
Ill

RUNIC INSCRIPTIONS: 

ANGLO-SAXON AND SCANDINAVIAN.

By A. Craig Gibson, Esq. 

(READ lOin MABCH, 1859.)

It must be obvious that a subject on which many volumes have been 
written, in various languages, can scarcely be treated as its importance 
demands within the limits of one of our papers; but a cursory exa 
mination of the nature, origin and history of Runes, with notices of a 
few remarkable Runic monuments, and the relation they bear to portions 
of our early history, may possibly be compressed within allowable bounds, 
and induce us to extend further our researches into a highly interesting field 
of observation.

It is significant of the general neglect of this subject, that even the 
meaning of the word Runes is often misapprehended, and it is by no means 
uncommon to find that when Runic monuments are spoken of, persons 
otherwise well informed apply the phrase to the remains of some ancient 
people who have borne the name of Runes. For instance, I have seen a 
letter where the writer, a very intelligent person, says, " I have no doubt 
" but there were freemasons amongst the Runes" ! This being the case, 
it may be excusable to state in limine, that Runes, and its adjective Runic, 
are terms applying simply to the alphabets used by certain Northern nations 
before the settlement amongst them of Christian priests brought into 
general use the now ordinary Roman letters. The original meaning of the 
word Run was that of " a mystery or secret," and those possessing the 
power of using the Runic characters, who formed only a small portion of 
the community, were regarded as magicians, or practitioners of a secret 
art; the characters themselves being looked upon as " mysterious and 
" awful symbols" not only by the uninitiated but even by those who under 
stood and practised their use. Even after the light of Christianity was 
shed upon the races whose only literature had been Runic, then- ancient 
alphabets long continued to be extensively employed in constructing charms 
and incantations, and being regarded as a remnant of Pagan superstition, 
their use was strongly discouraged by the priesthood.
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Though there is abundant evidence to shew that in ancient times Runes 
were applied to a variety of purposes, it is chiefly in the form of inscrip 
tions on monumental stones, commemorative either of individuals or of 
exploits, that they have come down to us ; and the Runic inscriptions to 
which I am anxious to direct attention muy be said to consist of two dis 
tinct varieties, Anglo-Saxon or Teutonic, and Norse, Danish or Scandinavian. 
That eminent Saxon scholar, the late Mr. Kemble, in a paper on this 
subject in the twenty-eighth volume of the Arahceologia, gives specimens 
of a third Runic alphabet called Marcomaunic or Norman ; but as these 
closely resemble Anglo-Saxon Runes, and the people who used them the 
Nordmanni were the Saxons dwelling in the country north of the Elbe, 
in fact our own Anglo-Saxon forefathers, it is unnecessary to treat them as 
a separate variety.

Nearly all the monumental inscriptions in Anglo-Saxon Runes now in 
existence are to be found within the territories of the ancient kingdom of 
Northumberland, which up to the close of the eighth century was more 
advanced in civilization than any other Teutonic nation, and it is from 
these native monuments that I have collated the materials for the first 
alphabet in the diagram. Some of the Runic alphabets given by Mr. 
Kemble comprise more than thirty characters, but this, from the sources 
indicated, consisting of twenty-six letters, is sufficient for our purpose. 
The most remarkable features of this Saxon Runic alphabet are the com 
plex form of some of the letters, and the number of characters representing 
vocal sounds. The first characteristic is well marked in the D, G, H, K, Y 
and the letter possessing the power of our N G. The number of vowels, 
without reckoning W and Y, is nine, four being diphthongal, but all possess 
ing their own distinct sounds in the old Saxon tongue, adding greatly to 
its variety and expressiveness, and existing at the present day in some 
dialects of the English provinces or of Scotland. The Runic letters 
standing for these sounds, with two exceptions, may be said to be formed 
on the basis of the I ; the A, O, JE and EO appearing to be nothing more 
than slight modifications of the same figure, while the U is our U inverted. 
The B, I and R are similar to ours. The D resembles an H with a cross 
between the perpendiculars the M differs from the D only in having the 
cross at the upper part instead of half-way down the letter ; the E is like 
the common M ; the H has two diagonal cross strokes instead of one 
horizontal like ours ; the N is simply an I with a diagonal bar across its
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middle : the T has its superior limbs bent downwards ; the L is the T 
deprived of its left upper limb ; the W is like the ordinary Roman P; the 
Y is the Runic U with a cross stroke and a caudal appendage; while 
F, G, K, P, S, with the figures that represent the double letters EA, (E, 
NG and TH scarcely admit of comparison, and our soft C, our J, Q, V 
and Z have no representatives in the Runic alphabet.

THE BEWCA8TL.K CROSS.

