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The North Etruscan Thesis of the 
Origin of the Runes

The North Etruscan thesis has its foundation in a seminal article in
cluded by Carl Marstrander in the first issue of his Norsk tidskrift for 
sprogvidenskap. Earlier authors including Karl Müllenhoff, Karl Wein- 
hold, Sophus Bugge, Hugo Gering, George Hempl and Sigmund Feist 
had already promoted similar origins for the runes, bu t it was the 
Norwegian Marstrander whose name has come to be linked most 
prominently with this thesis in runology. The Finno-Swedish classicist 
Magnus Hammarström critiqued and refined the thesis of Marstrander 
and contributed further orthographic evidence to the graphemic 
similarities noted by the Norwegian. Yet he also sought to pare this 
theory somewhat of the emphasis on Celtic orthography prom oted by 
Marstrander. Marstrander in part echoing similar observations made 
by Holger Pedersen some years before found im portant connections 
between runic and Celtic writing practice especially as continued in 
the Irish Ogham tradition. (This tradition is described in In Lebor 
Ogaim, a tract on Ogham writing preserved in the Book of BaUymote, a 
new edition of which had appeared in 1917.)1

1 K. W ein h old , A ltnordisches Leben, Berlin 1856, pp . 4 0 7 -8  =  2nd ed ., S tuttgart 1938, 
pp. 280-81; S. Bugge, ‘O m  runeskriftens op r in d else ’, C h ristian ia  V idenskabs Selskabet, 
Forhandlingar 1873 (m onograph , C hristiania 1873), p. 485; H . G ering, ‘D ie  germ anische  
R unenschrift’, M itteilungen des Anthropologischen Vereins in Schleswig-H olstein  16, 1903, 
pp. 9 -2 2  (m onograph, Kiel 1903); G . H em p l, ‘T h e  L inguistic and Ethnografie Status o f  
th e  B urgundians’, T ransactions a n d  Proceedings o f  the A m erican  Philological A ssocia tion  
39, ig o 8 , pp. 105-19; K. M ü llen h off, B rief an A d o lf  KirchhoflF (12. Feb. 1852), A nzeiger  
fü r  deutsches A ltertu m  un d deutsche L ittera tu r  33, 1909, p. 110; S. Feist, 'E ine n eu e  T h e o 
rie über d ie  H erkunft der d eu tsch en  R u n en d en k m äler’, Zeitschrift fü r  den  deutchen  
U nterricht 24, 1910, pp. 246-49; idem , ‘Z u m  U rsprung der germ anisch en R u nenschrift’, 
A cta  philologica scan dinam ca  4, 1929, pp . 1-25; G . C alder (ed .), A u ra icep t na  n-Éces, The 
Scholars' Primer, Edinburgh 1917; H . Pedersen , ‘L ’O rig in e des runes’, M ém oires d e  la  
Société R oya le  des A n tiq u ités  d u  N o rd , C op en h agu e 1920-24, pp . 88 -136  =  idem , 
‘R unernes op rin d else’, A arbøger fo r  nordisk  O ldkyn d igh ed  og H istorie  13, 1923, pp . 37-82; 
C. J. S. M arstrander, ‘O m  runene og  runenavn en es o p r in d else ’, N orsk  tidskrift fo r
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From the time of Johannes Magnus, Scandinavian antiquarians in
fluenced by the Gothic ethnogenesis recorded by Jordanes prom oted 
Biblical figures such as Magog or Gomer, the sons of Japheth, as the 
originators of the runic script.2 Wilhelm Grimm in his otherwise 
groundbreaking study expressed only an ambivalent position, and so it 
was his contemporary Jakob Bredsdorff who first made explicit the 
empirical connection between the Germanic and the M editerranean 
scripts. And although some nineteenth century grammarians and 
alphabet historians were still to promote a Semitic origin for the 
runes, Bredsdorff’s judgement represented the point of departure for 
most subsequent assessments of from which orthographical tradition 
the runes derive.3 Now although Adolf Kirchoff had come to a similar 
conclusion some years earlier, the name of Ludvig W immer has be
come connected with the first formal derivation of the runic script 
from the Latin alphabet. He was later supported by Theodor von 
Grienberger, Pedersen and for a time by Gustav Neckel.4 Yet W im 
m er’s Latin thesis was to be undermined by the successful arguments

sprogvidenskap  1, 1928, pp . 85-188; idem , ‘Sm å bem erkinger i ru n estr id en ’, N o rsk  t id 
skrift for sprogvidenskap  3, 1929, pp . 264-68; M. H am m arström , ‘O m  runeskriftens  
h ärkom st’, Stu dier i nordisk filologi 20, 1929 (1930), pp . 1-65.

2 Josephus, A n t. lu d . i,  6, 1; Jordanes, G et. 1, 9; 3, 16-4, 25; Isidor, G oth . lau d . 66; 
idem , E tym . 9, 2, 27 & 89; J. M agnus (S tore), H isto ria  ... de  om nibus G o th oru m  
Sueonum que regibus, R om e 1554, 1, 7; J. C och laeu s (D o b n ec k ) w ith  J. F. Peringskiöld , 
V ita  Theoderici, regis qu on dam  O strogothorum  e t Italiae, 2nd ed ., S to ck h o lm  1699, p. 
355; J. G öransson , Is A tlinga , S tock h o lm  1747, §7 .

3 O . W orm , flD H L , Seu D an ica  L itera tu ra  an tiqvissim a , 2nd ed ., H afn ia  1651; W . 
G rim m , U eber deutsche Runen, G öttin gen  1821, pp. 11, 25-26; idem , rev iew  o f  B reds
dorff, O m  R uneskriftens O prindelse , G öttingische gelehrte A nzeigen 2, 103, 1824, p p . 1017- 
32 [=  idem , K leinere Schriften, ed . G . H inrichs, 4 vols, Berlin and G ü tersloh  1881-87, 
pp. 324-37]; J. H . Bredsdorff, O m  Runeskriftens O prindelse, K jøbenhavn 1822; idem , 
‘O m  d e saakaldte tyd ske Runer, eller Bem æ rkninger ved  Hr. W . C. G rim m s Skrift: 
“U eb er d eu tsch e  R u n en ”', N ord isk  T idskrift 2, 1828, p p . 394 -403  [b oth  con tr ib u tion s are 
reprinted  in idem , U dvalg te A fhan dlinger inden  fo r  Sprogvidenskab og Runologi, ed . J. 
G lahder, K øbenhavn 1933, pp . 101-19, 121-34]; U . W . D ie terich , E nträthselung des  
O dinischen  PHÞ+IIK durch d a s  sem itische A lph abet, S tock h o lm  1864; E. M . O ld e , O m  
de  sk a n d in av iska  runornas om edelbara  ursprung från  d e t ä ld s ta  fen iciska a lfabetet, L und  
1871; F. L enorm ant, Essai su r  la  propagation  de  l'a lph abet phénicien d an s l'ancien m onde, 
2 vols, Paris 1872-73, I, tab . v  & p. 112; J. Peile , ‘A lp h a b e t’, in J. S. B aynes (e d .) , Ency
clopaedia B ritannica, 24 vols, g th  ed ., Edinburgh 1875-89, I, p p . 612-13.

4 A . K irchhoff, D a s  gothische R unenalphabet, 2nd ed ., B erlin 1854, preface; L. F. A . 
W im m er, 'R uneskriftens O prin d else  og  U d vik lin g  i N o r d en ’, A arbøger fo r  nord isk  O ld -  
kyndighed og H istorie  1874, pp . 1-270 (m onograph, K jøbenhavn 1874); idem , D ie  R unen
schrift, trans. F. H olth au sen , Berlin 1887; T . v . G rienberger, ‘N e u e  B eiträge zur R u n en 
leh re’, Zeitschrift fü r  deutsche Philologie 32, 1900, pp . 289-304; G . N e ck e l, ‘Z ur E in
führung in  d ie  R u nenforschun g’, G erm anisch-R om anische M onatsschrift 1, 1909, pp . 7 -  
19, 81-95; Pedersen , art. cit. n. 1.
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of Bugge (who had initially entertained a North Etruscan thesis) and 
Otto von Friesen who resurrected the case for a Greek origin first 
propounded by Erik Benzelius the younger. Bugge and von Friesen 
prom oted a third century borrowing of a classical Greek script by the 
Goths in southeastern Europe rejecting the contemporary contention 
of Wilhelm Luft who preferred a Gaulish use of Greek characters as a 
prototype for the runes. Bugge adduced that the near correspondence 
of an Armenian word (p'ut’a-tark’ 'cursive writing’) to the name of 
the runic script was evidence for a southeastern connection, and even 
chose to bring a Georgian character and letter name into his deriva
tion.5 The thesis of Marstrander and Hammarström seemed to repre
sent an advancement upon the  Latin or Greek theses that had pre
ceded it. The new thesis appeared in its most developed form in the 
second edition of Helm ut A rntz’s Handbuch der Runenkunde, pre
pared by the German runologist while serving with occupying axis 
forces in the early 1940s.6

This thesis as represented by Hammarström after Marstrander had 
gained widespread acceptance in Germany. Yet in Sweden von Friesen 
continued to promote the Greek cursive thesis he had developed from 
suggestions made by the archaeologist Bernhard Salin. Owing to arti
cles he contributed to influential works such as Johannes Hoops’ 
Reallexikon der germanischen Altertumskunde, the Enciclopedia italiana, 
the revised Salmonsens Konversations-lexikon and the 14th edition of 
the Encyclopaedia Britannica, some scholars from related disciplines 
still upheld his Greek cursive thesis well into the 1950s.7 Now von

5 E. B en zeliu s, Periculum  runicum , U psala 1724; W . Luft, Studien  zu  den ältesten  
germ anischen A lph abeten , G ü tersloh  1898; S. Bugge, ‘O m  runeskriftens B egyn d elser’, 
Beretning om  Forhandlingerne p a a  d e t  5. nordiske Filologimøde, K jøbenhavn 1899, pp . 5 -  
6; idem , Runeskriftens O prindelse  og æ ldste  H istorie  (N orges Indskrifter m ed  d e  æ ldre  
Runer. I. Inledning), C hristiania 1905-13; O . v. Friesen, ‘O m  R uneskriftens härkom st', 
Språkvetenskapliga  Sällskapets i U pp sa la  förhandlingar 2, 1904-6 , pp . 1-55 (m onograph, 
U ppsala  1906).

6 A . N ord lin g , ‘R uneskriftens ursprung’, A N F  53, 1937, pp . 233-84; H . A rntz, H a n d 
buch der  R unenkunde, 2nd ed ., H a lle  an der Saale 1944, pp . 30 -64 ; idem , ‘R u n en k u n d e’, 
in W . S tam m ler (ed .), D eutsche Philologie im  A u friß , 3 vols, Berlin 1957, III, pp . 1547-50.

7 B. Salin, D ie  altgerm anische T h ierom am en tik , trans. J. M estorf, S tock h o lm  1904; G . 
K nudsen, ‘N o g le  Bem aerkningar i A n led n in g  a f O tto  v on  Friesen “O m  runenskrftens  
h ärkom st’”, N o rd isk  tidskrift fo r  filologi (serie 4) 1, 1912, pp . 97-103; O . v. Friesen, 
‘R uneskriftens härkom st: e tt  svar’, N o rd isk  tidskrift fo r  filologi (serie 4) 1, 1913, pp . 161— 
80 (m onograph, U ppsala  1913); idem , ‘T ill frågan o m  runskriftens h ärkom st’, in  M innes
skrift tillägnad A x e l E rdm ann, U p p sa la  1913, pp . 231-36; idem , ‘D ie  R u nenschrift’, in J. 
H oop s (ed .), R eallexikon der  germ anischen A ltertu m sku n de , 4 vols, Straßburg 1911-19, 
IV, pp . 5-51; idem , ‘R uner’, in C. B langstrup (ed .), Salm onsens K onversations-lexikon, 26 
vols, 2nd ed ., K øbenh avn  1915-30, X X , pp . 516-529; idem , ‘R u n es’, in W . Y u st (ed .) ,
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Friesen’s thesis had arrived just as the flaws in W im m er’s derivation of 
the runes from Latin were gaining widespread notice. The American 
philologist Hempl had written a scathing attack on W im m er’s theory 
published in a collection of papers dedicated to Eduard Sievers in 
1896, and had himself pu t forward new evidence in favour of the 
theory of the English alphabet historian and contemporary of Wim- 
mer's, Isaac Taylor. O f course W im m er’s derivation had enjoyed al
most unanimous acceptance among the philologists of his own gen
eration, and Sievers himself had used W im m er’s derivation in his 
entry on runes that he contributed to Hermann Paul’s Grundriß der 
germanischen Phiblogie. Yet Taylor had sought an origin for the runes 
in a variant archaic Greek tradition, and despite an acquaintance with 
the thesis of W immer had included his own theory in his history of 
the world’s scripts. The American developed it further, showing that 
some staves seemed to derive from archaic characters that had been 
lost to Latin from an early date. The classicist G otthold Gundermann 
agreed with Hempl, and together their arguments cleared the way for 
the rejection of the thesis of W immer by Bugge, and with the appear
ance of Salin's study of Greek influences on Gothic material culture, 
the appearance of the cursive Greek theory of von Friesen.8

Von Friesen had clearly been influenced, not just by Bugge and 
Salin, but also by theories prom oted for the origin of Wulfila’s Gothic 
script. Ever since Grimm theorised that evidence for a continental 
runic tradition could be seen in Wulfila’s script (36 years before runic 
inscriptions were first found on the Continent), the authors of most

E ncyclopœ dia B ritannica, 24 vo ls , 14th ed ., L ondon 1929, X V II, pp . 659 -64 ; idem , ‘D e  
sen ast fram ställda m eningarna i frågan o m  runornas härk om st’, A N F  47, 1931, pp . 8 0 -  
133; idem , 'D e  germ anska, anglofrisiska o c h  tyska runorna’, in idem  (ed .), R unorna  
([N ordisk ku ltur VT), S to ck h o lm  1933, p p . 6-15; idem , ‘R u n e’, in G . T reccan i (ed .), 
E n cicbped ia  ita lian a , 35 vols, R om a 1929-1936, X X X , pp . 241-43; G . E kholm , 
'R unologi och  arkeo log i’, N ord isk  tidskrift fö r  vetenskap, konst och indu stri 34, 1958, pp. 
455-62; idem , ‘K ragehulplattan . E tt ob eak tat ru n d o k u m en t’, A N F  57, 1959, pp . 112-14.

8 M . Rieger, ‘Z u m  R u n en a lp h ab et’, Z eitschrift fu r  deutsche Philologie 6, 1875, p p . 3 3 0 -  
41; I. T aylor, G reeks a n d  G oth s, L ondon  1879; idem , The A lph abe t, 2 vols, L ondon  1883, 
II, pp . 210-24; F- Jónsson , rev iew  o f  W im m er, D ie  Runenschrift, Z eitschrift fü r  deutsche  
Philologie 21, 1889, pp . 492-98; E. S ievers, ‘R unen u n d  R u n en in sch riften ’, in  H . Paul 
(ed .), G ru n driß  d e r  germ anischen Philologie, 2 vols, Straßburg 1891-93, I, pp . 238-51; G . 
H em p l, ‘W im m ers R u n en leh re’, in  O . Schrader (ed .), Philologische Studien, Festgabe fü r  
E du ard  Sievers, H a lle  an der Saale 1896, pp . 12-20; idem , ‘T h e  O rigin  o f  th e  R u n es’, 
Journal o f G erm an ic  Philology 2, 1898 -99 , p p . 370-74; idem , 'T he V ariant R unes o n  th e  
Franks C ask et’, T ransactions a n d  Proceedings o f  the A m erican  Philological A ssoc ia tion  32, 
1901, pp . 186-95; idem , ‘T h e  R unes and th e  G erm anic S h ift’, Journal o f  G erm an ic  
Philology  4, 1902, pp . 70 -75 ; G . G un derm ann, [ ‘Ü ber d ie  E n tsteh u n g  des R unenalpha
b e ts ’], L itera tu rb la tt fü r  germ anische u n d  rom anische Philologie 18, 1897, pp . 4 2 9 -3 0 .
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Gothic grammars have accepted that although most seem to be best 
derived from Greek, Gothic letters such as (o) and (u) must have been 
modelled upon runic staves. Thus if Wulfila had derived his Gothic 
from a Greek prototype, with some intrusions from runic and perhaps 
Latin, might not the runes themselves have come about from a similar 
admixture? Von Friesen, as had Bugge and Bredsdorff before him, in 
direct contradiction to W im m er’s claim that an origin for the runic 
script must be sought only in one Mediterranean forebear, chose a 
basis of (cursive) Greek, in his opinion the script most similar to runic, 
and supplemented it with some Latin signs. Indeed a number of the 
derivations proposed by earlier authors for individual Gothic letters 
appear in a somewhat transformed manner in von Friesen’s thesis on 
the origin of the runes. Most importantly, however, this classical 
Greek theory seemed to be supported by the archaeological evidence 
gathered by Salin and the distribution of finds from southeastern 
Europe to Scandinavia. This theory of admixture was also adopted by 
Marstrander and Hammarström, though only after indicating that a 
penetration of Latin letters into otherwise orthographically North 
Etruscan inscriptions does seem apparent in those that clearly stem 
from the last centuries B.C.9

On the Continent another theory had been gaining in popularity 
since the 1890s. In a climate of a growing awareness of the substantial 
flaws in W im m er’s Latin thesis, Friedrich Lösch, Ludwig Wilser and 
Richard Meyer argued that the runes represented an autochthonous 
development of indigenous pre-runic symbols into a fully fledged 
alphabetic script. This thesis owes its origin to comments made in 
earlier works by Johan Liljegren, Rochus von Liliencron and Franz 
Dietrich. German philologists such as Feist and alphabet historians 
such as Taylor and Hans Jensen, however, scorned the notion that 
such a development was possible. Yet under the influence of a growth 
in völkisch nationalism, by the late 1920s and 30s many amateurs and 
even some German academics such as Neckel had begun to accept this 
m ost peculiar of origin theories.10 Meanwhile the palaeographer

9 G rim m , op. cit., pp . 38-47; O . von  Friesen, ‘G o tisc h e  S ch rift’, in J. H o o p s  (ed .), 
R eallexikon d er  germ anischen A ltertu m sku n de, 4 vols, Straßburg 1911-19, II, pp . 3 0 6 -1 0 .

