 cm

Date of inscription:

after 1949, probably very recent

Transliteration:

1/3 3/2 <m u>

Old Norse normalisation:

-

English translation:

-

Published in:

Freund and Ljosland (2019)

Current Location:

Unstan Tomb, Stenness, Orkney Mainland
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Unstan III

Find spot (parish/island):

Unstan Tomb, Stenness, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

2013

Material/object:

Neolithic chambered tomb

Measurements of inscr.:

c. 40 cm x 3 cm

Date of inscription:

1949 - 2013

Transliteration:

annette:philip:helen

Old Norse normalisation: English translation:

“Annette Philip Helen”

Published in:

Freund and Ljosland 2019

Current Location:

Unstan Tomb, Stenness, Orkney Mainland
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Broch of Gurness

Photo: Ljosland 2017
Find spot (parish/island):

Broch of Gurness, Evie, Orkney Mainland

Find date:

2017

Material/object:

Iron Age Broch

Measurements of inscr.:

c. 4 cm x 3 cm

Date of inscription:

1929 - 2017

Transliteration:

h

Old Norse normalisation:

-

English translation:

-

Published in:

Freund and Ljosland 2019

Current Location:

Broch of Gurness, Evie, Orkney Mainland
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Appendix II: Transcripts of Stackrue letters
Accessed at Skaill House archive, 2017
f. 1
Skaill House
Stromness, R. B.
28th Aug. 1921

Dear Sir,
Very many thanks for the nice little [***] you have so kindly sent to me, the Runes
will be most comfortable with + careful Read by Mr. [****] – he will be very pleased
indeed to know what the mystic [***]s are.
I am
Yours sincerely
Mrs. Mary C. Watt
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f. 2
Runically inscribed disc in Museum at Skaill, Sandwick, Orkney, labelled ‘from the
Broch of Know called Staker Row in the parish of Sandwick’.
f. Proc. Soc. Ant. Scot. XLVIII, p. 346.
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f.3
Lanehead, Coniston, Lancashire
December 30, 1920
Dear Baldwin Brown,
“Skara” disc. I have looked up a bundle of old letters about this, and find
that it is in the museum at Skaill, Sandwick, Orkney, labelled “from the Broch of
Know called Staker-row in the parish of Sandwick”, and it is in a case with remains
from ancient dwellings at Skara Brae – whence, improperly, I have thought of it as
the “Skara” disc. Mr W. Balfour Stewart of Fir Grove, Birkenhead, was in 1813 [sic]
trying to catalogue the museum, which had been left by the late W. G. J. Watt of
Skaill (the owner), unarranged, and identified this disc as one from the now
demolished broch. Boyd Dawkins visited the place with Balfour Stewart and wrote
to me. I sent a photograph to Magnus Olsen who was interested in Skara, and I
dare say he has printed something about it. But I find a note of mine _ “Proc. Soc.
Ant. Scot. XLVIII, p. 346, line 22, fn “translated it ‘KC’ “read translated it ‘KO’”; and
I suppose this refers to the disc and gives a reference to a description. But I don’t
possess Proc. S. A. Scot. To look up.
Other runes. The cross shaft in Crowle church (Lincs.) has not been properly read,
that I know of. Willingham Rawsley said he would get me a photograph, but if you
could extend your journey so far, it might be worth while – unless you have this
inscription already.
In Sheffield Public Museum (not Mee[*****] Park Museum) there are said to
be runes on a fragment thought to come from Bakewell churchyard (British Assoc.
Guide, Sheffield, 1910; Early […], by C. F. Innocent, p. 88.)
Langbar Stone. There was a good letter in the Westmorland Gazette last Saturday
from H. S. Cooper (whom I prompted!) The Penrith Observer, edited by Daniel
Scott, Brunswick Square, Penrith, one of our Antiq. Socq., might print something
and take an interest. The reason I haven’t written to it myself is that I think you
have a good deal of evidence which I don’t possess, confirming the argument on
behalf of the stone. If this evidence were set forth – and nobody could do it as you
can – it would carry more conviction than just saying that when your book appears
they will see it. To get the public interested in the stone seems to me desirable,
and I can’t say more than Maughan said, which doesn’t amount to much.
But I have written to […] for the name of the owner – to write to you directly.
And I wish you a happy new year + good weather in Yorkshire. Yours sincerely,
W. G. Collingwood
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f. 4
Lanehead, Coniston, Lancashire.
Oct. 2. 1913
Dear Sir,
I have received today from Professor Boyd Dawkins, whose name is very
well known in archaeology, a drawing of which I send a copy. It represents a stone
disc which he found lately in digging the broch and weem of Skara, at Skaill,
Stromness. He asks me to read the inscription: and as I am only an amateur in
such things, I venture to send it on to you, in case you may think it interesting –
especially in connection with the early cross-amulets.
As far as I can risk a guess, I suppose the first word is koq, and the last
looks like tan.
The third – might it be qan ?
The second seems to have a twig-rune tied to something like the Scotch-Viking
form of R – is it OR ? This suggests to me fró; but I am in doubt.
Perhaps you will find it much easier to read than I do! But I guess it to be a
charm for the toothache – “Goð fr(ó) þan tan”.
Professor Boyd Dawkins has also found in the same place a single figure which
looks like a cross with a B? It reminds me of an reading of the Brodgar inscription.
I hope this is not giving you trouble, I remain
Yours faithfully,
W. G. Collingwood