,0 J. Liljegren, R un-L ära, S tock h o lm  1832 (=  idem , D ie  nordischen Runen, ed. & 
trans. C . O berleitner, W ien  1848); R. v. L iliencron and K. M ü llen h of, Z u r  Runenlehre, 
H a lle  an der Saale 1852, p. 58; F. E. C . D ie tr ich , Ü ber d ie  A ussprach e des G othischen  
w ä h ren d  der  Z e it seines Bestehens, M arburg 1862, p . 6; T aylor, G reeks a n d  G oths, pp . 1- 
2; F. L ösch, ‘Z ur R u n en leh re’, G erm an ia: V ierteljahrschrift fü r  deutsche A lterth u m s-  
K u n d e  34, 188g, pp . 397-405; L. W ilser, ‘A lter  u n d  U rsprung der R un en sch rift’, Korre-
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Georg Baesecke became the  first to connect the North Etruscan thesis 
with the Cimbric invasions of the end of the second century B.C. And 
the next year, Heinrich Hem pel after rejecting the chauvinistic Ur
schrift thesis proselytised by Neckel and the astrological theory of 
Ferdinand Bork expanded on Baesecke’s Cimbrian thesis, introducing 
the Alpengermanen theory of the Viennese Nordicist Rudolf Much to 
runology. Although M uch's Alpine Germans were the product of his 
Germanomania, this connection along with the presence of the 
Cimbri and Teutones in this region suggested a plausible course of 
transmission of the forebear of runic from south to north. Thus, after 
some further refinement in the collaborative works of Franz Altheim 
and Erika Trautmann (-Nehring), the North Etruscan thesis appeared 
in connection with Alpengermanen in the second edition of A rntz’s 
Handbuch in 1944. A rntz had previously sought to explain the simi
larities between Ogham and runic (which Baesecke had called schwes
terlich) as evidence for a runic origin for Ogham. Yet the Prussian 
philologist Wolfgang Krause had also come to accept the thesis of 
Marstrander and Hammarström, and as a trained Celticist, accepted at 
least some of M arstrander's evidence for a Celtic tradition continued 
in runic. Konstantin Reichardt who had replaced Feist as reviewer of 
runological works for the Jahresbericht of the Berlin-based Gesellschaft 
für deutsche Philologie also accepted Marstrander’s Celtic North 
Etruscan theory in his Runenkunde of 1936.11 The main difficulty with

spon den zb la tt d e r  D eutsche G eschichte- un d A ltertu m svereine  43, 1895, pp . 137-43; idem , 
D ie  G erm anen , 2 vols, 3rd ed ., L eipzig 1920, II, p p . 192-215; R. M . M eyer, 
‘R unenstu d ien . I. D ie  urgerm anisch en  R u n en ’, Beiträge zu r  G eschichte d e r  deutschen  
Sprache u n d  L itera tu r  21, 1896, pp . 162-84; S. Feist, ‘R unen un d  Z au b erw esen  im  ger
m an isch en  A lte r tu m ’, A N F  35, 1919, pp . 243-45; H . Jensen , G eschichte d e r  Schrift, 
H ann over 1925, pp . 180-81; G . N eck el, ‘Zur Frage nach der U rsprung der R u n en ’, in  
Stu dier tillägnade A x e l K ock, L und 1929, pp . 371-75; idem , r ev iew  o f  H am m arström , 
‘O m  runeskriftens h ärk om st’, D eutsch e L iteraturzeitu ng  50, 1929, pp . 1237-39; idem , 
'D ie  H erk u n ft der R u n en sch rift’, N eu e  Jahrbücher fü r  W issenschaft u n d  Jugendbildung  9, 
1933, pp . 4 0 6 -1 7  = idem , in L. R oseliu s (ed .), Erstes N ordisches Thing, B rem en 1933, pp. 
6 0 -7 6 .

11 F. Bork, ‘Z ur E n tsteh u n gsgesch ich te  des Fuþarks’, M an n u s  16, 1924, pp . 127-37; 
R. M uch, D er  E in tr itt der G erm an en  in d ie  W eltgeschichte, W ien  1925; G . B aeseck e, 'D ie  
H erkunft der R u n en ’, G erm anisch-R om anische M onatsschrift 22, 1934, pp . 413-17; H . 
H em p el, ‘D er  U rsprung der R u nenschrift’, G erm anisch-R om anische M onatsschrift 23, 
1935, pp . 401 -26; H . A rntz, ‘D as O g a m ’, Beiträge zu r  G eschichte der deutschen Sprache  
u n d L itera tu r  59, 1935, pp . 321-413; idem , H andbu ch  der  R unenkunde, is t  ed ., H a lle  an 
der Saale 1935, p p . 277-98; K. Reichardt, R unenkunde, Jena 1936, p . 56; W . Krause, 
‘W e sen  u n d  W erd en  der R u n en ’, Zeitschrift fü r  D eutschkunde  51, 1937, pp . 281-93; 
F. A lth e im  and E. T rautm ann, V om  U rsprung d e r  Runen, Frankfurt am  M ain  1939; 
F. A lth e im  and E. T rau tm an n-N ehring , K im bern  u n d  Runen, 2nd ed ., B erlin  1942; 
H . Schm eja, D e r  M yth os d e r  A lpengerm anen, W ien  1968.
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von Friesen’s thesis had not just been the implausible contention that 
the Goths had borrowed the Greek characters twice, it was because 
the archaeological datings that he accepted at the turn of the century 
had since been superseded. Indeed, not only were the southeastern in
scriptions clearly later than the earliest from Scandinavia, the earliest 
Scandinavian inscription pre-dated the earliest attested contacts of the 
Goths with the Bosporan Greeks. And so, w ith the death of von Frie
sen in 1942, and when the German Urschrift theories had equally been 
p u t to rest after the war, the N orth Etruscan thesis alone survived to 
appear in the runological handbooks o f Ralph Elliot, Lucien Musset, 
Ènver Makaev, Krause and Klaus Düwel, and in the updated alphabet 
histories of Jensen and David Diringer. Moreover, since the war phi
lologists such as Fernand Mossé, O tto Haas and more recently Helm ut 
Rix have continued to offer modifications of, and improvements to the 
N orth Etruscan thesis of Marstrander and H am m arström .12

Yet today most Scandinavian scholars w ould have none of the 
North Etruscan thesis. In the U.S., the archaic Greek thesis of Taylor 
and Hempl has garnered renewed popularity. And equally, a number 
of prom inent continental philologists have recently supported in print 
a modified form of the thesis of W immer. This reversion to a thesis 
that had lost most of its adherents well before the death of its author 
in 1920 began in a reaction against the growing German monopoly of 
runology during the years of National Socialism. Clearly, Hitler chose 
the swastika as the symbol for his party after an acquaintance w ith the 
theories of the Austrian mystic Guido List. The runes had been pro
m oted by some German philologists as developed from the same 
symbols from the Bronze Age that were also found in ancient India. 
Now Aryan India had been seen as the font of Aryan wisdom since the 
days of Friedrich von Schlegel, and this identity was clearly the reason

12 F. M ossé, ‘L ’O rigine de l ’écriture runique: é ta t p résen t d e la q u es tio n ’, C o n 
férences de  l ’In stitu t de  L inguistique de  l'U niversité  de  Paris  10, 1951, pp . 43 -76 ; O . Haas, 
‘D ie  E n tsteh u n g der R un en sch rift’, Lingua Posnaniensis  5, 1955, pp . 40 -58 ; idem , ‘D ie  
H erk u n ft der R u n en sch rift’, O rb is  14, 1965, pp . 216-36; R. W . V . E lliot, Runes, A n  
Introduction, M anchester  1959, pp . 3-13; L. M usset, In troduction  à  la  runobgie , Paris 
l 9^5, PP- 42—55; D . D iringer, The A lph abet, 2 vo ls , 3rd ed ., L on d on  1968, I, pp . 402-4; 
H . Jensen , Sign, Sym bol a n d  Script, trans. G . U n w in , 3rd ed ., L ondon  1970, pp . 567-79;  
W . Krause, Runen, B erlin 1970, pp . 35-45; K. D ü w e l, R unenkunde, 2nd ed ., Stuttgart 
1983, pp . 90 -9 5 ; H . R ix, ‘T h esen  zur U rsprung der R u n en sch r ift’, in  L. A ig n er-Foresti 
(ed .) , E trusker nördlich von  Etrurien, W ien  1992, p p . 411-41; È. A . M akaev, The 
Language o f  the O ld est R unic Inscriptions  (1965), trans. J. M eredig , S to ck h o lm  1996, pp . 
31- 34-
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for the adoption of the swastika by Madame Blavatsky’s Theosophical 
Society. Thus the swastika and the runes seemed to symbolise the 
Aryan-German identity prom oted by the Com pte de Gobineau, 
Houston Stewart Chamberlain, List and the Ariosophists of his party. 
The National Socialists saw runes as the ultimate expression of Aryan- 
German völkisch propaganda, and particular runic signs came to be 
associated with various organs of the Nazi behemoth, from the SS to 
the Hitler Youth. W hen the war ended, and runology in Germany fell 
into disrepute, only the Scandinavian tradition continued in any 
substantial form with the noted exception of the works of Krause, 
now ensconced in Göttingen.13

Fritz Askeberg’s archaeologically-based revival of the thesis of 
W immer appeared in the same year as Arntz’s fully-blown treatm ent 
of the N orth Etruscan thesis. It garnered little support initially, yet nor 
were his criticisms rebuffed. Indeed the opportunity to respond to 
Askeberg’s contribution was not taken by the main supporters of a 
N orth Etruscan thesis. Arntz only briefly re-entered academic life after 
his discharge from the German army in 1945, and although Krause’s 
conviction began to waver somewhat after the war, he clearly still 
favoured the theory of Marstrander up until the time of his death in 
1970. Now although Askeberg’s work remains flawed by an attem pt to 
reconcile the geographical spread of the runic finds in an early Gothic 
culture on the lower Vistula, his arguments for the derivation of each 
individual staff were eventually to be judged a marked improvement 
upon those of Wimmer. The early fifties also saw the attem pt of the 
Danish runologist Erik Moltke to ascribe the creation of the runes to 
an adaptation of Latin letters on Danish soil, bu t w ithout employing 
the improvements that Askeberg had achieved in the derivation of 
each individual staff. Moltke based his argument, just as had Askeberg, 
in the evidence of the geographical spread of the earliest finds. Yet 
these treatments seem to reflect Swedish-Gothic and Danish patriot

13 F. von  S ch legel, U eber d ie  Sprache u n d  W eish eit der  Indier, H e id e lb erg  1808; A . 
C o m p te  d e G obineau , Essai su r  l'inégalité des races hum aines, 4 vols, Paris 1853-54; H . 
P. B lavatsky, The Secret D octrine, 2 vols, L ondon  1888; H . S. C ham berlain , D ie  G ru n d 
lagen des neunzehnten Jahrhunderts, 2 vo ls, M ü n ch en  1899; G . (von ) L ist, D a s  G eh e im 
n is der Runen, G ross-L ich terfe ld e  1908; idem , D ie  B ilderschrift der A rio -G erm an en , 
W ien  1910; L. Poliakov, The A ry a n  M yth , trans. E. H ow ard , L ondon  1974, pp . 183 ff.; 
U . H unger, D ie  R unenku nde im  D ritten  Reich, Frankfurt am  M ain 1984; N . G ood rick - 
Clark, The O ccu lt Roots o f  N a zism , W ellin gb orou gh  1985; K. W eiß m an n , Schw arze  
Fahnen, Runenzeichen, D ü sse ld o r f 1991; D . R ose, D ie  Thule-G eseüschaft, T ü b in gen  1994, 
pp . 100-103.
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ism respectively rather than a proper analysis of evidence. Askeberg 
decried the appropriation of the southern Germanic tribes by the 
German historiography of the time, a practice he saw epitomised in 
the notion that one of these tribes had inaugurated the use of runic 
writing when there was no archaeological foundation for such a claim. 
On the other hand M oltke’s argument suggested that a large number 
of the runes were autochthonous creations, almost as had Lösch, 
Wilser and Meyer more than half a century before him. Equally, 
Askeberg’s archaeological arguments were clearly rather forced and 
seemed to be framed mainly as a rejection of the theories prominent 
in German runology at the time and a support for the Gothic in
volvement suggested by Bugge and von Friesen that perhaps belongs 
better to the Gothicist tradition of O lof Rudbeck the elder and the 
brothers Magnus. Yet Moltke was slowly to refine his views, and 
eventually a new generation of philologists came to accept a Latin 
thesis for the origin of the runes. Indeed in the two most recent 
Swedish contributions to the subject, the treatments of Moltke and 
Askeberg are combined. Bengt Odenstedt and Henrik Williams al
though they seem to agree on little else do agree on the subject of the 
origin of the runes. Both combine the graphical strengths of the thesis 
of Askeberg with the historical-cultural strengths of the expositions of 
Moltke in their assessments of this question.14

* * *

Although some scholars have suggested otherwise, the acceptance of a 
North Etruscan thesis in Germany in the 1930s and 40s was not in
spired by a nationalistic discourse. In fact if anything it fought against

14 F. A skeberg, N orden  och kontinenten i ga m m a l tid , U ppsala  1944; W . Krause, 
‘R u n en ’, in D er  große Brockhaus, 15 vols, 16th ed ., W iesb ad en  1952-60, X , p. 156; 
E. M oltke, ‘Er runeskriften o p stå e t i D anm ark?’, Fra N a tion a lm u see ts  A rb e jd sm a rk  
1951, pp . 47-56; idem , Runerne i D a n m a rk  og deres oprindelse, K øbenhavn 1976; idem , 
‘T h e O rigins o f  th e  R u n es’, M ichigan G erm an ic  S tu dies  7, 1981, pp . 3-7; idem , R unes  
a n d  their O rigin , D en m ark  a n d  Elsewhere, trans. P. G . F oote, 2nd ed ., C op en h agen  1985; 
B. O d en sted t, O n  the O rigin a n d  E arly  H is to ry  o f the R unic  Script, U ppsa la  1990; idem , 
O n  G ra p h ic  V aria tion  in the O ld er  Futhark: R ep ly  to a  R eview  b y  H enrik W illiam s o f M y  
Book O n  th e  O rigin  and Early H istory  o f  th e  R unic Script, (U m eå  Papers in  English 13) 
U m eå 1993; H . W illiam s, ‘W h ich  C am e First, 11 or 11?’, A N F  107, 1992, p p . 192-205; 
idem , ‘T h e  O rigin  o f  th e  R u n es’, A m sterd a m er Beiträge zu r  älteren  G erm an istik  45, 1996, 
pp. 211-18; idem , ‘T h e  R om ans and th e  R unes —  U ses  o f  W ritin g  in G erm an ia’, in  S. 
N yström  (ed .), R u n or och A B C ,  S tock h o lm  1997, pp . 177-92; cf. R. D ero le z , ‘T h e  
O rigin o f  th e  R unes: an A ltern ative  A p p ro a ch ’, A ca d em ia e  A n a lec ta  60 , 1998, no . 1, pp . 
1- 34-
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one. To maintain that the runes were not an inheritance of the Aryan- 
Germanic past bu t only a borrowing from ancient Alpine tribes some
time in the last few centuries B.C. was to support a theory with de
cidedly unpatriotic overtones. Feist, following Hempl, had been the 
first German author to link the runes with the Venetic script. Yet he 
had increasingly come to be vilified by the late 1920s. The leading 
Nordicists Much and Neckel at Vienna and Berlin respectively 
attacked his views wherever they encountered them. And although 
Neckel could cite the opinions of other Jews such as Julius Pokorny in 
his attacks on Feist, it is clear that Feist came to be hounded mainly 
because of his Jewishness. Arntz too felt the approbation that came 
with such a tainted ancestry in the 1930s, and pressure was applied on 
his publishers. The young runologist had been attacked by some Ger
man reviewers for his acceptance of the N orth Etruscan thesis. And 
indeed, his developed exposition of the thesis of Marstrander and 
Hammarström in the second edition of his Handbuch seems to have 
been provoked by a criticism of his more servile treatm ent of this 
question in the first edition by Krause.15 Furthermore, a num ber of the 
enthusiasts who delighted in the Urschrift theory had come to hold 
senior positions within the historical-cultural division of the SS, the 
Ahnenerbe. Altheim, who reported on Arntz for his Ahnenerbe mas
ters, seems to have sought acceptance from senior Ahnenerbe officers 
such as Herman W irth and W alter W üst by accommodating their 
speculative theories within his ill-founded N orth Etruscan- Urschrift 
thesis. Krause too, although critical of the theories of W irth and the 
Ahnenerbe researcher Karl Theodor Weigel, came to recognise the 
value in maintaining a relationship with the Ahnenerbe. N ot so Arntz 
whose works were scoured for evidence of the pernicious influence of 
Feist. Yet this former pupil of Herman H irt (and editor of his Fest
schrift) had not restrained from criticising the theories of Altheim, 
Weigel and W irth, and had published A rthur Nordén’s telling critique 
of Altheim ’s theories in his Runenberichte. Although the notion that 
some staves such as the problematic thirteenth rune were based in

15 R. M uch, 'S igm und Feist un d  das germ anisch e A lte r tu m ’, W ien er prähistorische  
Zeitschrift 15, 1928, pp . 1-19; G . N eck e l, rev iew  o f  H am m arström , p. 1237; idem , G e r 
m anen  u n d  Kelten , H e id e lb erg  1929, pp . 7 e t seq.; W . Krause, r ev iew  o f  A rntz, H a n d 
buch der  R unenkunde  ( is t  ed .), A nzeiger fü r  deutsches A lte rtu m  u n d  deutsche L itera tu r  55, 
1936, pp . 1-6; E. W eber, ‘E in H an d b u ch  der R unenk und e', G erm an ien  8, 1936, pp . 2 57 -  
61; R. R öm er, ‘S igm und Feist: D eu sch er  —  G erm anist —  Ju d e’, M uttersprach e  91, 1981, 
pp. 249-308; idem , 'S igm und Feist und d ie  G ese llsch aft für D e u tsch e  P h ilo log ie  in  
B erlin’, M uttersprach e  103, 1993, pp . 28-40; H un ger, pp . 4 3 -7 0 , 220-37 .
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pre-runic signs became part of the most developed N orth Etruscan 
derivations, the North Etruscan thesis in fact reacted against the most 
extreme elements of German runology of the period. It might 
justifiably be criticised for accomodating some aspects of the Urschrift 
thesis; bu t if anything the North Etruscan thesis came to represent a 
middle ground between the by then seemingly superseded derivations 
that appeared to indicate an ex Oriente lux and those that prom oted 
the more patriotic and clearly völkisch notion of indigeneity.16

The Latin thesis as it has come to be accepted by runologists since 
the 1980s, however, is based in a rejection of the North Etruscan. The 
dismissal by Askeberg and Moltke of Marstrander’s theory clearly 
became the basis of similar rejections by the Danish philologist Aage 
Kabell, the American linguist Elmer Antonsen and his student Richard 
Morris, as well as those of Odenstedt and Williams. The English 
runologist Ray Page has also come to look favourably upon the 
judgement of Moltke, as have the German and D utch philologists 
Alfred Bammesberger and Arend Quak. O f the Germanists, only 
Thomas Markey, has supported a N orth Etruscan thesis in print since 
the appearance of M oltke’s influential 1976 dismissal of Marstrander, 
Hammarström and Arntz. And thus when the inscription on the 
Meldorf fibula was discovered in 1979, the only interpretations other 
than runic that were prom oted for it were as Latin or some late form 
of archaic Greek, although it could clearly be orthographically North 
Etruscan.17

lfi H . W irth , D er A u fg a n g  der  M enschheit, Jena 1928; idem , D ie  heilige U rschrift d e r  
M enschheit, 2 vo ls , L eipzig  1931-36; K. T. W eigel, R u n en  u n d  S innb ilder, Berlin 1935; 
W . K rause, rev iew  o f  W eige l, R u n e n  u n d  S innb ilder, H istorische Z e itschrift 152, 1935, pp. 
552-56; F. A lth e im , ‘R unen als S ch ild ze ic h en ’, K lio  31, 1938, pp . 51-59; A lth e im  and  
Trautm ann, op. cit.; A . N ord én , ‘D ie  Frage nach  den  U rpsprung der R unen im  L ichte  
der V al C am on ica -F u n d e’, B erichte z u r  R unen forschung  1, 1939, pp. 25-34; idem , 
'F elszeichn ungen  un d  R u nenschrift’, R u nenberich te  1, 1941, pp. 51-75; W . W üst, 
‘A risches zur S in n bild forschu ng’, G erm a n ie n  12, 1940, pp . 212-19; A rntz, ‘V o m  
W eltb ild  der Felsritzer un d  v o m  W eltb ild  H erm an W irth s’, R unenberich te  1, 1941, pp . 
91-102; idem , ‘D ie  Runen: U rschrift der M en sch h eit? ’, Z eitschrift fü r  deu tsche  P h ib b g ie  
67, 1942, pp . 121-36; M . H . Kater, D a s  „ A hnenerbe“ der  S S  1935-45, Stuttgart 1974; 
H unger, pp . 83, n. 50; 171-289; G . L ixfeld , ‘D as “A h n en erb e” H ein rich  H im m lers un d  
die id eo lo g isch -p o litisch e  Funktion  sein er V o lk sk u n d e’, in  W . Jacobeit, H . L ixfeld  and  
O . B ock horn  (eds), V ölkische W issenscha ft, W ien  1994, pp . 217-55.

17 A . K abell, ‘Pericu lum  ru n icu m ’, N o rs k  tid sk r ift  fo r  sprogiA denskap 21, 1967, pp . 6 4 -  
126; id em , ‘Zur M eld orf Inschrift’, M e d ia e v a l S c a n d in a v ia  12, 1988, pp . 201-212; 
K. D ü w e l, ‘T h e  M eld orf F ibula and th e  O rigin o f  R unic W ritin g ’, M ich ig a n  G erm a n ic  
S tud ies 7, 1981, pp . 8-14; K. D ü w e l and M. G ebüh r, ‘D ie  Fibel v on  M eld orf un d  d ie  
A nfän ge der R u n en sch rift’, Zeitschrift fü r  deu tsches A lte r tu m  u n d  deu tsche L ite ra tu r  110, 
1981, p p . 159-75; E. H . A n ton sen , ‘D ie  H erkunft der R u nenschrift’, in  E. S. D ick  and
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***

The rejection of the N orth Etruscan thesis has been argued on a series 
of points; yet all of them  are either specious or based in misin
formation. Moltke exclaims that the whole disgraceful thesis was 
based on the evidence of a forgery, b u t if this is not a simplistic mis
representation it is at least ill considered. Marstrander clearly received 
inspiration for his North Etruscan thesis after visiting the Kunst- 
historisches Museum in Vienna to view the famous helmets from 
Negau, Styria (or actually Zenjak, in Slovenian Negova). As a Celticist 
with an interest in runology the inscriptions on these helmets were 
sure to have a profound influence on his thinking. The legends on the 
Negau A helmet he interpreted as Celtic, and they were clearly in
scribed in North Etruscan characters. More famously, however, he 
was the first to note that the Negau B helm et inscription was indubi
tably Germanic. The runic forgery on the bone fragment from the 
Maria-Saalerberg which had just recently come to light had been 
dated by the Austrian archaeologist Rudolf Egger to the late La Tène 
period, a date so early that it seemed to represent evidence that could 
not well be ignored. The forgery may have influenced Marstrander to 
consider the possibility of an Alpine thesis for the origin of the runes, 
bu t it was his decipherment of the inscription on the Negau B helm et 
that indicated a North Etruscan origin to him so clearly. Indeed that 
very year the Norwegian archaeologist Haakon Shetelig, arguing from 
evidence for technological and cultural diffusion much as had Salin 
before him, had pointed to the Marcomannic kingdom as the likely

K. R. Jankow sky (ed s), Festschrift fü r  K a rl Schneider, A m sterd am  1982, pp . 3-15;
B. O d en sted t, 'T he Inscription  on  th e  M eld o rf F ibula’, Zeitschrift fü r  deutsches A ltertu m  
u n d  deutsche L itera tu r  112, 1983, pp . 153-61; idem , ‘O m  ursprunget till den  äldre 
futharken. En granskning av några teor ier  o m  runskriftens ursprung, sp ec ie ilt  
E. M oltk es (1976), o ch  E. H . A n ton sen s (1982), jäm te  e tt  förslag till ny te o r i’, Saga och 
Sed  1984 [1986], pp . 77-110; R. L. M orris, U m bilicus R unicus, d issertation , U rbana 1983 
(= R unic a n d  M editerran ean  Epigraphy, O d en se  1988); R. I. Page, Runes, L ondon 1987, 
p. 4; A . Bam m esberger, ‘T h e  D e v e lo p m e n t o f  th e  R unic Script and its R ela tion sh ip  to  
G erm anic P h onolog ica l H is to ry ’, in T . Sw an, E. M ørck and O . Jansen W estv ik  (eds), 
Language Change a n d  Language Structure: O ld er  G erm an ic  Languages in a  C o m p a ra tive  
Perspective, Berlin 1994, pp . 1-2; A . Q uak , ‘N o ch m a l E inm al d ie  L ate in -T h ese’, A m ster 
d a m er  Beiträge zu r  älteren G erm an istik  45, 1996, pp . 171-79; B. M ees, ‘A  N e w  Interpre
ta tion  o f  th e  M eld orf Fibula Inscrip tion’, Zeitschrift fü r  deutsches A lte rtu m  u n d  deutsche  
L itera tu r  126, 1997, pp . 131-39; T. L. M arkey, ‘S tud ies in  R unic O rigins 1: G erm anic  
*m aþl-/*m ah l- and E truscan meØlum’ A m erican  Journal o f  G erm an ic  Linguistics a n d  
L itera ture  10, 1998, pp . 153-200.
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birthplace of the runes. O f course W immer had previously considered 
and rejected the possibility as m ooted by Bugge of a N orth Etruscan 
prototype for the runic script. Yet the inscription on the Negau B 
helmet was proof that at least one Germanic speaker was acquainted 
with North Etruscan letters at a time that immediately pre-dated the 
earliest use of runic writing. The Maria-Saalerberg forgery was only 
evidence for a cross-Alpine transmission of the runes, a transmission 
that had already been thought likely well before it was discovered. 
The dating of the forgery spoke against von Friesen’s Gothic theory, 
but the inscription could well have been interpreted as evidence for 
W immer’s South Germanic thesis of transmission, or even for a 
western Greek origin as Roman and Greek colonists are known in the 
upper Adriatic from very early times. Marstrander’s presentation 
clearly contains a number of flaws, and though he does stress that he 
saw the Maria-Saalerberg inscription as evidence supportive of his 
thesis, like his theories on the origin of the rune names, his acceptance 
of the forgery as genuine is not of critical importance for a North 
Etruscan thesis of the origin of the runes.18

Others have argued that there is too great a temporal gap between 
the time of the provenance of the oldest runic inscriptions and the 
youngest North Etruscan finds. Indeed, although the only compre
hensive archaeologically based dating for the Negau finds has their 
depostion belong to the decades about the birth of Christ, philologists 
have tended to argue for a much earlier provenance for the inscrip
tions on the helmets based on the datings usually accepted for the 
North Etruscan testimonies from Switzerland, Austria and Italy. Yet in 
the late 1950s North Etruscan inscriptions were found on the Mag
dalensberg in Carinthia that clearly can only date to the early decades 
A.D. These finds not only justify a recent date for the inscriptions on 
the Negau helmets, they close the temporal gap between the earliest 
runic testaments and their putative N orth Etruscan prototypes to the

18 C. J. S. M arstrander, ‘Les Inscriptions des casques d e N egau , S tyrie’, Sym bolae  
O sloernes 3, 1925, pp. 37-64; idem , ‘R em arques sur les inscription s des casques en  
bronze de N eg a u  e t  d e W a tsch ’, A vh an d lin ger  utg itt a v  D e t N orske  V idenskaps A k a d a m i  
i Oslo, II. H ist.-filos. K lasse , 1926, no. 2; H . Sh etelig , N orges forhistorie, O s lo  1925, p. 
138; H . S h etelig  and H . Falk, S can din avian  A rchaeology, ed . M . O lsen , trans. E. V . 
G ordon, O xford  1937, pp . 212-29; P ittion i, ‘Z ur Frage der E ch th eit des K nochen- 
pfriem ens von  M aria-Saaler-Berg', N orsk  tidskrift: fo r  sprogvidenskap  8, 1937, pp . 4 6 0 -6 6 ;
C. F. C . H aw kes, ‘R unes and th e  C a p u t A d r ia e ’, in  V . M irosavljevic, D . R endic- 
M iocev ic  and M . Su ic  (ed s), A d ria tic a  praeh istorica  e t an tiqu a . M iscellanea Gregorio  
N o va k  d ica ta , Zagreb 1970, pp . 3 99 -408; M oltke, R unes a n d  Their O rigin , p . 61 (and cf. 
p. 61, n. 33).
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timeframe required by Moltke, and after him Odenstedt. Indeed, since 
the appearance of the M eldorf fibula inscription which is contem po
rary with, or only a few decades later than the inscriptions from the 
Magdalensberg, a N orth Etruscan thesis assumes no chronological gap 
whatsoever. Furthermore, N orth Etruscan graffiti were found at 
Manching in Bavaria during excavations in the early 1970s, confirming 
the evidence for a transalpine use of North Etruscan letters suggested 
by the discovery of rock inscriptions at Steinberg in Northern Tyrolia 
in 1957. Although the Bavarian finds have been interpreted by some 
archaeologists as possibly representing imports, archaeology has con
tinued to add credibility to a N orth Etruscan thesis with every decade 
that has transpired since the appearance of M oltke’s first and post
humously published last pronouncem ent on the subject.19

A further argument raised by Askeberg and M oltke against a North 
Etruscan thesis is the m ixture of scripts in the derivations of Mar
stränder, Hammarström and Arntz. This is in part due to the manner 
in which the sources employed by Marstränder, Hammarström, Arntz 
and Moltke handle their subject matter. Marstrander and Hamm ar
ström relied on the edition of these inscriptions published by Carl 
Pauli (replacing the earlier collection by Theodor Mommsen), with 
the additions and commentaries of Paul Kretschmer, Gustav Herbig 
and Olaf Danielsson. These works were superseded by the volumes 
published under the auspices of Seymour Conway, Joshua W hat- 
mough and Sarah Johnson in 1933. Conway, the editor of a corpus of 
(non-Latin) Italic inscriptions, produced only part of the first volume 
of this work, with Johnson’s contribution restricted to an edition of 
the onomastic data found in classical sources. Instead, the contribution 
of Conway’s student W hatmough dominates the work. Now despite 
Whatmough, clearly the leading expert on N orth Etruscan inscrip
tions, explaining that he was convinced of a N orth Etruscan origin for 
the runic script, Askeberg and Moltke doubted his judgement. The

19 P. R eineck e, ‘D er  N egau er  H e lm fu n d ’, 32. Bericht d e r  R öm isch -G erm anischen  
K om ission  1942 [1950], pp . 117-98; K. R eichhardt, 'T he in scrip tion  o n  H e lm e t B o f  
N e g a u ’, Language  29, 1953, pp . 306 -16; E. V etter , ‘D ie  vorröm isch en  F elsinschriften  
v on  Stein berg in  N o rd tiro l’, A nzeiger d e r  Ö sterreichischen A k a d a m ie  d e r  W issenschaften, 
PhiL-Hist. K lasse  94, 1957, pp . 354-98; R. Egger, ‘D ie  A usgrab ung au f d em  M agdalens
berg 1956 u n d  1957, m it  B eiträgen der M itarbeiter’, C a rin th ia  I, 149, 1959 (=  m o n o 
graph K lagenfurt 1959), pp . 135-38, nos 65 -66 ; M. Egg, ‘E in ige B em erku ngen  zu m  
H e lm d ep o t von  N eg a u  (S ü d ste ierm ark )’, Archäologisches K orrespon den zb la tt 6, 1976, 
pp . 299-303; W . Krämer, ‘Graffiti a u f Spätlaténekeram ik  aus M an ch in g’, G erm an ia: 
K orrespondenzblatt d e r  R öm isch-G erm anischen K om m ission  des  D eutschen A rchaeolo- 
gischen Institu ts  60 , 1982, p p . 4 8 9 -9 9 .
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derivation of each staff as presented by Marstränder, Hammarström 
and Arntz relied on an amalgam of the five attested N orth Italic 
scripts. The Scandinavians would not countenance such an origin 
when a monogenetic theory from Latin was available. Yet in tru th  a 
N orth Etruscan thesis requires no such thing.20

The North Etruscan inscriptions as they were term ed by Mommsen 
represent a num ber of languages and traditions. Pauli separated these 
inscriptions by the major sites of their provenance: Lugano in the 
Lepontine Alps; Sondrio and Bolzano between the Rhaetian Alps and 
the Dolomites; and Este (ancient Ateste) in the Veneto. More inscrip
tions were discovered centred about Magrè south of Bolzano in 1912, 
and a further tradition was discovered on the Magdalensberg in Carin- 
thia in 1956-57 in what are probably the ruins of Noreia, the capital of 
the Noric kingdom. Indeed the rock inscriptions from Steinberg also 
appear to represent a further tradition related to bu t distinct from that 
of Bolzano. The inscriptions from Lugano are Celtic in language, 
initially in an archaic dialect known as Lepontic, and later in the 
Cisalpine dialect of Gaulish. The Cisalpine Gaulish inscriptions, often 
term ed Gallo-Etruscan or sub-Lepontic, are found on stones and 
ceramics found as far south as Todi. Similarly, inscriptions in late 
Lepontic letters also appear on coins found as far west as Nîmes (and 
which seem to have been minted in Transalpine Gaul), spreading 
north to Port Vallois and Chur in Switzerland, and east to Noricum. 
The language of the inscriptions of Sondrio, Bolzano, Magrè and 
Steinberg is termed Raetic, for the ancient inhabitants of the region, 
though their language is only poorly understood. The inscriptions 
from Este are Venetic in language, and like the Lepontic and Gallo- 
Etruscan testaments enjoy a wider distribution than the Raetic in
scriptions spreading as far north as the Carnic Alps, east to Istria and

2(1 T. M om m sen , D ie  nordetruskischen A lph abete  a u f  Inschriften u n d  M ünzen , Z ürich  
1853; C. Pauli, A ltita lisch e  Forschungen I: D ie  Inschriften nord-etruskischen A lph abets , 
L eip zig  1885; R. S. C onw ay, The Ita lic  D ialects, 2 vols, C am bridge 1897; P. K retschm er, 
‘D ie  Inschriften  von  O rnavasso un d  d ie  ligu rische S p rach e’, Zeitschrift fü r  vergleichende 
Sprachforschung  37, 1905, pp . 97-128; G . H erbig, ‘„K eltoligurische“ Inschriften  aus 
G iu b ia sco ’, A nzeiger fü r  schweizerische A ltertu m sku n de  7, 1905-6 , pp . 187-205; idem , 
‘N e u e  etrusk isch e Funde a u f G ro tte  S. S tefano  u n d  M ontagn o', G lo tta  4, 1913, pp . 165- 
87; O . A . D an ie lsson , Zu den venetischen u n d  lepontischen Inschriften, U ppsala  1909; R. 
S. C onw ay, J. W h atm ou gh  and S. E. Johnson, The Prae-Italic D ia lects o f Italy, 3 vols, 
L ondon  1933, II, p. 505, n. 1; A sk eb erg, pp . 60 -6 1 ; J. W h atm ou gh , ‘KeÀ/uicà: B eing Pro
legom en a  to  th e  S tu d y  o f  The D ia lects o f  A n c ien t G a u l’, H a rva rd  Studies in C lassica l 
Philology 55, 1944, p. 33 [reprin ted  in  The D ia lects  o f A n c ien t G au l, C am bridge, M ass. 
1970]; M oltke, d iscussion  o f  idem , ‘T h e  O rigins o f  th e  R u n es’, M ich igan G erm an ic  S tu d
ies 7, 1981, p. 16.
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as evidenced by finds in the 1980s even as far afield as Szentlörenc in 
southern Hungary.21

There are many variant forms (allographs) for each character in 
each North Etruscan tradition as is clear from the charts compiled by 
Marstrander and Whatmough. Now although it is usually possible to 
separate a Raetic from a Venetic inscription by language, the four 
Raetic traditions are not so simply to be distinguished by such a crite
rion. And despite the ambitious assessments of some authors, Raetic 
remains as opaque today as it was to Kretschmer and W hatmough. 
The language of the western (Sondrio) inscriptions probably repre
sents a language typical of the traditional reconstruction of Indo- 
European (and is consequently often considered a separate language), 
bu t the eastern testimonies show more Etruscan-like features (most 
notably in the use of the verb TINA'RE,22 cf. Etruscan zinace 
'elaboravit, fecit’), and hence possibly represent a non-Indo-European 
language.23 Thus often individual allographs are assessed in order to 
categorise an inscription, especially when their linguistic content is un
clear. Yet allographs often thought to be typical of one geographical 
area frequently appear in other areas. The two seemingly archaic 
sigmas represented in the Lugano finds, for example, appear as unique 
allographs among the Venetic inscriptions from Este and nearby 
Padua. And moreover, even rare, apparently innovative forms are 
sometimes found in other regions. So although the singular appear-

21 G . Pellegrini, T r a c e  di un abitato e  di un santuario, co m a  di cervo iscritte  ed  altre  
relique d i una stip e  vo tiva  prerom ana, scop erte  su l c o lle  d e l C astello  (M agré, 
V ic en za )’, N o tiz ie  degli scavi 15, 1918, pp . 169-207; M . L ejeune, 'V én ètes  d e P an n on ie’, 
C om ptes rendus des séances de  l ’A ca d ém ie  des Inscriptions e t Beües-Lettres 1990, pp . 6 2 9 -  
53; A . L. P rosdocim i w ith  P. Solinas, ‘T h e  L anguage and W ritin g  o f  th e  Early C elts', in 
S. M oscati e t al. (eds), The C elts, L ondon  1991, p. 56.