Professor Magnus Olsen
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f. 5
Notes on Skaill Runic Amulet (Stackrue, Sandwick)
An approx. circular disc – 6.2 cm in diameter on under side, by approx. 8 mm in
average thickness – edge roughly hevelled so that upper surface is reduced to
approx. 5.5 cm in diameter.
A deeply incised cross divides upper surface into 4 equal quadrants.
1st quadrant: 1. K Top of stem shows double incisions; surface flaking in angle
between stem and branch
2. o Lower branch shows double incision also, as well as slight
scratches as shown
3. q firmly cut
Between 2 and 3 is a puzzling feature which appears on photos merely as a
blur. In certain lights it looks like this: b – a thing very much like a printed
lower case ‘b’ (b). It is not a clean cut incision, and yet I can hardly regard it
as merely a flaw in the stone. I indicate above in pencil its relative size +
position [**] you get an indication of it in photos 3 + 4. (See at foot) *
2nd quadrant: 4. (sketch) To the left of the main stem the surface is flaked off as
shown in pencil, but that had occurred prior to the incision of the rune,
because the branch-incisions appear on the flaked surface. N. B. I have
made the secondary stem appear much too thick: it is much fainter than the
main stem.
3rd quadrant: 5. (sketch) 6. (sketch) Both quite distinct
4th quadrant: (sketch)

* The odd thing about it is that it appears when its quadrant is held upwards; but
when looked at from any other angle it seems merely a hollow in the stone. It can
probably be disregarded.
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Quadrant 1: k o q
2: (sketch of two symbols)
3: (sketch of two symbols)
4: (sketch of one symbol)
(sketch of whole upper surface)

Al[**]n, Kirkwall, Orkney
3. 4. 1931
Dear Prof. Olsen,
I regret having been so long in processing for you the information you
asked for regarding the Skaill disc. The above, however, is the nearest I can give
you of what is engraved on the stone. You will note that the runes are not cut
symmetrically – i. e. not all radiating from centre. They are apparently all to be
read as above, (i. e. without turning the stone round).
Quadrant 1. It is k, not k (dotted), i. e. k not g.
“

2. I think you are reading it upside down. The drawing is fairly exact, and
the a (a) is definitely separated from (bind rune). Is the latter a kvistrune (twig-rune)

“

3. Is clearly cut

“

4. I think R and nothing else. The lines on right are I think merely trivial +
insignificant, and the (sketch) dotted part to the left is, I think, a flaw
the stone + nothing else. I should read this as R alone.

in

I have not the least idea what the inscription signifies at all.
In the P. S. A. Scot. Vol. 62 (1928), the twig runes referred to were found on a
stone in a dike (or stone wall) at the farm of Brogar, by Mr Richardson, Inspector
of Ancient Monuments. I have seen them, + they are of no importance at all, nor
indeed decipherable I think. There are in all only 3 or 4 runes I think.
One or
two twig runes were also found on another stone in that same dike. These runes
were discovered after my Orkney Norn was in the press.
I have the greatest pleasure in sending you a reprint of my Birsay-stone paper: I
did not realise that I had never sent you one.
If I can be of any further help, please write + ask at once. It is always a pleasure to
me to do anything for you.
With kindest regards + best wishes for your work,
I am,
Yours very sincerely,
H. Marwick
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f. 6
Fir Grove
Birkenhead
August 6, 1921