22 In th is paper transcrip tions o f  N orth  Etruscan characters w ill all corresp ond  to  
their form s n o t apparent p h on olog ica l va lues as is so m etim es  th e  practice  in  th e  ed i
tion s o f  th ese  inscription s. T his is necessary princip ally  b ecau se th e  ph on o log ica l values  
vary over tim e  and b y  language so rep resen ted . T h u s T  is u sed  in th e  transcrip tion  here  
rather th an X .

23 CIE  8413; M arstrander, ‘O m  runene og  runenavn en es o p r in d else ’, p. 99; R. T hur- 
neysen , ’Italisches. I. D ie  etrusk isch en  R aeter’, G lo tta  21, 1932, pp . 1-7; C on w ay, 
W h atm ou gh  and Johnson, II [h ereafter W h atm ou gh , vol. c it.] , b e tw e e n  pp . 502-3; 
J. W h atm ou gh , ‘"Tusca O rigo Raetis'", H a rva rd  S tu dies in C lassica l Philology 48, 1937, 
pp. 181-202; P. K retschm er, ‘D ie  vorgriech ischen  Sprach- und V o lk ersch ich ten ’, G lo tta  
30, 1943, pp . 168-218; V . I. G eorg iev , ‘R aetisch  oder N ord etru sk isch ’, O rb is  22, 1973, 
pp. 232-47; G . B. Pellegrini, ‘R eti e  r e t ic o ’, in  A . Q u attu ard io  M oresch in i (ed .), 
L ’etrusco e le lingue deü'Ita lia  an tica , Pisa 1985, pp . 95-128 (=  idem , D a l venetico a l  
veneto, Padova 1991, pp . 101-32); T . H irun um a, ‘T h e  D ia lec ts  o f  A n c ien t N orth ern  
Italy: T heir  P osition in g  and S ign ificance’, Journal o f  Indo-European Studies  14, 1986, pp . 
205-17.
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Figure i : The northern developments of the Etruscan script.
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Notes:

(1) A ll graphs are rep resen ted  in  d extroverse (progressive) form .
(2) Inverted and reversed  form s are n o t rep resen ted .
(3) A  q u estion  m ark in d icates th a t th e  categorisation  or reading o f  th e  graph is n o t  

clear.
(4) Form al n orm alisation  o f  graphs has b een  k ep t to  a m in im u m . E xcep tion s have  

b een  necessary for th e  m an y allographs o f  N o rth  E truscan A , M  and S w h ere  a 
broad range o f  graphic variation is attested .

(5) T h e  order in w h ic h  th e  N o rth  E truscan graphs w ith in  each  trad ition  are p resen ted  
sh ow s th e  lik ely  ch ron olog ica l d ev e lo p m en t.

(6) T h e  sources u sed  in th is  rep resen tation  in c lu d e  th e  charts o f  J. W h atm ou gh , The 
Prae-Italic D ia lects  o f I ta ly  II, L ondon  1933, p. 515; M . L ejeune, ‘V en e tica  X IX . 
L ’écriture v é n è te  à la lu m ière  des d o cu m en ts  p an n on ien s’, L atom u s  50, 1991, p . 
789; and R. C . d e M arinos, 'G olasecca  C u ltu re and Its Links w ith  C elts  B eyon d  
th e A lp s ’, in S. M oscati e t al. (ed s), The C elts, L ondon  1991, p. 94; w ith  reference  
to  th e  rep rod u ction s o f  G . H erbig, ‘„K elto ligurische“ Inschriften aus G iu b ia sco ’, 
A nzeiger fü r  schweizerische A ltertu m sku n de  7, 1905-6 , pp . 187-205; J. R hÿs, ‘T h e  
C eltic  Inscriptions o f  C isa lp in e  G a u l’, Proceedings o f the B ritish A ca d e m y  1913-14 
(p lates after p . 112); idem , ‘G lean in gs in  th e  Field o f  C e ltic  E pigraphy’, vol. cit. 
(p lates after p . 369); G . Pellegrini, ‘T race di un ab itato  e di un  santuario, co m a  di 
cervo iscritte ed  altre reliq u e di una stip e  vo tiva  prerom ana, scop erte  sul co llo  del 
C a ste llo ’, N o tiz ie  degli scav i 15, 1918, pp . 178-89; W . Burkart, ‘D ie  Schn abelkann e  
von  C astan ed a’, A nzeiger fü r  schweizerische A ltertu m sku n de  40, 1938, p. 121; E. 
V etter , ‘D ie  vorröm isch en  Felsinschriften  v on  Stein berg in  N ordtiro l', A nzeiger der  
Ö sterreichicher A k a d a m ie  d e r  W issenschaften, Phil.-hist. K lasse  94, 1957, pp . 384-98;  
A . L. P rosdocim i, ‘Per una ed iz io n e  d e lle  iscr iz ion i della  V a l C a m o n ica ’, Stu di 
etruschi 33, 1965, pp . 575-99; G . B. P ellegrin i and A . L. Prosdocim i, L a  lingua  
venetica I, Padova 1967; R. Egger, 'Z um  vorla te in isch en  A lp h ab et der N orik er’, 
A rheoloski vestn ik  19, 1968, pp . 38 -40 ; M. L ejeune, Lepontica, Paris 1971; A . 
M ancini, ‘Iscrizioni r e tic h e ’, Stu di etruschi 43, 1975, pp . 249-306; F. M . G am bari 
and G . C olonn a , ‘II b icch iere  con  iscriz ion i arcaica da C a ste lle tto  T ic in o  e 
l ’ad ozion e  della  scrittura n e ll’Italia n o rd o cc id en ta le ’, Stu di etruschi 54, 1986, pp. 
119-64; G . Fogolari and A . L. Prosdocim i, I Veneti antich i, Padova 1988; S. 
Schum acher, D ie  rätischen Inschriften, Innsbruck 1992, pp . 267-74; and th e  charts  
in C . J. S. M arstrander, ‘O m  runene o g  runenavn en es op r in d else ’, N o rsk  tidskrift 
fo r  sprogvidenskap  1, 1928, p . 99; G . B uonam ici, Epigraphia etrusca, F irenze 1932, p. 
123; G . B. Pellegrini, ‘O rig in e e d iffu sion e degli alfabeti prerom ani n e ll’Italia  
su p eriore’, in Spin a e l ’E truria p a d a n a , F irenze 1959 (p la te  after p. 192); V . Pisani, 
Le lingue de lT lta lia  a n tica  oltre il latino, 2nd ed ., T orino  1964, p. xix; M. G. 
T ib ile tti Bruno, ‘Ligure, lep o n z io  e g a llico ’, in  A. L. Prosdocim i (ed .), Lingue e 
d ia le tti d e ll’lta lia  an tica , R om a 1978, pp . 132-33; eadem , ‘C am un o retico  e 
p araretico’, in P rosdocim i, op. cit., pp. 212-13; D . F. A llen , The C oins o f the A n cien t 
Celts, Edinburgh 1980, p . 113; and E. M olke, R unes a n d  Their O rigin, D en m ark  a n d  
Elsewhere, trans. P. G . F oote, 2nd ed ., C o p en h a g en  1985, p . 50.

A ll charts, diagram s and m aps b y  th e  author or th e  author/K . A lexander.
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ance of an allograph identical to the form of Z characteristic of the 
Sondrio inscriptions in both the neighbouring Lugano and Bolzano 
traditions can easily be explained by proximity, the appearance of the 
strikingly characteristic variant of mu from Sondrio in a Venetic 
inscription from Cadore cannot.24 The extant inscriptions surely only 
represent a small fraction of the total orthographical output of these 
Alpine peoples, and so it is hard to be categorical as to which tradition 
an allograph is totally foreign. Indeed the only sure indication that 
divides the separate traditions seems to be the vertical orientation of 
letters such as L and U, both of which in their commonest N orth 
Etruscan realisations are identical to runic forms. Nevertheless, there 
are notable exceptions even to this scheme.25 In order to aid the inter
pretation of these inscriptions W hatmough sought to absolutely cate
gorise each inscription under one of the geographical labels that de
rived from those of Pauli. He was even sceptical of the existence of 
some letters clearly indicated by Pauli, though he was later to admit 
them  upon the appearance of more finds. Yet the more northerly 
inscriptions such as those from Steinberg, the Magdalensberg, Negau 
and indeed the Celtic oppidum of Manching are extremely difficult to 
assign to one of the five more southerly traditions. Consequently, 
Askeberg writing a decade before the appearance of the finds from 
Steinberg and the Magdalensberg might have felt justified in merely 
perusing the allograph table prepared by W hatmough for the Alpine 
inscriptions. But as Moltke, Morris and Odenstedt would have recog
nised if they had considered their evidence more thoroughly, the finds 
from Steinberg and the Magdalensberg, as do those of Negau, all seem 
to represent a mixture of two or more of the more southerly tradi
tions; exactly as do the runes.

Connected to this over-interpretation of the N orth Etruscan evi
dence is the claim that some characters represented in runic are totally 
lacking from these inscriptions. Moltke asserts the absence of the 
grapheme O in the Alpine inscriptions, as such a character is foreign 
to contemporary Etruscan inscriptions. In fact it is clear that O is 
absent from the eastern Raetic testaments. Yet it is equally clear that 
the letter does appear in the Noric, Venetic, western Raetic and 
Lepontic traditions. Indeed such a character appears in the earliest of 
the assuredly Celtic finds, the sixth century B.C. inscription from

24 W h atm ou gh , vol. cit., p. 58; G . B. P ellegrin i and A . L. P rosdocim i, L a  lingua  
venetica, 2 vols, Padova 1 9 6 7 ,1, pp . 520-21 (C a 33).

25 W h atm ou gh , vol. cit., pp . 88, 115, 512, 544.



The North Etruscan Thesis of the Origin of the Runes 53

Castelletto Ticino, H'OSIOISO.26 Moltke, and following him Oden- 
stedt, and especially Morris, seem instead to have confused N orth 
Etruscan with Etruscan. The North Etruscan inscriptions mostly rep
resent languages with quite different phonological inventories to that 
of Etruscan. And characters which otherwise only appear in early 
Etruscan abecedaria are clearly represented in the N orth Etruscan 
traditions. This is of course the case with O, and the Sondrio inscrip
tions patently do employ B and C. Moreover, the Etruscan abecedaria 
which retain B, D and O, are contemporary with these early testa
ments. (In fact O appears in some early Etruscan inscriptions, and D is 
clearly used in the Greek-Etruscan bilingue from Delphi to represent 
/d /  in an Etruscanised form of a Greek toponym.) The North Etruscan 
scripts, just as did Latin, quite clearly received characters which were 
phonologically redundant to Etruscan and lost to the later Etruscan 
abecedaria. Indeed the antiquity of the transmission of the Etruscan 
letters into the northern tradition is attested by the use of the 
perigram VH to represent / f /  at Este, a spelling that was rendered 
redundant in Etruscan as the letter 8 increasingly came to be used for 
this phone from the seventh century onwards.27

The theory that the Etruscan script was borrowed by these Alpine 
peoples from the sixth-century Apadene Etruscan colonies prom oted 
by Rhys Carpenter and Giovan Pellegrini may hold for Venetic and 
even for the script of Magrè. Yet it cannot be equally true for the 
western tradition of Lugano as it is clearly evidenced at least a century 
earlier than the more easterly ones. And as it is in the western tradi
tions that Marstrander and Hammarström saw the closest connection 
to runic, any analyses based in comparisons with middle or late Etrus
can are obviously invalid. Moreover, despite the assertion of Morris to 
the contrary, in the scripts such as Venetic for whom the language is 
well enough understood, it is clear that such inscriptions are well able 
to distinguish the contrast of voice or fortition recognised by the runic 
staves, bu t not by Etruscan. As was first shown by Rudolf Thurneysen 
in 1892, Venetic has evolved quite characteristic methods in order to 
differentiate occlusives by voice or fortition. Indeed, these characters

26 F. M . G am bari and G . C olon n a , ‘II b icch iere  con  iscr iz ion e  arcaica da C astelletto  
T ic in o  e l ’ad ozion e  della scrittura n e ll’Italia n o rd o cc id en ta le ’, Stu di etruschi 54, 1988, 
p p . 130-50.

27 G . Fogolari and A  L. Prosdocim i, I V eneti an tich i, lingua e cultura, Padova 1988, p. 
329; Rix, p. 420; F. C. W ou d h u izen , The Language o f  the Sea Peoples, A m sterd am  1992, 
p p . 157, n. 9, 172, 176.
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also appear employed in a similar manner in Lepontic inscriptions and 
on the Negau helmets.28

Another problem with these rejections of a North Etruscan origin is 
the reliance in the monographs of Moltke, Odenstedt and Morris, all 
published in the 1980s, on the treatm ent of these inscriptions by 
Whatmough, with only a brief mention by Moltke of a preliminary 
treatm ent of the Noric inscriptions by Egger and an alphabet chart of 
the Venetic characters prepared by Pellegrini for an exhibition in 1963. 
This flaw is most difficult to fathom as the editions of Conway and 
Whatmough had been superseded by more recent, albeit less broadly 
focussed assessments of these epigraphs by scholars such as Michel 
Lejeune, Pellegrini and Aldo Prosdocimi in the 1960s and early 1970s. 
These treaments include many new finds im portant for the N orth 
Etruscan thesis. The discovery of the Lepontic Prestino inscription in 
1966, for example, confirmed the early form of N orth Etruscan Z 
postulated by W hatmough in 1934 and employed by Arntz in his deri
vation of runic R. Moreover, Egger had substantially recast his inter
pretations of the Noric inscriptions some years later after a proper 
consideration of W hatm ough’s work. A considerable num ber of new 
Raetic inscriptions had also surfaced by the 1960s and are considered 
in the second edition of V ittore Pisani’s survey of the ancient non- 
Latin epigraphs of Italy and her Alpine neighbours, Prosdocimi’s edi
tion of the inscriptions of the Val Camonica, and Alberto Mancini’s 
new East Raetic corpus of 1975. M oltke’s allograph tables are clearly 
flawed, and he even shows a tendency to ignore the evidence that they 
contain when he refers to them. Indeed Odenstedt reproduces 
Moltke’s table in an attem pt to discredit the evidence of the North 
Etruscan letters when a cursory glance shows as he and Morris admit 
that they obviously resemble runic forms more so than does the Latin 
of the same period.29

28 R. T hurneysen , rev iew  o f  Pauli, A ltita lisch er Forschungen III: D ie  Veneter u n d  ihrer 
Schriftdenkm äler  (L e ip z ig  1891), W ochenschrift fü r  klassiche Philologie  9, 1892, pp . 285-  
92; R. C arpenter, ‘T h e  A lp h a b et in Ita ly’, A m erican  Journal o f A rchaeology  49, 1945, p. 
462; G . B. Pellegrini, ‘O rig in e e d iffusione degli alfabeti prerom ani n e ll’Italia su p er iore ’, 
in Spin a e I’E truria p a d a n a ,  F irenze 195g, pp . 181-96; M orris, pp . 6 -7 , 151; G am bari and 
C olonn a, pp . 150-59; P rosdocim i and Solinas, p . 53.

29 V . Pisani, Le lingue d e ll’Ita lia  an tica  oltre il latino, 2nd ed ., T orin o  1964, pp . 251-72, 
317-33; A . L. Prosdocim i, ‘Per una ed iz io n e  d e lle  iscriz ion i della  V al C a m o n ica ’, Studi 
etruschi 33, 1965, pp . 575-99; Pellegrini and P rosdocim i, op. cit.) R. Egger, ‘Z u m  vor
la te in isch en  A lp h a b et der N orik er’, A rheoloski vestn ik  19, 1968, pp . 37-42; M. L ejeune, 
‘D o c u m en ts  gaulois e t para-gau loise de C isa lp in e ’, E tudes celtiques 12, 1970, pp . 337-  
500  (=  Lepontica, Paris 1971); idem , M an u el de  la langue vénète, H eid elb erg  1974; A.
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Moltke’s assessment seems to be guided by a predisposition for a 
Latin thesis without much concern for the evidence of the North 
Etruscan epigraphs. He even notes that the Frøyhov statuette inscrip
tion seems to be more orthographically North Etruscan (and indeed 
Venetic) than runic without considering what the presence of a North 
Etruscan inscription in Norway deposited in a grave from the third 
century A.D. would immediately suggest to someone who had not 
ruled out a North Etruscan thesis on some other grounds. Indeed, his 
criticism of the usage made by Krause and Arntz of the allograph of T 
found on the Castaneda flagon treated by Whatmough after the publi
cation of his corpus edition (and evidently not even considered by 
Odenstedt) is quite misguided. The plate accompanying Whatmough’s 
article shows that, as confirmed by Krause’s own autopsy, his tran
scription emphasises the form of one of the allographs of T over that 
of the other two in order to show a connection with similar allographs 
from Novilara. Whatmough had already connected the T from 
Novilara with runic t  in his corpus and saw no need to do so again in 
his short treatment of this new inscription. The find from Castaneda 
clearly supports a North Etruscan derivation of this rune. Moreover, 
the same allograph was subsequently found among the inscriptions 
unearthed in Sanzeno from 1947-49 where it obviously has a dental 
value, and similar characters found at Bolzano and on the Negau A  
helmet, previously considered to be allographs of *F, are similarly now 
recognised instead to be variants of T that mirror the t  rune.30

M ancini, 'Iscrizioni ret ich e ’, Stu di etruschi 43, 1975, pp . 249-306; cf. also E. V etter , 
‘Literaturbericht 1934-38: Italische Sp rach en ’, G lo tta  30, 1943, pp . 6 6 -8 i ,  idem , 
‘L iteraturbericht: Italische S p rach en ’, G lo tta  33, 1954, pp . 65-78; R. J. K ispert, ‘R ecen t  
V e n e tic  Inscriptions: A  S u p p lem en t toJThe Prae-Italic D ialects o f  Italy, Part O n e , “T h e  
V e n e tic  Inscriptions’” , T ransactions a n d  Proceedings o f the A m erican  Philological A sso c ia 
tion  102, 1971, pp . 217-63; A . M ancini, 'R e tico ’, Stu di etruschi 40, 1973, pp . 364-71; 
idem , ‘L ’iscriz ion i della  V a lcam on ica ’, Stu di U rb in a ti d i storia, filosofia e letteratura, 
supplem ento linguistica  2, 1980, pp . 75-166; F. G ranucci, ‘L ep o n z io ’, Stu di etruschi 43, 
1975, pp. 224-48; A . L. P rosdocim i (e d .) , Lingue e d ia le tti delV ltalia  antica , R om a 1978; 
M . G . T ib ile tti Bruno, 'Le iscriz ion i ce ltic h e  d ’lta lia ’, in E. C am pan ile  (ed .), I C elti 
d 'lta lia , Pisa 1981, pp . 157-207; Fogolari and Prosdocim i, pp . 213-440; and S. S ch u 
m acher, D ie  rätische Inschriften, Innsbruck 1992.