Dear Sir,
I was very interested to hear that you had visited Skaill recently.
Miss Watt wrote that you wished for a photo of the disc in the museum which I am
sending you together with photos of the cross mould found at Skara Brae. Sir Wm
Boyd Dawkins told me that the disc is a charm against toothache and translates
“God ease tooth”.
I think the mould of a Celtic cross most interesting as it goes to prove a Christian
occupation of Skara Brae. Did Miss Watt tell you that we found an incised stone
ball at Skara Brae. A picture of it and description appears in any report to the Soc.
Antiq. Scot. 1913-14.
Believe me
Yours truly
W. Balfour Stewart
Prof. Baldwin Brown
Edinburgh

P. S. I wonder if you have visited the ruins of Birsay Palace. I much wish that The
Society for preserving Ancient Monuments could preserve these ruins. I have an
ambition to dig out the well in the centre of the Palace. Something interesting
might be discovered in doing so.
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f. 7
Fir Grove
Birkenhead
October 5th 1921

Dear Sir,
I wrote you some weeks ago with reference to the stone disc you saw at
Skaill.
I have found some notes about it and think that I sent you a wrong translation of
the runes, at least one which was discarded by Prof. Magnus Olsen who sent the
following which may interest you.
1st word koþ = God
2nd (bind rune) broken into (bind rune) and u [….] = beat
And lower quadrants together
(2 bind runes) n as t R o l n = troln for trollin = the demon
“God overcome Devil”
Yours truly
W. Balfour Stewart
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f. 8
26 Dublin Street
Edinburgh
Mr Marwick lives next door to […]
Mr + Miss Watt
Skaill Sandwick
10 miles from Stromness
From Stones at Thormiston on roadsides take alignment
Watch Stones + Circles
From inner end of Maeshowe take alignment to Tormiston
Most Northerly stone in circle has rune
When at Skaill – see its […] – which […] to have built on a broch
See the Gathering (?) Grave near [illegible]
The circle without stones called Bookan
The circle with stones is Brogar
The […] is Stenness
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Appendix III: Report on Museum exhibition
As part of the PhD project resulting in this thesis, a temporary exhibition on runes in
Orkney was created for the Orkney Museum, which ran from 9 – 30 March 2019.
The aim of the exhibition was to disseminate research results in a publicly
accessible way, to increase awareness about Orcadian runic inscriptions, and to
demonstrate that an exhibition about runes would increase visitor footfall to the
museum. The exhibition received positive reviews on Radio Orkney and in the
Orcadian and the Orkney News.