30 W hatm ou gh , vol. cit., pp . 512, 521; idem , ‘A  N e w  R aetic  Inscription o f  th e  Sondrio  
G ro u p ’, H a rva rd  S tudies in  C lassica l Philology 47, 1936, p p . 205 -7  = idem , ‘E ine n eu e  
rätische Inschrift der S on d rio -G ru p p e’, a p u d  W . Burkart, ‘D ie  Schn abelkann e von  
C astan ed a’, A nzeiger fü r  schweizerische A ltertu m sku n de  40, 1938, pp . 121-23; W . Krause, 
‘Z u m  Stand der R u nenforschun g’, G öttingische gelehrte A nzeigen 202, 1940, pp . 184-85; 
idem , op. cit., pp . 38-39; A rntz, H andbu ch , 2nd ed ., p . 42; V etter , ‘L iteraturbericht 
(1954)’, pp . 69; 69, n. 1; 74; C arpenter, p. 462; M oltke, R unes a n d  Their O rigin , p . 72, n. 
35; p. 131; O d en sted t, op. cit., p . 152; Fogolari and P rosdocim i, p . 317; R ix, p p . 4 1 9 -20 .
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* * *

The idiosyncratic Danish runologist can only have favoured a Latin 
origin because of the political and economic reconstructions that are 
usually proffered for the Danish Islands and Jutland in the early cen
turies A.D. It has become increasingly clear from archaological finds 
that Denmark had reached a position of some economic and possibly 
political pre-eminence at the transition from the Early Roman to the 
Late Roman Iron Ages (i.e. c. A.D. 200). This development seems to 
be evidenced by the abundance of finds from this region, not just of 
prestige items of local manufacture, bu t also by rich Roman wares. 
Hence most archaeologists agree that trade between the Empire and 
northern Scandinavia m ust have followed routes through modern-day 
Denmark at this time. Faced with this archaeological reconstruction, 
and given that the earliest inscriptions were mostly found within the 
borders of the medieval Danish kingdom, it seems reasonable to 
suppose that the runes were developed in Denmark from the only 
script likely to have been known to traders who came to or were based 
there.31

O f course given that a significant proportion of the prestige finds of 
Germanic manufacture also stems from this area, and given that most 
runic finds are found on such prestige goods (fibulas, arms and ar
mour), this concentration should not be seen as representative of the 
extent of the knowledge of runic writing unless the runes were 
adopted only to be employed by an economic elite. Archaeologists 
have seen the adoption of writing as evidence for the increasing 
stratification of Iron Age society owing to increased economic ties 
with the south. If this archaeological construction were valid, how
ever, the elite that accumulated prestige goods to indicate status 
would also have been expected to employ their script for other pu r
poses. Yet as Odenstedt makes clear we have no evidence of an 
administrative or a mercantile employment of runic. All we have in 
the earliest finds are anthroponyms and short identifying inscriptions 
on weapons, armour and jewellery. Many runologists suppose that the

31 K. Randsborg, ‘R öm isch e  G läser u n d  B ron zegefässe  im  N orden: E in K om m entar', 
trans. T . C apelle , A c ta  A rchaeologica  57, 1986, pp . 211-28; L. H edeager, ‘E m pire, Fron
tier  and th e  Barbarian H interland: R o m e and N orth ern  E urope from  A D  1 -4 0 0 ’, in  
M . R ow lands, M . T . Larsen and K. K ristiansen (ed s), C en tre a n d  Periphery in the 
A n cien t W orld , C am bridge 1987, pp . 125-40.



The North Etruscan Thesis of the Origin of the Runes 5 7

runes must have been used in contexts other than just anthroponymy 
and the designation of ownership. But the lack of evidence for an 
administrative or mercantile usage of the runes remains a major flaw 
in this archaeological reconstruction. Moreover, considering the time
frame usually assumed for the beginning of this hierarchicisation, the 
inscription on the first century Meldorf fibula also seems too early 
(and too southerly) for such a reconstruction.32

An alternative or perhaps supplementary explanation proposed by 
other supporters of a Latin thesis is even less capable of demonstra
tion. The notion that runic was brought back to Denmark by Ger
manic soldiers in Roman military service, as developed by Odenstedt, 
Gad Rausing and supported by Quak, is not correlated by evidence 
from classical sources. Most Germanic soldiers in the service of Rome 
at this period are clearly from tribes such as the Frisii, Batavi and 
Marcomanni. Soldiers from more northerly areas are not mentioned in 
Roman sources until a much later period, by which time of course we 
already have evidence for the use of runic writing. Still the concen
tration of early inscriptions at c. A.D. 200 does coincide with the first 
appearance of Roman coins in similar contexts. And the concentration 
of the items upon which they are found in warrior graves and military 
hoards does suggest a connection with a military elite. Yet this con
nection implies that the Germanic script was adopted at the time of 
the very first attestation of clearly runic inscriptions. The inscription 
on the Meldorf fibula and the distribution of, and graphic variation 
attested in, the early finds instead point to a runic tradition that pre
dates the first signs of economic contact with the Empire in the m ate
rial remains of Iron Age Denmark. The inscriptions can hardly be 
seen, then, as many archaeologists suggest, as further evidence for the 
growth of Roman influence in Scandinavian society. The contents and 
the contexts of the extant early inscriptions do suggest a connection 
with a military elite. Yet the inscriptions from Denmark, Schleswig, 
Norway and Sweden seem to be evidence only of the use of runic 
writing as an expression of prestige. The fact that the items so in
scribed are always of Germanic manufacture points away from any 
association with imported Roman goods. And indeed the scarcity of 
runic inscriptions on pottery marks this particular connection between 
prestige and writing as peculiar to N orthern society. A similar associa-

32 J. Jensen , The Prehistory o f D enm ark , L on d on  1982, p p . 232 if.; O d en sted t, op. cit., 
pp. 170-73; U . L. H ansen , R öm ischer Im port im  N orden , K øbenh avn 1987, pp . 233-34; L. 
H edeager, Iron A ge Societies, trans. J. H in es, O x fo rd  1992, p. 249.
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tion between writing and prestige is also quite evident from the geo
graphical distribution of Scandinavian runestones, most of which are 
concentrated in areas of economic prominence. Thus the distribution 
of the earliest inscriptions, although good evidence for the extent of 
the use of writing as a form of prestige, may well be of less conse
quence for the question of their origin. And granted that inscriptions 
in similar contexts are found in the Greek and N orth Etruscan orthog
raphical traditions as well as the Roman (though not on such a re
stricted range of items), even evidence garnered from a typological 
survey of media that typically bear runic inscriptions unfortunately 
remains ambivalent. A t the very least such a typological analysis does 
not rule out a North Etruscan origin for the runes.33

* * *

Yet there is clear evidence that the runes cannot derive from a Latin 
or Greek tradition. Morris has claimed that runic does not show 
evidence for a confusion in the representation in the distinction of 
voice or fortition that one might expect in a script derived from an 
Etruscan source. As we have already seen, however, the American is 
not well informed on this subject. Now the runes do bear some signs 
for occlusives that clearly are based in Mediterranean forebears. Runic 
b, t  and k quite clearly ultimately derive from representatives of ar
chaic Greek beta, tau and gamma, or in Latin, B, T and C. Yet it is 
equally as apparent that runic p, d  and g  do not derive from the Greek 
and Latin counterparts that usually distinguish contrasts in voice or 
fortition from those that are clearly parallelled in runic.

In Venetic and Lepontic it is evident that a new practice developed 
in order to represent such a distinction. As Etruscan maintained a 
graphemic distinction only between plain and aspirated stops, these 
scripts came to employ the characters which represented a distinction 
of aspiration in Etruscan for the distinction of voice or fortition in the 
stops of Venetic and Lepontic. Indeed the Etruscan aspirates may well 
also have been lenes. Admittedly, this practice is rather irregular in

33 M. W aas, G erm an en  im  röm ischen D ienst, 2nd ed ., B onn 1971, pp . 1-3; K. D ü w e l,  
'Runes, W eapons and Jew ellery: a Survey o f  S om e o f  th e  O ld est R unic In scr ip tion s’, 
The M a n k in d  Q u a rterly  22, 1981, pp . 69 -91 ; H edeager, op. cit., p p . 234-37, 249; G. 
Rausing, ‘O n  th e  O rigin o f  th e  R u n es’, F om vännen  87, 1992, pp . 200 -5 ; K- R andsborg, 
‘O le  W orm : A n  Essay o n  th e  M od ern iza tion  o f  A n tiq u ity ’, A c ta  Archaeologica  65, 1994, 
pp. 137-38; Q uak , art. cit.
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Lepontic. But the representation of this distinction is irregular even in 
Gallo-Greek and Gallo-Latin. This irregularity is probably to be 
ascribed to a distinction only in fortition, not in voice, between the 
Old Celtic occlusives. Nevertheless, it is clearly a practice of the 
earliest Lepontic inscriptions and follows the same pattern as does 
Venetic. W e are not able, however, to assess with much confidence 
whether the alternations of graphs for plain plosives with those for 
aspirates represents a similar distinction in the Raetic testaments 
(although granted the apparent linguistic connection of East Raetic 
with Etruscan, m ost occasions may well represent only a distinction in 
aspiration). Yet in Venetic this practice is always quite evident. Now 
although Z often replaces 0  in this role among the Venetic inscrip
tions, the Venetic form of archaic Greek theta is usually a crossed 
square. As Hempl suggested almost a century ago, such a crossed theta 
is surely continued by runic d. It is this North Etruscan character for 
/ d /  that Moltke admits is preserved in the inscription on the Frøyhov 
statuette.34

0  — IX] —* N
Etruscan NE (Este) runic

Figure 2: The development of theta to runic d.

Similarly, runic g clearly derives from a like use of an archaic Greek 
chi. For the Germanic labials, however, a reverse process seems to 
have occurred. The usual form of N orth Etruscan P appears to have 
been lost to runic. Yet as it probably would have been of an identical 
form (a homograph) to runic I, this is scarcely surprising. As the Son- 
drio inscriptions preserve B (despite W hatmough's scepticism) the 
derivation for the voiced lenis labial needs not be the same as for the 
velar and dental equivalents. Indeed the use of N orth Etruscan C 
(again clearly represented in the Sondrio inscriptions and initially 
treated as doubtful by W hatmough) for /k /  shows that the North

34 C. W atk ins, ‘T h e  P h on em ics o f  G aulish: th e  D ia le c t o f  N arb on en sis’, Language  
31, 1955, pp. 18-19; L ejeune, ‘D o c u m e n ts  gaulois e t para-gau lois de C isa lp in e1, p p . 3 7 6 -  
78; idem , ‘V en e tica  X IX . L ’écriture v é n è te  à la lu m ière  des d ocu m en ts  p an n o n ien s’, 
L atom us  50, 1991, pp . 785-97; A . M . D ev in e , ‘Etruscan L anguage S tud ies and M odern  
Phonology: T h e  P rob lem  o f  th e  A sp ira tes’, Stu d i etruschi 42, 1974, pp . 131-32; R ix, pp . 
419-21.
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Etruscan scripts could not have inherited a graph for /g /  at all and had 
to find a new way to represent this value. As Rex Wallace has com
mented, runic has inherited two graphs for the voiced lenis counter
parts of the dental and velar voiceless fortis stops produced in a 
manner ‘at hom e’ in another tradition; a N orth Etruscan tradition. 
This tradition does not display D or C representing the values custom
arily ascribed to delta and gamma in archaic Greek, and although C 
also represents a phoneme which is clearly voiceless and fortis in 
Latin, the retention of a form of theta, a letter lost to Latin in the 
third century B.C. speaks against a Latin derivation for the runes.35

Yet the runic form of p, although somewhat similar to the Noric 
form of this character, shows somewhat better formal approximation 
to the letter that follows P in the archaic Greek abecedarium. N orth 
Etruscan § (sade or san), sometimes transcribed as S, is a common 
graph in the N orth Etruscan inscriptions. In Lepontic it represented 
sibilants such as afiricatives distinct enough from [s] to warrant sepa
rate representation, whereas in Venetic it seems to come only to 
represent a distinction in fortition from the phone represented by S, as 
is typical of Etruscan inscriptions. It would be redundant in the repre
sentation of early Germanic and so appears to have come to represent 
/ p /  instead. Indeed Pisani notes that sade seems to have been employed 
to represent some sort of labial in the East Italic inscriptions of 
Piceneum. Moreover, there are East Italic allographs of S that are 
identical in form to the staff p. As some Lepontic allographs indicate 
how the East Italic allograph was formed from the usual Etruscan form 
of S, it is probable that a similar development has occurred to produce 
runic p. In fact the graphic variation attested for p in the continental 
rune-rows seems to mirror that typical of the North Etruscan S.36

M M IX IX U M
Etruscan/NE NE (Lugano) N E  (Lugano) East Italic/runic Charnay Breza

Figure 3: The variants of sade and p.

35 W h atm ou gh , ‘A  N e w  R aetic  Inscription o f  th e  Sondrio G ro u p ’; R. E. W allace  
a p u d  D . G . M iller, A n cien t Scripts a n d  Phonological Know ledge, A m sterd am  1994, pp. 
6 3 -6 4 , n. 4.

36 M . L ejeune, ‘P rob lèm es de p h ilo lo g ie  vénète: XII, L es d eu x  sifflan tes’, R evu e de  
philologie  40, 1966, pp . 7 -20 ; idem , ‘D o cu m e n ts  gaulois e t  para-gaulois d e  C isa lp in e ’, 
pp, 373-75; V . Pisani, 'Italische A lp h a b ete  u n d  germ anisch e R u n en ’, Z eitschrift fü r  ver
gleichende Sprachforschung  80, 1966, p . 209.
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The other signs for sibilants have clearly produced similar runic 
characters. The staff s shows the three allographs typical of North 
Etruscan variation. And runic R also has a clear parallel in N orth 
Etruscan Z, except that as suspected by Bugge and others, the 
allograph on the Charnay and Balingen fibulae appears to represent 
the original form. The variation in orientation of Scandinavian R has 
always been difficult to explain otherwise as this practice is not 
parallelled in the execution of similarly shaped runes such as a, t  or I. 
And indeed a reduction to an allograph akin to the more usual runic 
form seems to have occurred in some of the inscriptions in the 
Sondrio alphabet from the Val Camonica, even where this has led to 
confusion with the usual form of North Etruscan 'F .37

* — Î — I — T1
early NE (Lugano) Sondrio/O ver Hornbæk Charnay/Balingen usual runic forms 

Figure 4: The variation in graphs for /z /.

The graphs representing velars can l^e treated in a similar way. The 
North Etruscan tradition inherited three graphs with which to repre
sent /k /. In early Etruscan practice these characters had been distrib
uted depending on the quality of the following vowel: C for non-low 
front vowels, Q for non-low back vowels, and K for low vowels. 
Similarly, Etruscan abecedaria show the retention of the two archaic 
Greek letters both developed from Phoenician kaf that represented 
the velar aspirate /k h/. It now appears likely that the Etruscan alpha
bet derives from a forebear that predates the separation of Greek 
scripts into the eastern (Euboean or blue) and western (Corinthian or 
red) distinctions, and consequently the assignation of the value /p s /  or 
/k s / to 'P or X respectively. Etruscan X, however, later came to 
represent a sibilant, usually transcribed as S in some inscriptions from 
southern Etruria (functionally replacing §), an identification that may 
be reflected in the Latin values /k s /  and /gs/. Yet in North Etruscan 
chi would be a homograph of some allographs of T  and 0  and so its 
presence is often doubted. But not only was chi clearly maintained in 
the North Etruscan tradition as a numerical symbol, there is evidence 
from the East Raetic tradition that the two aspirate characters merged,

37 P rosdocim i, ‘Per un a e d iz io n e  d e lle  iscriz ion i della  V a l C a m o n ica ’, p . 580.
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or at least that their forms became confused. W hatm ough indicates 
the appearance of such a character at Magrè, and this occurrence was 
supplemented by similar allographs in the Sanzeno finds of the late 
1940s and the Steinberg rock inscriptions discovered in 1957. Though 
the evidence for North Etruscan X is fragmentary, it can scarcely be 
doubted that the staff g ultimately derives from X, and indeed most 
proponents of a Latin thesis have made a similar connection with the 
Roman reflex of this character.38

As North Etruscan C is continued in runic k, and as X is probably 
continued as g, it is no surprise to find the similarly rare Q  continued 
as runic g. The rarity of C and Q  in North Etruscan can be explained 
by a process occurring further south. In later Etruscan practice C came 
to be favoured over K and Q in the south of Etruria, and K over C and 
Q in the north. It is difficult to ascertain the value of Q in the N orth 
Etruscan tradition as it seems to have become a homograph of O  as 
also occurred in Messapic.39 In runic, however, Gerhard Alexander 
maintains that g probably originally represented plosive [g], whereas g 
represented the more common fricative allophones reconstructed for 
PG /g /. Such a distinction may have been made necessary by the 
acrophonic nature of most of the rune names: O f the mediae, only /g /  
is usually reconstructed as a fricative initially, and it is only recon
structed as a plosive in PG after / n /  (which in this environment was 
realised as [13]). The staff seems to have become associated with the 
cluster [rjg] after initial /g /  came to de-spirantise in the majority of 
attested Germanic languages (save, of course, in Gothic, Low Franco
nian and in some dialects of Low German).40 One might also note that

38 W h atm ou gh , vol. cit., pp . 50, 509; V etter , ‘L iteraturbericht (1954)’, p. 74; idem , 
‘D ie  vorröm ischen  Felsinschriften  v on  Stein b erg ’, p. 391; A . J. Pfiffig, D ie  etruskische  
Sprache, G raz 1969, p. 17; L ejeune, ‘D o c u m e n ts  gaulois e t  para-gau lois d e C isa lp in e’, p. 
369, n. 42; idem , ‘Le vase d e L atum aros (D iscu ssion s sur l ’a lph abet de L u gan o)’, 
L atom us 46, 1987, pp . 493-509; M iller, pp . 43, 54; W o u d h u izen , pp . 155, 197.