Exhibition concept
There were significant challenges in preparing this exhibition. The corpus is
currently spread across a number of institutions and storage locations (see
Appendix I), and it was clear from the start that Orkney Museum would be unable to
obtain a loan from the National Museum of Edinburgh. It was also stated from the
beginning that the stone fragments currently in Orkney Museum were too fragile to
be moved, while the large slab from Skara Brae (OR 13) was too heavy to be moved
to the temporary exhibition room on the first floor. Therefore, the decision was made
to include modern material in the exhibition and tell the story of runes in Orkney from
their earliest use to the modern period.
“Runes in Orkney: A Millennium of Writing” was chosen as exhibition title. Even
though it is unclear when exactly runes were first used in Orkney, it was agreed that
a millennium is a good approximation, and this was settled on in order to simplify
the title.
In planning the exhibition, it was important to make it not just a visual experience for
visitors. While it was impossible to let visitors touch any of the original objects, a
stall with a runecarving set was prepared. In addition, a 3 D model of OR 24 was
loaded on a laptop in the room where visitors were free to explore the spindle whorl
and its inscription in more detail. Visitors were also asked to make their own
suggestions about what the inside of the folded lead plate from Quoys (OR 22) might
say.
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Exhibition contents
The exhibition contained 6 display cases: 1) the Stackrue disc (OR 1) and the
similar-looking disc from Shetland (chapter 4.2); 2) a number of bone fragments
from the Earl’s Bu (OR 15, OR 19.1, OR 19.2, OR 19.3); 3) the first publication of
the Maeshowe inscriptions (Farrer 1962) and a plastic cast from the estate of Aslak
Liestøl; 4) antiquarian books about runic esotericism and “rune houses”; 5) modern
jewellery, knitwear and whisky bottles from Orkney, whose design was inspired by
the runic heritage of Orkney; 6) the spindle whorl from Burray (OR 24) and the folded
lead plate from Quoys (OR 22).
Each display case had a label with an explanation of the object(s). For the modern
designs, each designer was asked for a short statement explaining their motivation
and inspiration for the piece, and these were printed and shown next to the objects
in the display case. In addition, there were a number of posters giving more general
information on runes, ranging from the spread and range of runic writing, runes in
Orkney in the Viking and Late Norse Age, women and runes, the Maeshowe
discovery and its impact on runology, the later political abuse of runes, and the use
of runes in modern popular media.
Two tables were set up for hands-on experiences. On one table, there were pre-cut
blocks of grey flower foam and wooden cuticle pushers, which visitors could use to
carve their own names in runes and take the foam blocks home as souvenirs. On a
second table, a laptop had a pre-loaded 3 D-model of the Burray spindle whorl, so
visitors could look at the original object and then enlarge and turn the digital replica
in order to see the inscription better.
On one wall, there was a piece of textile artwork by Kim Burns, and another piece
of her textile artwork was on a pillow on a chair in the exhibition room. Another
artwork on display was a photo mosaic created by me, writing lines from the George
Mackay Brown poem “A work for poets” in runes, using photos of runic objects and
Norse sites in Orkney: “This is a work for poets: Carve the runes, then be content
with silence.”

Visitor numbers and locations
Visitor numbers during the 19 days of the exhibition were 1124. In comparison,
during the entirety of February 2019 (24 opening days of the museum), visitor
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numbers were 594. This demonstrates that the exhibition was popular and did
attract additional visitors to the museum during a period outside the main tourist
season in Orkney.
Below is a chronological list of the locations visitors gave in the guestbook, which
shows that the exhibition was visited both by locals and tourists:
Exeter
Stromness
Copenhagen, Denmark
Orkney
Orkney
Kirkwall
Kirkwall
Orkney
Kirkwall
Kirkwall
Kirkwall
London
Orkney
Kirkwall
Orkney
Orkney
Kirkwall
Westray
Jersey, California
Newcastle upon Tyne
Orkney
Birsay
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Kirkwall
Berkshire
Kirkwall
Stromness
Stenness
Quoyness Village
Aberdeen
Scapa
Lambsholme, Kirkwall
Boothbay, Maine
Kirkwall
Kirkwall
Kirkwall
Kent
Edinburgh
Glasgow
Bridge of Earn, Perth
Oxfordshire
Edinburgh
Nottinghamshire
Turku, Finland
Derbyshire
Stromness
Kirkwall
Essex
Fife
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Orkney
Poole, Dorset
Orphir
Orkney
East Branch, NB, Canada
Dounby
Deerness
Quoyloo
Brisbane, Australia
Sandwick
Kirkwall
Seattle, WA, US