39 See esp ecia lly  th e  inscrip tion  VAL.TE<t>NU (or V A L .T E Q N U ) w h ere  
W h atm ou gh  considers th e  to  b e  a m istak e for th e  velar graph XF1 T h e  in scrip tion  
probably represents an anthroponym  in  -g(e)n~; J. W h atm ou gh , ‘Inscriptions from  
M agrè and th e  R aetic D ia le c t’, The C lassica l Q u a rterly  17, 1923, p . 62, n. 2; idem , vol. 
cit., pp . 45-46; Pisani, op. cit., p. 320.

40 W . G . M ou lton , 'T he Stops and Spirants o f  Early G erm an ic’, Language  30, 1954, 
pp. 31-32, 42; idem , 'T he P roto-G erm anic N on -S y llab ics  (C o n so n a n ts)’, in  F. van  
C o etsem  and H . L. K ufner (ed s), T o w a rd  a  G ra m m a r  o f Proto-G erm anic, T ü b in gen  
1972, p. 173; G . A lexan d er, ‘D ie  H erkunft der Ing-R un e’, Zeitschrift fü r  deutsches A lte r 
tum  u n d  deutsche L itera tu r  104, 1975, p p . 1-11. N o te  th at A lexan d er  also ten ta tiv e ly  
links th e  0  rune w ith  qoppa, c itin g  th e  form  on  th e  Frøyhov figurine. W illiam  M o u lto n  
also cla im s th at PG  * /g / w as realised  as a p lo siv e  in  gem ination , b u t h e  d oes  n o t c o n 
sider th e  fact th at gem in ation  o f  th e  m ed ia e  is ex trem ely  rare in PG; L. L. H am m erich ,
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the form of this rune with a hasta, contrary to Antonsen, Morris, 
Odenstedt and O ttar Grønvik, cannot be a ligature of i + p. N ot only 
does such a form appear in the Grumpan rune-row, bu t Etruscan 
forms of qoppa clearly show this very variation between forms with 
and w ithout hastae (a variation possibly mirrored in allographs of O /Q  
from Magrè). Moreover, in the instances where it is attested as part of 
a recognised lexeme this rune always represents either [iq] (Opedal; 
no hasta) or [iqg] (Aquincum, Slemminge, Szabadbattyán, Tanem, 
and possibly Lefcani and the Vimose sheath mount; all with hastae). 
The only exception was considered to be in the Årstad inscription, but 
Gerd Høst has recently shown that the reading that produced the 
supposed example of p (without a hasta) in this case is no longer 
tenable.41

The last remaining characters representing velars were K and H*. 
Now the latter character may have merged with the similarly sounded 
X in N orth Etruscan, bu t the apparent absence of K from runic 
appears perplexing as, except in W est Raetic, it is the character most 
commonly employed for /k /. Instead, it appears to have come to 
represent a different velar sound. Grønvik and after him Moltke and 
Elmar Seebold maintain that the later English value [ç] was the origi
nal value of the rune transcribed by Krause as Ï. Its attestation as /i( l) / 
in an number of inscriptions may have derived from its non- 
acrophonic rune name in a similar manner as 0 has come to stand in 
most cases for [h)g]. Thus North Etruscan K has probably produced 
the staff Ï. And although no allograph of K is graphically identical to Ï, 
there are some that suggest that such a development was under way in 
the late Lepontic and Noric testaments.42

A further formerly difficult derivation is rather more clearly best 
explained by a North Etruscan thesis. The development of a separate

‘D ie  germ anisch e und d ie  h o ch d eu tsch e  L autversch iebu ng. II. W orin  b esteh t d ie  h o ch 
d eu tsch e  L autverschiebu ng?’, Beiträge z u r  G esch ich te  d e r  deu tschen  Sprache u n d  L itera 
tu r (T ü b in gen ) 77, 1955, pp . 171-94.

41 A lexan d er , art. cit.; E. H . A n ton sen , C oncise G ra m m a r  o f  the  O ld est R u n ic  Inscrip 
tions, T übin gen  1975, p. 12; K.-E. W estergaard, Skrifttegn  og sym boler, O slo  1981, pp . 
í36—79; Morris, pp . 120-121; B. O d en sted t, ‘O m  ty p o lo g i och  grafisk variation  i den  
äldre fu th a rk en ’, A N ?  100, 1985, pp . 1-15; O . G rønvik , ‘Ü ber den  L autw ert der Ing- 
R une und d ie  A uslastung von  V okal in den  ä lteren R u n en in sch riften ’, Indogerm anische  
Forschungen 90, 1985, pp . 168-95; ü .  H øst, ‘D ie  Å rstad -Insch rift —  e in e  N e u w er tu n g ’, 
in  R u n o r o c h  ru n in sk r fte r , S tock h om  1987, pp . 155-61.

42 O . G røn v ik , R m e n e  p å  Tunesteinen , O slo  1981, pp . 29-32; M oltke, R u n es  a n d  
T heir  O rig in , p . 64; E. S eeb o ld , ‘D ie  S tellu n g  der en g lisch en  R unen im  R ahm en der  
Ü b erlie feru n g  d e s  älteren Fuþark’, in A . B am m esberger (ed .), O ld  English R u n e s  a n d  
the ir  C o n tin e n ta l Background, H eid elb erg  1991, p p . 4 6 9 -7 0 .
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staff for / j /  in the Germanic script is not parallelled in Greek or Latin. 
Indeed, derivations proffered for runic j from Latin G neglect the fact 
that the development of /g /  > [j] in Latin before front vowels did not 
occur until after the earliest runic inscriptions are found. Such a 
development is, however, parallelled in North Etruscan. In the 
Venetic tradition, / j /  came to be represented by a perigram of two 
iotas. In later inscriptions first one, then both of the iotas developed 
into a bent form similar to that of N orth Etruscan C. These forms are 
sometimes transcribed in recognition of their shapes as II, IC and CC. 
And as has been noted by Haas and more recently by Rix and Gary 
Miller, this is clearly how the j rune came to be formed.43

II —  l< —  «  —
NE (Este) NE (Este) NE (Este)

Figure 5: The development of the j rune.

A character with a similar function is the N orth Etruscan V. This 
sign continues the archaic Greek character vau or digamma which was 
lost to Greek in the fifth century B.C. In Latin it has clearly produced 
F, a development which is often cited as good evidence for a Latin 
prototype for runic f. This development in Latin, however, has long 
been known to derive from the early Etruscan practice of spelling /w /  
with V, bu t / f /  with VH.44 And just as did early Latin, the North 
Etruscan scripts continued this tradition. It is also evident in late 
Etruscan that V had come to represent /v /  or even / f /  as it sometimes 
alternates with 8 (which had replaced the use of the perigram VH) 
and O which are otherwise thought to represent / f /  (the latter after 
Etruscan /p h/  > / f /) at this date. A development of /w /  > /v /  also 
seems to have occurred in late Venetic. In fact a similar practice may 
have occurred in the Lepontic inscriptions as in this tradition /w /  is 
usually represented by U, and although it is not clear what phonologi
cal value V represents in its only (and very early) attestation, it

43 E. H . S turtevant, The Pronunciation o f  C reek  a n d  L atin , 2nd ed ., Philadelph ia  
1940, p . l 68; M . L ejeu ne, ‘La C on son n e y o d  en  v é n è te ’, W o rd  8, 1952, p p . 51-64; O . 
Haas, ‘D ie  H erk u n ft der R u n en sch rift’, p p . 227-28; Rix, p . 419; M iller, p . 66.

44 In archaic G reek, V H  rep resen ted  v o ice less  / w / ,  i.e . /w / ;  and in Etruscan, / f /  
seem s to  h ave d ev e lo p ed  from  P roto-A n ato lian  * /w /  in so m e  p osition s, e .g . b efore  / a /  
(cf. E truscan quthefa-, L uw ian, H it t ite  k a tta w a - ‘rev en g e’); S turtevant, p. 146; W ou d -  
hu izen , p . 175.

<>
runic
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appears where the IE reconstructions indicate */p/ (i.e. UVAMO- < 
IE *upmmo-). Now although IE */p/ is lost to Celtic in most positions 
from an early stage, it clearly passed through a form as a fricative as it 
weakened in articulation, for in places where a vestige of this phone is 
retained, when it did not assimilate to other labials such as /w /  or /b /, 
it merged with Old Celtic /x /. Moreover, in the Venetic inscriptions 
of Làgole, after the phoneme /h /  was lost from Venetic, a similar 
simplification of the perigram VH is apparent as the otherwise redun
dant North Etruscan H has come to represent / f /  here. Thus runic f 
clearly can be derived from a North Etruscan source.45

—- k —  r — r
Etruscan/NE (Lugano) NE (Este) NE (Este) runic

Figure 6: The variation in vau.

O ther staves have long been seen to be afforded superior deriva
tions from a North Etruscan tradition as the variation that they repre
sent from the typical Mediterranean letters are clearly in evidence in 
the Alpine inscriptions. Both Alpine M and O exhibit forms with the 
lengthenings that must have occurred in order to develop into runic m 
and o. Similarly, North Etruscan E appears on the Negau A helmet 
and in the Magdalensberg inscriptions turned on its side, a rotation 
that has always seemed likely to be the most plausible explanation for 
the two main early forms of runic e. The late development of North 
Etruscan A as typically found in the more westerly traditions is identi
cal to runic a  which clearly m ust ultimately derive from one of the 
archaic forms as preserved in the Alpine inscriptions but which were 
lost to Greek and became rare in Latin from the third century B.C. 
Moreover, North Etruscan H shows a reduction from three to two 
arms, a development which seems to be continued in runic. And 
again, as in the case of R and the various forms of p found in the con
tinental rune-rows, the appearance of the more archaic form of h only

45 H . Pedersen, Vergleichende G r a m m a tik  der  keltischen Sprachen, 2 vols, G ö ttin g en  
1901-13, I, pp . 9 0 , 93 A . L. P rosdocim i, ‘L ’iscr iz ion e  di P restin o ’, S tu d i e truschi 35, 
1967, pp . 202-3 , 213i idem, ‘L ’iscriz ion e lep o n z ia  di Prestino: v e n t’anni d o p o ’, Z eitschrift 
f ü r  celtische Philologie 41, 1986, pp . 240-42; Pfiffig, pp . 41-45; L ejeune, ‘D o c u m en ts  
gau lo is  e t  para-gaulois d e C isa lp in e ’, pp . 416-17, 458, 472-74; idem , M a n u e l, pp . 30, 
134—35; idem , 'V u es présent sur le  ce ltiq u e  an c ien ’, B ulle tin  de  l ’A c a d e m ie  R oya le  de  
B elgique, classe d e  lettres 64, 1978, p . 111.
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in the South Germanic tradition shows that this tradition, although 
attested later than that of the north, was conservative and remained 
closer to its North Etruscan forebear. The angular b  of runic is also 
clearly found in the Sondrio tradition, and similar characters are found 
at Bolzano and Magrè though what phonological value they may have 
represented is unclear. The staves I and u which continue the Italic 
principle that their vertical orientation is always the same are obvi
ously best derived from North Etruscan L and U. Runic t  also mirrors 
an admittedly uncommon allograph of North Etruscan T; yet its 
development is parallelled by a similar development of N orth Etrus
can Z found in runic as W hatmough explains quite clearly. And North 
Etruscan N with its single hasta and single crooked arm is at the very 
least as likely a source for the unparallelled form that archaic Greek 
nu has assumed in its incarnation as runic n as any other M editerra
nean script.

A —* A —' h
Etruscan/NE (Lugano) NE (Lugano) NE (Lugano)/runic

Figure 7: The development of runic a .

H — - N — * N
Etruscan/NE (Este) NE (E ste)/runic (C ontinental/English) runic (Scandinavian) 

Figure 8: The reduction of heta.

The remaining Etruscan letters to pass into the north are D, R and
O. Now the letter D in Etruscan was phonologically redundant, and 
seems only to appear sporadically in North Etruscan inscriptions in 
places where its phonological value cannot be ascertained. Yet it only 
appears with its hasta extended in a manner that suggests that it has 
assumed the value /w /  in runic after V came to represent / f /  exclu
sively.46 North Etruscan R, however, typically bears the same shape as

46 T h e ed itors o f  th e  inscrip tion s transcribe th ese  le tters as P even  th o u g h  N o r th  
Etruscan P look s n o th in g  like th ese  form s w h ic h  are o th erw ise  strikingly sim ilar to  a llo 
graphs o f  delta  k n ow n  from  o th er  Italic traditions. S im ilarly, u n like th e  sim ilar a llo 
graphs from  M agrè, th ey  can n ot b e  th e  variant o f  R w h ic h  bears an ex ten d ed  h a s ta  as 
th e  usual form  o f  R appears in b o th  o f  th ese  inscrip tion s. C onw ay, W h a tm o u g h  and  
Johnston , I, p. 181; Pellegrini and P rosdocim i, I, p. 626 (G t  19); G . Fogolari and G . B. 
Pellegrini, ‘I r in ven im en ti preistorici di L o th en ’, C u ltura  a tesin a  5, 1951 (m onograph
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Latin D. Nevertheless, the process whereby Etruscan R developed the 
distinguishing arm of Latin R is by no means unparallelled in the other 
scripts derived from Etruscan. This development occurs in order to 
distinguish R from similarly shaped characters such as D and P. And 
among the Lugano finds, as Arntz points out, there are at least two 
such allographs of R that are suggestive of the formation of the r rune. 
Indeed, granted the existence of the alternative form of r suggested by 
Antonsen (as represented in the Charnay, Aquincum, Fyn I, Neben
stedt I, the recent Nydam ashen staff and perhaps even Meldorf in
scriptions), a more typically N orth Etruscan R seems to have lasted 
into runic, although clearly in a more marginal usage than in the 
tradition from which it no doubt stems.47

The twenty-fourth and last N orth Etruscan character represented in 
the futhark is North Etruscan O. Although used in Venetic and on the 
Negau A helm et to represent /b /, the value represented by this graph 
in the Raetic tradition is unsure. Indeed, as in other Etruscan-based 
scripts it may have become a homograph of Q. In the Magrè script it 
seems that B has come to represent some sort of dental, and thus 
W hatmough uses the transcription Þ for this character. And as B also 
develops a three-pronged form in this tradition, he even proposed it as 
the prototype of runic þ. Yet as the Raetic language remains unde
ciphered, his assignation of a dental value to the Magrè graph B/Þ 
based on apparent alternation with T  (i.e. TINA'RE, ÞINA'FE) cannot 
be confirmed.48 Furthermore, the Magrè inscriptions otherwise lack a 
descendent of P (as does runic) and clearly preserve forms of O /Q  in 
positions that suggest a velar value. Nonetheless it is now evident that 
an early allograph of þ in the runic tradition is a homograph of North 
Etruscan O. Indeed the Gothic script retains a letter for / þ /  with such 
a mirror-rune form, although many Gothicists prefer to derive this 
letter from a cursive development of Greek 0 . As a labial value for <Þ 
would clearly be redundant in the Germanic script, the Germanic 
fricative that is typologically rarest among the world's languages seems

B olzano 1952), pp . 11-15; P ellegrini, 'R eti e  r e t ic o ’, pp . 116-17; Schu m acher, pp . 113-14 
& 186 (P U -i) .

47 A rntz, H a n d b u c h , 2nd ed ., p p . 41-42; E. H . A n ton sen , ‘T h e  G rap h em ic S ystem  o f  
th e  G erm anic Fuþark’, in Ï. R auch and G . F. Carr (ed s), Lingu istic  M ethod : E ssays in  
H o n o r o f  H erbert Penzl, T h e  H agu e 1979, pp . 294-95 .

48 It m ay w e ll rep resen t / t s/  i f  th e  id en tity  w ith  Etruscan zinace  is correct; Pellegrini, 
‘T race di un  a b ita to ’, p. 200, n. 4; W h atm ou gh , ‘Inscriptions from  M agrè’, pp . 63-64; 
idem , vol. cit., pp . 14, 37-42 , 5 0 7 -8 , 510, 547; idem , ‘T h e  R aeti and th eir  L anguage', 
G lo tta  22, 1934, p p . 27-28; Pisani, op. d t . , pp. 324-26; Rix, p . 422.
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to have been the value adopted for the Etruscan descendant of archaic 
Greek phi.49

* * *

O f course a few of these derivations are still somewhat problematic. 
But the evidence for the typically North Etruscan representation of a 
distinction in voice or fortition and the appearance of separate graphs 
for the semivowels in runic points away from the Greek and Latin 
orthographical traditions. Clearly such features typical of late Venetic 
inscriptions such as the use of syllabic puncts adopted from middle 
Etruscan practice are not continued in the runic tradition.50 And the 
number of allowable allographs also seems to have been reduced as 
the North Etruscan characters made their way north. Yet a North 
Etruscan derivation, as noted by Hammarström, also agrees with 
epigraphical comparisons with more southerly scripts that show that 
runic continues typically archaic orthographical practices. One of 
these is the retention of such allographs: Greek and Latin had come to 
be quite normalised by the third century B.C. Indeed this is the major 
contention of the thesis of Morris, later supported by Antonsen: the 
Germanic script exhibits practices that are usually associated with 
scripts of the archaic period (i.e. before 500 B.C.).

Although reversed and inverted runes have their parallels in the 
retrograde and inverted characters of archaic Greek and N orth Etrus
can practice, such features have been viewed as evidence for the 
primitive nature of runic epigraphy, not a continuation of a character
istically archaic practice. And the Venetic inscriptions, much as do the 
runic, occasionally exhibit both true and false or serpentine boustro- 
phedon, a characteristic also explained by W hatmough as archaic, bu t 
might equally instead be seen as primitive. Similarly, the apparently 
archaic angular shapes of runic are often explained away as if they are 
a necessary corollary of the practice of inscribing letters in wood. The 
lack of orthographic differentiation in runic inscriptions between 
geminate and simplex consonants is clearly also mirrored by typically 
archaic spellings in the Raetic and Lepontic traditions. Yet this ortho
graphic practice has been explained away in a similar manner, as a sign

49 J. W . M archand, ‘D er  U rsprung des go tisch en  þ o rn -Z e ich en s’, Beiträge zu r  
G eschichte der  deutschen Sprache u n d  L itera tu r  77, 1955, pp . 4 9 0 -9 4 .