Visitor comments
The list below contains all visitor comments from the exhibition guestbook, which
were overwhelmingly positive:
Comprehensive! Great to see 'runed' objects in place!
:)
Great to see all your hard work pay off :)
Excellent work, Andrea!
Fascinating exhibition
Congratulations for getting this all together. Fabulous exhibition.
Brilliant to see everything - really interesting. Will be back with other folk :)
Great exhibition!!
Very interesting, particularly liked the juxtaposition of NS & peace banner & the 'this
bone was in [meat?]' inscription!
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Really great and inventive - well done
Brilliant - […] - really interesting! So glad to have been here to see it.
So great to see Orkney's runes together in one collection - and so well
displayed/explained
Fascinating piece of work
fascinating & learned
Well laid out & fascinating
Intriguing. What is the runic name at Kirkwall Airport?
So much we do not know. Fascinating!
Learnt a lot. Great stuff.
Really informative. Thank you/
Very interesting!
Excellent & informative exhibition
Thank you!
Fascinating
Very interesting!
Fascinating exhibition
Great collection, thanks
Really interesting and informative. Thank you
Really interesting exhibition! Thank you.
Very worth a visit. Impressive :)
Very interesting, varies and definitely worth a visit.
Very interesting exhibition on runes
Very interesting!
V. informative.
Had to come and see after Andrea's wonderful talk at Maeshowe. Lovely exhibit!
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Wonderful history
Wonderful exhibit!
Wonderful exhibit!
Interesting subject
Great shift, Andrea - most interesting. Love Kim's felt + knitted pieces, too. Well
done!
Fascinating!
Most interesting collection!
Well done, Andrea! Fascinating display
Well done indeed!
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Appendix IV: Report and statistics on public engagement blog
In order to increase the public reach of this project and build up anticipation for the
museum exhibition, from the start of the project in October 2016 to the submission
of the thesis in September 2019, a blog was written. This was hosted on the Centre
for Nordic Studies (now Institute for Northern Studies) website until April 2017 and
then moved to a Wordpress site.
While on the CNS website, the blog had a few hundred readers per month. After
moving to the new site (orkneyrunes.wordpress.com), it was also linked by the
Uppsala Runforum site, which increased its reach. Numbers fluctuated considerably
between posts and dates, with the most popular post being “Can you write my name
in runes?” On average, the blog had c. 100 readers per month in 2018 and 2019.
Posts in the blog covered a number of topics related to the PhD project, written in
an engaging and accessible way for interested lay people. There were, for instance,
reports with photos from field trips and field work, invitations to public engagement
events, and answers to some questions about runes, such as the aforementioned
writing of modern names in runes, but also a post discussing if runes were magic or
not.
In addition, three guest contributions to the blog run by the Scottish Graduate School
for Arts and Humanities were made. One of them covered the challenges of doing
PhD research in Orkney, one covered focused on strategies for thesis writing, and
one covered the process of creating the exhibition described in appendix III.
Another guest contribution, focusing on runes in modern politics, was made based
on a conference paper for the public blog of the institute for History and History
Didactics at Malmö University. One guest post was written for the public blog of the
UHI Archaeology Institute. This post was published in anticipation of the temporary
exhibition in the Orkney Museum (see Appendix III) and clicked on over 1,000 times
within 24 hours when it went online (Sean Page, Institute of Archaeology Marketing
Officer 2019: pers. comment).
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Appendix V: Inclusion of public and knowledge exchange
An important element of projects funded through Applied Research Collaborative
Studentships is the inclusion of the public and knowledge exchange with the public
and non-academic partner. A number of activities were conducted throughout the
course of the three-year project in order to ensure this, which were well-received by
the public and by stakeholders working with heritage in Orkney. They are listed
below in chronological order:
-

helping with new labels for the Orkney Museum runic inscriptions (November
– December 2016)

-

Invited talk on women and runes at Valhalla Conference at Inverness
Museum (August 2017)

-

Invited talk on women and runes for Caithness Horizons Museum, Thurso
(September 2017)

-

Stall “Runecarving for children” at Family Day, Orkney Science Festival
(September 2017)

-

Public talk for Orkney Norway Friendship Association on “Women in runes”,
Kirkwall (January 2018)

-

Public talk for Orkney Archaeology Society on “Women in runes”, Kirkwall
(March 2018)

-

Invited talk on “Runes in Caithness” at Scottish Society for Northern Studies
Conference, Thurso (April 2018)

-

Created runic logo for Orkney Viqueens Rollerderby Team (May 2018)

-

consultations with artists about runes as inspiration for artworks (September
– December 2018)

-

Guest blog post for Malmö University (January 2019)

-

Guest article for Mimir’s Well column in The Orcadian (January 2019)

-

Guest blog post for SGSAH Blog (January 2019)

-

Guest blog post for UHI Archaeology Blog (March 2019)
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-

interviews with BBC Radio Orkney, Orkney News and Radio rbb (March
2019)

-

Temporary museum exhibition on runes in Orkney, Orkney Museum (March
2019)

-

opening event for exhibition, and guided tour for Orkney Archaeology Society
(March 2019)

-

CPD training seminar for HES staff at Maeshowe, Skara Brae, and HES
rangers in Orkney (March 2019)

-

contributed to documentary about Orkney, Florianfilms (May 2019)

-

talk about the Sanday runestone fragment (OR 17) for Sanday Heritage
Centre, Sanday (July 2019)

-

talk about the Westness pin (OR 12) for Rousay Heritage Centre, Rousay
(July 2019)
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