50 E. V etter , ‘D ie  H erk u n ft des v en etisch en  P u nktiersystem s’, G lo tta  24, 1936, pp . 

114- 33-
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of a lack of orthographic sophistication, and indeed late and medieval 
Latin inscriptions are known to display such an inadequacy: One need 
only refer to the emphasis laid on such spellings by late Latin and 
medieval grammarians, including the first grammarian of Icelandic. 
The inconsistent usage of interpuncts displayed by both the North 
Etruscan and runic traditions has also been labelled a primitive orthog
raphical feature by Odenstedt. On the other hand, ligatures are com
mon in both the Latin and Etruscan traditions; but Latin ligatures such 
as those typical of the epigraphical record of the two Roman Germa- 
nies are not continued in runic practice. Indeed as Mindy MacLeod 
shows in her recent dissertation runic ligatures seem to represent an 
indigenous orthographical development. It may indeed be valid to 
dismiss many of these orthographical practices as only the expressions 
of an unsophisticated orthographical tradition. Yet although the rever
sal of individual characters might be expected in a primitive tradition, 
the reversal of whole lines is less simple to ascribe merely to a poorly 
developed set of orthographic norms. As the early inscriptions show 
ambivalent direction, and as dextroverse or a progressive direction 
(compared to Latin) becomes the norm throughout the runic tradi
tion, it may well be that the runic tradition stems from one that also 
displays such an ambivalence. It is even possible that this process 
attests that the earliest runic inscriptions were in fact sinistroverse, and 
it is merely the gradual development of a dextroverse tradition that is 
evident in the runic testaments that have come down to us. Such a 
development is clearly to be seen in the North Etruscan epigraphs as 
the sinistroverse gradually gives way to a dextroverse norm probably 
under the influence of the growing dominance of the orthography of 
late Republican Rome.51

Another archaic practice propounded by Morris and suggested by 
an observation of the Russian linguist Makaev, is the lack or inconsis
tent orthographic representation of nasals in runic. Clearly this only 
occurs in the Latin tradition in limited circumstances, and in precisely 
the positions where reconstructions based in the evidence of the

51 H am m arström , pp. 53-57; W h atm ou gh , vol. cit., pp. 523-24; L ejeune, ‘D o cu m e n ts  
gaulois e t para-gaulois d e  C isa lp in e ’, p . 372; idem , M a n u e l, pp. 180-81; M orris, p p . 127- 
36, 155; B. O d en sted t, ‘A  N e w  T heory  on  th e  O rigin  o f  th e  Runes: R ichard M orris' 
L ittle B ook  U m b ilicu s R u n icu s’, in A . B am m esberger (ed .) , O ld  English R u n e s  a n d  the  
C o n tin en ta l B ackground , 1991, pp . 383-84; E. H . A n ton sen , 'R unes and R om ans on th e  
R h in e’, A m ste rd a m e r  B eiträge z u r  ä lteren G e rm a n is tik  45, 1996, pp. 5-13; M . J. 
M acLeod, R u n ic  L iga tures, dissertation , M elb ou rn e  1999.
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modern Romance languages indicate the eventual loss of Latin nasals. 
In archaic Greek these nasals are not lost; instead it appears that they 
have simply been omitted, just as geminate stops are represented as if 
they were simplex. And while Makaev and more recently Williams 
have sought to show that these spellings can be explained by a nasal 
quality developed in a preceding vowel, the same practice is evidenced 
in the North Etruscan inscriptions. Although the less transparent 
Raetic inscriptions cannot confidently be assessed in such a manner, 
and this practice in Venetic is irregular, nasals are always omitted 
before homorganic obstruents in the Lepontic tradition.52

* * *

Yet there is an even more telling piece of evidence that has recently 
come to light that can only support a N orth Etruscan origin for the 
runes. It is concomitant with an explanation for the previously baffling 
reorganisation of the Mediterranean abecedarium in the order of the 
Germanic rune-row.

The Swedish runologist Erik Brate was the first to recognise that the 
runes are grouped in pairs in the rune-row. He rejected Bugge’s 
attem pt to interpret the modern expression futhark as an Armenian 
term  for cursive writing that the Norwegian claimed supported a 
southeastern origin for the runes. He was also critical of earlier schol
ars such as the English Anglo-Saxonist W alter Skeat who sought to see 
a magical charm in the order of the rune-row. Skeat noting the use of 
the letters of the Pater Noster in Solomon and Saturn suggested that an 
Anglo-Saxon translation of the Pater Noster might similarly be seen in 
the order of the futhark. Although criticised by Taylor and Henry 
Bradley, this theory was accepted by the archaeologist Karl von den 
Steinen, and even improved upon by the German philologist Friedrich 
Kluge. Skeat pointed out that the pagan Germani could well have 
employed a Christian charm in the early centuries A.D. Nevertheless, 
it was the type of solution suggested by Bradley and subsequently 
taken up by the American Hempl (and followed by Arntz) that was to 
prove more acceptable to most runologists. Bradley and Hempl noted

32 L ejeune, ‘D o cu m en ts  gaulois e t para-gaulois de C isa lp in e’, p. 381; idem , M a n u e l, 
pp. 139-40; M orris, pp . 6 8 -6 9 , 95 -9 7 , 125-27; H . W illiam s, 'T he N o n -R ep resen ta tio n  o f  
N asals b efore O bstruents: Sp elling C o n v en tio n  or P h on etic  A n alysis? ’, in  J. E. K nirk  
(ed .), Proceedings o f  the  T h ird  In te rn a tio n a l S y m p o siu m  on R u n es  a n d  R u n ic  Inscrip tions, 
U ppsala  1994, p p . 217-22; M akaev, pp . 52-53.
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a relationship between the order of the rune-row and the Mediterra
nean order which seemed to indicate the preservation of some sort of 
alphabetic fossil. Both then suggested that the usual order had been 
changed to m eet some phonological or formal concerns. Yet both 
were equally as guilty of propounding as speculative an approach as 
were Skeat and Kluge.53

The next generation of theories can be represented by the uthark 
(sic) theory of Sigurd Agrell. As Bugge, Magnus Olsen and others had 
sought to find signs of numerological practices in some of the early 
inscriptions, Agrell undertook a study of Mediterranean numerology 
to search for the reason for the peculiar order of the futhark. He noted 
that some of the order of the futhark could be matched with the 
numerological principles of Mithraism. Yet in order to reconcile the 
order of the rune-row with his numerological theory he had to posit 
that runic f had once belonged to the end of the runic ordering. In
deed, he noted that the names of f and o could be seen to be semanti
cally linked as both indicated economic principles: ‘w ealth’ and 
‘inheritance’.54

The problem with the theory of Agrell, as in that of most of those 
that had gone before him, was a willingness to bend the evidence to fit 
the reconstruction. Thus Karl Schneider instead sought to determine if 
the order could be seen to represent the spiritual beliefs of the ancient 
Germans. Yet much of Schneider’s interpretation was based on 
semantic and etymological assumptions that are at the very least 
debatable. Such an approach meets (and probably oversteps) its limit 
in Wolfgang Jungandreas’ attem pt to link the order with the cosmog-

53 Solom on a n d  S a tu rn  11. 84-145; W . W . Skeat, ‘T h e  O rder o f  th e  L etters in th e  
R unic “F uthork”’, T he A c a d e m y  vol. 38, no. 968, N o v . 22, 1890, p. 477; and vol. 38, no. 
970, D e c . 6, 1890, pp . 530-31; I. Taylor, ‘T h e  O rder o f  th e  L etters in th e  R unic  
F uthork’, The A c a d e m y  vo l. 38, no. 969, N o v . 29, 1890, pp . 505-6; H . Bradley, 'The  
O rder o f  th e  R unes in th e Futharc’, T he A c a d e m y  vol. 38, no. 971, D ec . 13, 1890, pp. 
566-67; K. von  den  S tein en , ‘P rähistorische Z eich en  un d  O rn a m en te ’, in  Festschift fü r  
A d o l f  B a s tia n , Berlin 1896, pp . 249-88; F. K luge, ‘R unenschrift un d  C h r isten tu m ’, 
G erm a n ia : K orrespondenzb la tt d e r  R ö m isch -G erm a n isch en  K o m m issio n  des D eutschen  
Archaeologischen In s titu ts 3, 1919, pp . 43 ff; idem , D eu tsche  Sprachgeschichte, L eipzig  
1920, p. 228; E. Brate, ‘R unradens ordn in gsföljd ’, A N F  36, 1920, pp . 193-207; A rntz, 
H a n d b u c h , is t  ed ., pp . 130-31.

54 M . O lsen , ‘O m  troldrun er’, E d d a  5, 1916, pp . 225-54 (m onograph, U p p sa la  1917); 
S. A grell, R u n o rn a s  ta lm y stik  och dess a n tik a  förebild , L und 1927; idem , ‘D er  U rprung  
der R unenschrift un d  d ie M ag ie’, A N F  43, 1927, pp . 97-107; idem , ‘D ie  spätantike  
A lp h ab etm ystik  u n d  die R unenreihe', K ungliga  H u m a n is t is k a  V e ten ska p ssa m fu n d e t i 
L u n d , Å rsb erä tte b e  1931-32, no. 6, pp . 155-210; cf. B. A ndersson , R unor, m agi, ideologi, 
U m eå  1997, pp . 171 ff.
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raphical principles of Germanic mythology. Clearly none of these 
approaches were anything other than speculative, and for a time, the 
more restrained semantic theory suggested by Brate, despite limited 
acceptance at first, was similarly consigned to the realm of fancy.55

Yet the linguistic approaches applied since the war have scarcely 
proved less tendentious. Kabell noted that some of the staves seemed 
to be grouped according to their shape and as von Grienberger had 
noted at the turn  of the century even by their phonological value. Jens 
Jensen and more recently Miller have gone m uch further attempting 
to show that the ordering of the runes is the result of some hitherto 
unsuspected grammatical patterning. Their patterns cannot possibly 
derive from the antique grammatical tradition, however, as concepts 
such as distinctions in voice (especially in the separation of sibilants) 
and lip-rounding are not to be found in the Greek tradition repre
sented by Dionysius Thrax and Dionysius Halicarnassensis or the 
Latin as represented by Varro.56

It was not until the German philologist Seebold, probably inspired 
by a posthumously published investigation by Agrell, first connected 
Brate’s thesis to a scrambled Roman abecedarium in 1986 that a solu
tion began to present itself. Seebold has since used his explanation as 
evidence for a Faliscan origin for the runes, noting the graphical simi
larities of Faliscan to runic and the proximity of the famous Praenes- 
tine oracle described by Cicero (in a passage often linked to Tacitus’ 
description of a Germanic divination) to the Pompeiian abecedarium. 
Yet Faliscan bears the same graphical similarities to runic as do all of 
the scripts derived from Etruscan. Moreover, similar abecedaria are 
found further north than Pompeii. A number have been found in the 
ruins of Ateste, the site of the earliest Venetic inscriptions.57

33 F. von  der L eyen, ‘D ie  germ anisch e R unenreihe und ihre N a m e n ’, Z eitschrift fü r  
V ö lkerku n d e  N F  2, 1930, pp . 170-82; K. Schneider, D ie  germ anische R u n en n a m e n , 
M eisen h eim  an G lan 1956; W . Jungandreas, 'D ie  N a m en  der Runen: Futhark un d  K os
m o lo g ie ’, O n o m a  18, 1974, p p . 3 6 5 -9 0 .

56 D . Thr. 7; D . H al., C om p. verb. 14; V arro, L .L .(ed . G . G o e tz  and F. S ch oe ll, 
Lipsia 1910) frag. 43; V o n  G rienberger, p. 304; K abell, 'P ericulum  ru n icu m ’, pp . 105 ff.; 
J. J. Jensen , ‘T h e  Problem  o f  th e  R unes in  th e  L ight o f  S om e O th er  A lp h a b e ts ’, N o rs k  
tid sskr ift fo r  sprogvidenskap  23, 1969, pp . 128-46; M iller, p p . 7 0 -7 6 .

57 C ic ., D e d iv . 2, 85; T ac., G erm . 10; C IL  4, 2541 (e t seq.): A X B V C T D S E R ; A . 
B ouché-L eclercq , H isto ire  de  la  d iv in a tio n  d a n s  l'a n tiq u ité , 4 vols, Paris 1879-82, IV, pp . 
147-53; S. A grell, ‘D ie  H erk u n ft der R un en sch rift’, K ungliga  H u m a n is t is k a  V e te n ska p s
s a m fu n d e t i L u n d , Å rsberä tte lse 1937-38, no. 4, pp . 65-116; E. S eeb old , ‘W as h ab en  d ie  
G erm anen  m it d en  R unen gem acht?  U n d  w ie v ie l hab en  sie  d avon  von  ihren  antiken  
V orbildern  gelern t?’, in  B. Brogyanyi and T . K röm m elb ein  (ed s), G erm a n ic  D ialects, 
A m sterd am  1986, pp . 525-80; idem , 'D ie  H erk u n ft der R un en sch rift’, in  J. O . A skedal,
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* * *

Brate noticed in 1920 that the names of the runes seem to be 
semantically grouped in the rune-row. Now theories based in the 
semantics of the names of the runes are usually hampered because 
some of the etymologies and meanings of the names are disputable. 
Yet for others they seem quite clear; and of these a num ber are 
semantically paired. This pairing is most obvious in the designations 
for þ and a, *þurisaz and *ansuz, which clearly represent the giants 
and the Æsir, the opponents of the ON religious cosmology. And 
similarly, the typical poetical pairing of ‘m an’ and ‘horse' appears in 
the third ætt. A number of other pairs also seem evident, e.g. *fehu 
'cow (livestock, cattle, chattels, wealth)’ and *Uruz ‘aurochs’; *gebö 
‘give/gift’ and *wunj5  ‘joy’; and *isaz ‘ice’ (perhaps representing 
winter) and *jëran ‘fruitful part of the year’. Consequently, as the 
mostly acrophonic rune names surely represent some sort of m ne
monic, Williams suggests that this pairing of the names may have 
arisen to supplement this principle. Yet more evidence for the paired 
nature of the ordering is also betrayed by errors in rune-row 
inscriptions. N ot only is there an ambivalence as to the order of the 
last pair, d and o, the Kylver stone bears a reversed ordering of ï  and 
p (the seventh pair). Moreover, the Lindkær/Over Hornbæck rune- 
row, although it has undergone a large amount of graphical modi
fication, quite clearly has swapped not merely the order within a 
pair, bu t of two sequential pairs (the eighth and ninth). This sort of 
variation is best explained by the mechanical principle of these pairs 
as first theorised by Brate. And indeed, it appears likely that this 
pairing underlies the selection of characters lost during the transition 
to the younger futhark. The staves g and w (the fourth pair) have 
disappeared from the first œtt, ï  and p (the seventh) from the second, 
and d and o (the last) from the third. Furthermore, as m has assumed 
the form of the older g in the Gørlev rune-row, the loss of e and the 
form of the older m also probably represents the loss of a pair (i.e. 
the tenth). Although these losses may well have been informed by

H . B jorvand and E. F. H alvorsen  (ed s), Festskrift til O tta r  G rø n v ik , O slo  1991, pp . 16 - 
32; idem , ‘Fuþark, B eith -L u is-N ion , H e-L am ed h , A bgad  u n d  A lphabet: Ü b er  d ie  Sys
tem atik  der Z eich en au fzäh lu n g  b ei B uchstaben-S ch riften ', in F. H eiderm ann s, H . R ix  
and E. S eeb o ld  (ed s), Sprachen  u n d  Schrß ten  des a n tik e n  M itte lm eerraum s: F estschrift fü r  
Jürgen U n te rm a n n  z u m  65. G eburtstag , Innsbruck 1993, p p . 411-44.
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phonological considerations, they all also seem to have been lost as 
pairs. (Subsequently, one of the staves from the second ætt was 
moved to the third ætt in what seems to have been an attem pt to 
retain parity between the number of staves in each ætt of the 
younger tradition.)58

***

Granted that the order of the rune-row represents pairs, Seebold’s 
connection with a scrambled Latin abecedarium becomes of im por
tance as it is clear th a t the Pompeiian inscription is a reorganisation of 
part of the Latin abecedarium in pairs. Abecedaria are known 
throughout the Roman and Greek worlds, and in Etruscan practice as 
well. But inscriptions showing paired reorganisations of the M editer
ranean abecedarium are rare. Yet not only are paired reorderings of an 
abecedarium quite commonly found at Este, they appear along with 
messages that explain why they have been inscribed.

N orth Etruscan abecedaria are only found at Este. Now the only 
complete abecedarium seems merely to mimic the middle Etruscan or
der, with the Venetic graph O (as O had subsequently been lost to 
Etruscan) placed at the end. But as letters such as B and C (and indeed 
Venetic II or IC) found in other N orth Etruscan epigraphical sites are 
not represented in this lone abecedarium, it cannot represent the full 
N orth Etruscan ordering which m ust have been in use at other sites. 
Yet there are other abecedarium tablets found at Este that bear an even 
more reduced abecedarium. In this ordering all of the letters represent
ing vowels are om itted from their usual positions, and in a manner 
rather reminiscent of the order of Ogham, are sometimes placed singu
larly or in groups at the end (as is also sometimes the case with II or IC). 
These examples of the consonantal Venetic abecedarium are also often 
accompanied by inscriptions that are quite transparent in their mean
ing. A typical inscription is VZA.N. Z O N A .S .T O ... Considering that 
VZ- (representing wd-) is unlikely to represent a Venetic lexeme 
formed from IE etyma, it is obvious instead that this sequence repre

58 A . L iestøl, ‘T h e  V ik in g  Runes: T h e T ran sition  from  th e  O ld er  to  th e  Y ounger  
fu þ a r k ’, Saga-B ook 20, 1981, pp. 247-66; M. P. Barnes, ‘T h e  O rigins o f  th e  Y ounger  
Futhark —  A  R eappraisal’, in  R u n o r  och run in skr ifter, S tock h o lm  1987, pp . 29-45; 
M. Stock lund , 'T he R ibe C ranium  Inscription  and th e  Scandinavian  T ran sition  to  th e  
Y ounger R ed u ced  Futhark’, A m ste rd a m e r  Beiträge z u r  ä lteren  G e rm a n is tik  45, 1996, pp . 
199-209; W illiam s, ‘T h e  O rigin o f  th e  R u n es’, p . 217.
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sents the Venetic designation for these consonantal abecedaria which 
begin with the order V Z H Ø ... Thus VZA.N. Z O N A .S.TO ... trans
lates as ‘this consonantal abecedarium is dedicated

More importantly there is another form of the VZA that appears in 
a quite different order. As shown by Lejeune, a number of the VZA 
inscriptions bear repetitions of a mostly fixed sequence of paired 
letters. O f these the most striking example appears on a bilingual 
Latin and Venetic inscribed bronze. The Venetic paired VZA is 
accompanied by a damaged bu t still quite legible message: [vza.]N[.] 
VO.L.T.[iio.n.]mno.s. [zo]NA.S.TO KE LA.T^.s.to lsa.i.]NATE.I. 
RE.I.TIIA.I[.] O.P. [vo.]L.TIIO. [l]EN[o]; ‘This consonantal abece
darium Voltionmnos (i.e. the well guided) dedicates to and made for 
Sainate (the healer) Reitia, willingly and deservedly’. Reitia is clearly a 
Venetic deity, and so this inscription is a religious expression. The 
accompanying Latin inscription confirms this interpretation as it 
represents a common Latin dedication: . . . ] 0 [ . . . ]  DEDIT LIBENS 
MERITO, ‘. .. given willingly and deservedly’. More striking, however, 
is an accompanying scrambled Roman abecedarium inscription on the 
same bronze. The Roman abecedarium, .. .]RFQ G PHO IN KM [..., 
consists of pairs grouped from the centre of the usual Roman ordering: 
F, G, H, I and K are paired with (R), Q, P, O, N and M. The m ethod 
of this ordering is clearly of the same type as the Pompeiian inscrip
tion referred to by Seebold: it is part of a paired centripetal (so called 
boustrophedon) or athbash type of arrangement of the Latin abece
darium.

Now the Venetic pairings are clearly not athbash pairs. (They con
sist mostly of a consonant paired with R, N or L, with the perigram 
VH treated as one letter.) Yet the principle of reordering the abece
darium in pairs evidently is a Venetic practice. Although Lejeune has 
sought to relate the Venetic pairs to the system of interpuncts, and 
the ordering may well originally derive from Venetic spelling lessons, 
it is unambiguously linked in this inscription to the Latin athbash type 
of pairing. Practising the abecedarium in an altered order is derided by 
Quintilian in his Institutio oratoria, and some have interpreted the

59 M. L ejeune, ‘Les Plaques de b ron ze  v o tiv es  du  sanctuaire v én è te  d 'E ste’, R ev u e  
des é tudes anciennes 55, 1953, pp . 75-78; idem , ‘Sur l ’en seign em en t d e l ’écriture e t d e  
l ’orthographe v én ètes  à E ste ’, B ulletin  d e  la  Société d e  L ingu istique  de P aris 66, 1971, pp . 
267-98; idem , M a n u e l, pp. 190-97; P ellegrin i and Prosdocim i, I, pp. 113-25 (Es 27); 
Fogolari and P rosdocim i, pp . 271-74. T h e  fu ll a th b a sh  ordering o f  th e L atin ab ece
darium  A X B V C T D S E R F Q G P H O IN K M L  is rep resen ted  in o th er  finds from  Pom peii: 
C IL  4, 5472, 6905 & 6907 .
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scrambled abecedaria in light of this practice. But although they were 
clearly used in, and may originally have been produced by ancient 
writing exercises, athbash pairs are also known to have mystical power 
in Jewish belief, the earliest mention appearing in the sixth-eighth 
century Babylonian recension of the Talmud. (Indeed the description 
athbash derives from the Hebrew pairings: VyiTlN, i.e. ATB§.) And the 
Roman athbash inscriptions show that such pairs were sometimes 
inscribed as adjuncts to, or as dedications, possibly because of a super
stition as to the beneficent powers of alphabet magic. The pairings 
evident in the order of the rune-row probably also derive from such 
an ordering, although it is not clear w hether the paired ordering of the 
Germanic script originally derived from some antique educative prac
tice or a somewhat less mundane orthographic tradition. Clearly, 
athbash pairings are described in late antiquity by St. Jerome merely as 
devices of learning. Yet St. Irenaeus describes their employment in a 
mystical expression in his second century attack upon the Gnostics; 
and a similar motivation probably lies behind the appearance of the 
paired orderings both on the votive bronzes from Este and in the 
Germanic rune-row. Nevertheless, it is not the Venetic evidence for 
similar letter sequences or the motivation behind the pairing of the 
rune-row that indicates the implausibility of a Latin or Greek thesis 
for the runic script: it is the actual mechanics of this ordering.60

***

The mechanical principle of the runic ordering was first described by 
Seebold. Yet as he sought for the runic prototype in a Faliscan con
text, he could not see that this principle instead unmistakably pointed 
further north. Now for a number of the staves the derivations from 
Mediterranean characters, as most theorists happily accede, are quite 
clear. Thus f  m ust stem ultimately from archaic Greek vau, u similarly 
from upsilon, h from heta, n from nu, t  from tau, b  from beta etc.

60 Q u in t., Inst. 1, 1, 25; Iren., A d v . haer. 1, 14, 3; H ieron ., In  Jerem . 25, 26; idem , 
Epist. a d  L a e ta m  107, 4; T a lm u d , Shab . 104a; A . D ie ter ich , ‘A B C  D en k m ä ler ’, 
R hein isches M u s e u m  fü r  Philologie 56, 1901, pp. 77 -105  [=  id em , K le ine  Schriften , L eip z ig  
1911, pp . 203-28]; J. G . M ilne, 'R elics o f  G raeco-E gyp tian  S c h o o ls ’, Journa l o f  H ellen ic  
S tud ies 28, 1908, p p . 121-22; A . E. R. Boak, ‘G reek  and C o p tic  S ch o o l T ab lets  at th e  
U n iversity  o f  M ich igan ’, C lassica l Philology 16, 1921, pp . 189-94; F. D ornseiff, D a s  
A lp h a b e t in  M y s tik  u n d  M agie, 2nd ed ., L eip z ig  1925, pp . 17-20, 126-33, 137-38; H .-I. 
M arrou, H isto ire  de  l ’éduca tion  d a n s  l ’a n tiq u ité , 2nd ed ., Paris 1950, pp . 212, 364; S. F. 
B onner, E duca tion  in  A c ie n t R om e, L ondon  1977, pp . 165-68.
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Consequently, it is evident from the pairs that contain staves which 
can clearly be identified with Mediterranean forebears that a simple 
principle underlies the grouping of the staves in pairs in the rune-row. 
The staves a, b, k, w, e, f, r , h, d, i, V, I, are paired with þ, t, r, g, m, u, 
s, n, o, j, p, g (or in a modern Roman alphabetical order: g, j, m, n, o, 
p, r, s, t, u, þ, g). O f course as runic g is obviously not based on one of 
the usual Mediterranean graphs for /g /, and the forebear of runic j has 
no recognised position in the ancient alphabetical order, staves derived 
from letters from the first half of the usual Mediterranean order are 
clearly paired with staves derived from characters from the second 
half. This is strikingly similar to the athbash principle governing the 
order of the Latin pairs found in the ruins of Pompeii and Ateste. Yet 
more importantly, it provides quite categorical evidence for the iden
tities of some of the runic staves. As the usual practice with the addi
tion of new characters to an abecedarium order is to place them  at the 
end, one graph from each pair m ust stem from the first twelve charac
ters of the abecedarium of the prototype script. Consequently, the 
identity of the thirteenth letter of this order also becomes apparent. 
Runic m is paired with a staff from the first half of the Mediterranean 
abecedarium (i.e. e). It must, therefore, be derived from a M editerra
nean character from the second half of the usual alphabetical ordering 
of the prototype for the runes; and this letter can only be at the least 
the thirteenth character in this order. Yet as Latin has lost theta and 
changed zeta to, or replaced it with G, and classical Greek has simi
larly lost digamma, M and mu have become the twelfth letter in the 
ordering of Latin and Greek respectively. Thus the runes cannot have 
derived from the Latin or classical Greek alphabets.

A B C D E V Z H 0 I K L : M N O £ Q R S T U X 0 II

I

V U : $ A : R C : X D : : H N : I I I : K § : Z S : : T B : E M : L Q : 0 O

I

f u þ a r k g w : h n i i ï  p r  s : t b e m I 0 d o

Figure 9: The paired ordering of the rune-row.
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O A  EM*
T B  F V
R C  Z S
X D  H N*

Ø O *
i nn
K §*
L Q* * sequential pairs

Figure io: The ordering of the pairs.

This pairing also supports each of the derivations offered previ
ously. The d rune, for example, paired with o, clearly stems from the 
first half of the abecedarium. And the staff r , paired with s m ust do 
the same. Yet the exact principle behind the grouping in pairs is not as 
readily evident as it is in the Latin sequences. Putative phonological 
and graphic pairings such as i and j, or e and m have been noted in past 
treatments. Nevertheless, the absence of a similar pairing of w w ith u 
or perhaps f with a or t  with r  suggests that the phonological and 
graphic properties shared by these pairs are no more deliberate than 
are the orderings TD or OI in the Latin boustrophedon-pair se
quences. An internal correlation to the pairing principle can be seen, 
however, if the pairs are assembled in alphabetical order: the pairs 
including A, B, C and D appear paired in the opposite order to the 
pairs formed with the subsequent letters from the the first half of the 
Mediterranean order. Indeed pairings such as O and A, T  and B, and R 
and C suggest a method of coupling similar to that observed in the 
Latin examples: i.e. most of the letters from the very beginning of the 
Mediterranean ordering have been paired with those from the very 
end. Yet later pairings such as H and N, 0  and O, and K and § instead 
suggest a system with a sequential ordering of the pairs derived from 
letters usually situated near the middle of the Mediterranean order;
i.e. a type of albam (OÜÎ7N, ALBM) ordering, one also attested in 
antique alphabet mysticism. The sequential nature of these pairs may 
indicate that II (runic j) has replaced P in the original order. But given 
that the selection of pairs throughout the rune-row does not consis
tently follow a pairing system attested in another orthographical tra
dition, such an analysis m ust remain somewhat provisional. Some
times pairs appear to be derived sequentially, others seem to show a 
variation of the centripetal principle of the Latin inscriptions. Un-
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fortunately, apart from the emphasis on pairing, the exact mechanical 
principle behind the order of the rune-row remains obscure. Yet the 
evidence we have unmistakably points to a formation of the rune-row 
from the principle of pairing from alternate halves of the M editerra
nean ordering known from athbash and albam sequences.

***

The evidence from the pairs in the order of the rune-row, the charac
teristically North Etruscan m ethod of the representation of the dis
tinction in voice and fortition, and the separate representation of 
semivowels are incontrovertible evidence for the origin of the runes in 
a North Etruscan tradition. O f the twenty-six letters of the archaic 
Greek and Etruscan alphabetic traditions as represented on the tablet 
from Marsiliana d ’Albegna, twenty-three have lasted into the Ger
manic script. Now the doubtful example of samekh or xi in the North 
Etruscan corpus of W hatmough was later shown to be a complete 
chimera upon the rediscovery of the spada di Verona, and so this 
letter must have been lost at a very early stage of the development of 
the Etruscan script in northern Italy.61 And similarly, chi and psi, the 
two graphs for the velar aspirate of Greek and Etruscan appear to 
have merged in the N orth Italic tradition. North Etruscan P also seems 
to have been lost to runic, and it appears to have been replaced by the 
new letter for /j/. Yet as Makaev indicates, the direct North Etruscan 
ancestor of runic has yet to be isolated. Hammarström and after him 
Altheim favoured the W est Raetic or Camunic alphabet of Sondrio, 
and the rock inscriptions from the Val Camonica which were first 
noted in the 1930s seemed to lend credence to such an origin. In 
recent years, however, given the Carnic inscriptions and the legends 
on the Negau helmets, Italian scholars such as Prosdocimi following 
Hempl, Feist and Haas have favoured a variety of the Venetic 
tradition as the most likely candidate.62 But there is also evidence from

61 Schum acher, pp . 171-72 (V R -3).
62 A . L. P rosdocim i, 'L’orig ine d e lle  rune c o m e  trasm ission e di a lfab eti’, in L. 

A gostin ian i, V . G razi and A . N o cen tir i (ed s), S tu d i linguistici e filologici p e r  C arlo  
A lberto  M astreUi, Pisa 1985, p p . 387; G . B onfante, ‘T h e  Spread o f  th e  A lp h a b et in  
Europe: A rezzo , Erz and R u n es’, in  L. B onfante, O u t  o f  E truria , O xford  1981, pp . 124- 
34; idem , ‘S u ll’origine d e lle  ru n e’, A t t i  d e ll'A cca d em ia  N a z io n a le  dei Lincei, R end icon ti, 
C lasse  d i scienze m orali, storiche e filologie 40, 1985, pp . 145-46 [b o th  are rep rinted  in  R. 
G endri (ed .), Scritti scelti d i G iu lia n o  B onfan te, 4 vols, A lessandria 1986-94 , IV, pp. 
109-18, 129-30].
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Steinberg and Manching of the more westerly traditions spreading 
beyond the Alps, and being employed by the inhabitants of central 
Europe in the late La Tène period. The characteristically Italic 
innovations such as the representation o f /k /  by gamma and / f /  by vau 
rule out an archaic Greek source for the runes. Similarly, the typically 
N orth Etruscan innovations such as the use of the aspirate characters 
to represent a distinction in voice or fortition and the development of 
a character for / j /  preclude an origin in one of the southern Etruscan- 
based scripts such as Latin or Faliscan. The lack of early runic 
inscriptions from the south of Germania is surely only evidence that 
the runes made their way north before the establishment of the South 
Germanic polities at the end of the last century B.C. Faced with 
evidence for an orthographical-phonological fit superior to that of a 
Latin or Greek thesis, the maintenance of typically archaic practices in 
North Etruscan and runic, and moreover with evidence for specifically 
North Etruscan developments in the runic tradition, only a N orth 
Etruscan origin for the runes can possibly be correct.

As I have argued elsewhere, connections between Celtic and G er
manic orthographical practice suggest a borrowing from a Celtic use 
of such characters. Now though this Celtic script does not seem likely 
to be that of the Lepontic tradition, archaeological finds from the 
1970s indicate that Celtic peoples in Vindelicia and Bohemia quite 
probably did employ N orth Etruscan letters in the last two centuries 
B.C. Indeed it is quite clear from the German ethnography of Tacitus 
that the epigraphical remains from the border of Raetia and ancient 
Germany are not representative of w hat once existed, much as the 
record from Gaul does not correlate with the references to literacy 
found in Caesar and Diodorus Siculus. It seems likely that in a similar 
manner as they inherited many other technologies in the early Iron 
Age, invading Germani borrowed an Etruscan-based script in the 
employment of one of the Celtic peoples of central Europe that they 
conquered during the last two centuries B.C.63

63 Caesar, B .G . i, 29; D io d . Sic. 5, 28; T ac., G erm . 3; O . K lindt-Jensen, ‘Foreign  
Influences in  D en m a rk ’s Early Iron A ge', trans. W . E. C alvert, A c ta  A rchaeo log ica  20, 
1949, pp . 1-229 (m onograph, C op en h agen  1950); G . Jacobi, 'Z um  Schriftgeb rau ch  in  
k e ltisch en  O p p id a  n örd lich  der A lp e n ’, H a m b u rg er  Beiträge z u r  A rchäologie 4, 1974, pp . 
171-81; Krämer, art. cit.; V . Kruta, ‘C e ltic  W ritin g ’, in S. M oscati et al. (eds), T h e  C elts, 
L ondon 1991, pp . 491-97; B. M ees, ‘T h e  C elts  and th e  O rigin  o f  th e  R unic S cr ip t’, 
S tu d ia  N eophilo logica 71, 1999, p p . 143-55.
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***

The principal error in the recent works of runologists is either that after 
Moltke’s groundless attack they have refused even to countenance a 
North Etruscan thesis, or have shown a lack of consideration of the 
cultural and historical realities of the period. O denstedt’s assertion that 
the Alpine peoples were backward or culturally stagnant betrays only 
his background as a specialist in the languages of the medieval period. 
And Morris’ dismissal is based both in a reliance on Moltke and an 
ignorance derived from a lack of consideration of much of the 
scholarship on the N orth Etruscan testaments. Indeed the American’s 
emphasis on the amber routes that made their way from north to south 
in the Bronze Age neglects the fact that the traffic of amber along most 
of the central European routes had dried up by the fifth century B.C., 
the date usually proffered as the terminus post quem for the occurrence 
of the Germanic sound shift given that the term  kánnabis was first 
introduced to Greek at this time and thence was loaned to Germanic 
where it appears with shifted labials and velars (cf. OS hanap, ON 
hampr). Yet the runes m ust have been adopted from a southern tradi
tion after the effecting of Grim m ’s Law as the appearance of staves 
such as b and t  with the values / b /  and / t /  (and the names *berkanan 
and *tïwaz) attest. Moreover, it is not even clear whether Germanic 
intermediaries were involved in such trade at this early period as the 
amber clearly derived from the Pomeranian and Prussian coast, not the 
western more surely Germanic end of the Baltic.64

Treatments of this question in the last few decades may have 
manufactured a veritable communis opinio Scandinavica but it is one 
based in a rejection of the German runology of the Nazi period, and 
the convictions of a runologist whose consideration of the Mediterra
nean evidence was fundamentally compromised. The revival of 
Taylor’s archaic Greek thesis derives from a similar discourse, and 
represents a historiographical regression similar to the recent Scandi
navian recasting of the theory of Wimmer. (Indeed Hempl, the first 
American proponent of an archaic Greek thesis, had come to prefer a 
Venetic origin for the runes by 1908.)65 Yet every argument that sup
ports an archaic Greek thesis supports a N orth Etruscan thesis. As

64 H erod otu s 4, 74; J. T . W aterm an, A  H isto ry  o f the G erm an  Language, 2nd ed., 
S eattle  1976, pp . 27-28; Jensen, p p . 236-37.

65 G . H em p l, ‘T h e  L inguistic and Ethnografie Status o f  th e  B urgundians’, p p . 105-6 .
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Hammarström had already shown in 1929, the runic inscriptions be
tray characteristically archaic features such as angular forms, an am
bivalence to direction, a lack of distinction between the representation 
of geminate and simplex consonants, archaic and inconsistent m ethods 
of interpunction, and the tolerance of wide allographic variance.

Clearly, runology has for too long lacked dialogue with other tradi
tions of epigraphical research. This is especially evident in the charac
teristic and sometimes imprecise terminologies employed by runolo- 
gists. It also lacks the distinction between epigraphy proper and lin
guistic and textual analysis that has been established in the tradition of 
classical and pre-classical philological research. W ith the confirmation 
of Marstrander’s thesis presented here, however, it is clear that runic 
epigraphy is a development of the North Etruscan tradition. The debt 
of runic to its southern precursors can best be seen in the characteris
tic features shared by both orthographies, many of which have in the 
past been incorrectly ascribed by runologists to incompetence, a lack 
of sophistication, or some poorly explained phonological develop
ment. Despite the limitations imposed by the obscure nature of the 
languages which they represent, many of the problems posed by the 
North Etruscan inscriptions have now been solved. And dialogue 
between runologists and experts in the more southerly traditions can 
surely only advance our knowledge of both runic and N orth Etruscan 
epigraphy. Indeed Arntz seems to have acknowledged this when he 
approached W hatmough to join the editorial board of his ill-fated 
Runenberichte. The availability of evidence from a related orthographi
cal tradition offers the prospect that runologists will be able to discern 
more evidence for practices in runic continued from N orth Etruscan 
practice, and if the evidence is properly controlled deepen our under
standing of the earliest inscriptions with their often baffling unex
pected inflections and limited typological variation.