Of the inscribed stones from which this alphabet is derived, perhaps the 
most remarkable and interesting is the famous Saxon cross at Bewcastle, 
a small town, the capital of a wild district in the north-eastern confines of 
Cumberland, noted in former times for harbouring a race of cattle, lifters 
and moss troopers, and more recently for possessing an equally honest tribe 
of horse dealers, popularly said to be, in more than the geographical sense, 
farther north than even Yorkshire itself. The noble monument that 
confers so much celebrity upon this remote and otherwise unimportant 
locality, stands in the church yard, and in the centre of an extensive and 
distinct Roman castrum. Its form is that of a square pillar, fourteen feet 
in height, by twenty two inches in width at the base, tapering upwards to 
fourteen inches at the top. Local tradition has always held that it marks 
the burial place of a king; but it is only by investigations in our own 
day that this tradition has been established as veracious. The column 
formerly supported a cross, its summit still shewing a cavity in which the 
foot of the cross was sunk ; and we learn from a manuscript note in 
Camden's own copy of the Britannia, in the Bodleian library, that this 
cross was taken down by Lord William Howard, the belted Will of Border 
story, who was a zealous antiquary and scholar, as well as a good soldier, 
and the transverse part sent by him to his relative, Lord Arundel, by 
whom it was transmitted to Mr. Camden. A copy of an inscription upon 
it was forwarded by Sir Henry Spelman to one of the earliest Runic 
scholars, Olaus Wormius, who read it RIC.ES DRIHTN^ES, Domini 
potentis, probably signifying the monument, or cross, or sign of a mighty 
lord.

The pillar remaining is fixed by means of lead into a cube of stone, and 
the carvings worked in relievo upon it would suffice, were there no other 
evidence of the fact extant, to prove the comparatively advanced state of
civilization at which the Saxon Northumbrians had arrived in the seventh 

u



114

century, for as will be shewn, this remarkable monument dates from that 
epoch, and nothing equal to it, as a work of art, was produced in this 
country for at least six hundred years later. Its eastern face bears a vine 
arranged in graceful undulations, profusely branched and supplied with 
foliage and fruit, each curvature being occupied by a bird or other animal 
feeding upon the fruit. According to the Rev. John Maughan, rector of 
the parish, to whose pamphlet on the subject I may here acknowledge my 
obligations, " The sculpture on this side of the cross has suffered very little 
" damage from the corroding effects of the weather. The buds, blossoms 
" and fruit have been so carefully and exquisitely delineated by the chisel of 
" the workman, and are still so faithfully preserved, that they seem as if 
" they were things only just starting into life." This side of the pillar bears 
no inscription, though it is possible that the broken part near the top may 
have been lettered. All the other sides are copiously inscribed, as well as 
sculptured ornamentally ; and on the west is a figure, now allowed to 
represent John the Baptist, holding the Agnus Dei. Immediately below 
this are two lines of Runes, forming the names of the Saviour, and spelled 
thus, GESSUS KRISTTUS. The initial G, I may remark, had the 
power of I or Y, so that it may be read lessus Kristtus, being very near 
the Latin pronunciation of the sacred words. Below these two lines is a 
figure, supposed to be that of the Saviour, and below this figure are nine lines 
of Anglo-Saxon Runes, forming the main inscription on the column. In 
the interpretation of this inscription a discrepancy exists in the versions 
given by the most recent authorities. The Rev. John Maughan, whose 
residence on the spot would indicate superior opportunities for observation, 
gives one copy which he maintains to be correct, and which when rendered 
into Roman letters, and properly divided   for it may be observed, that in 
most Anglo-Saxon inscriptions the letters are placed all in equal prox 
imity, and a line being filled up the next is commenced without any 
attempt at division into syllables, or even into words   resolves itself into 
four alliterative couplets, thus :

BKACM
THUN SETTON
HW/KTRED W/ETHOAB AtWFWOLTHU
AFT ALCFRITIIU
BAN KTNINO
EAC OSWIUINO
GEBID HEO SINNA
SAWHDLA
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which may be rendered Hietetred, Wieihgar, and Ahrjwol erected this 
slender pillar in memory of Alcf rid, ane king, and son of Oswy. Pray for 
them, their sins, their souls.

For reasons I shall give presently, I attach more credit to the reading 
given by the Rev. D. H. Haigh, of Erdington, in his paper on this subject 
in the Archeeologia ^Eliana. Mr. Haigli also reads it in alliterative 
couplets, thus, with an English translation annexed: 
THIS SIG BEKCN, This beacon of honour 
SETTLE HW.ETRED, Set Hiratrcd, 
EOM GMK F(E)LWOLDO, In the year of the great pestilence, 
JErriER BAR*;, After the ruler, 
YMB KVSING ALCFBID^E, Aflcr kimj Alcf rid, 
GJCEG.ED HEOSUM SAWLUM. Pray for their souls.

Without taking into account Mr. Haigh's superior knowledge of the 
ancient Anglo-Saxon dialects and idioms, and his unquestionable skill and 
experience in solving antiquarian problems such as this, his reading is to 
be preferred for several reasons. First, because his accuracy is so clear in 
the Beckermont inscription, and in other known instances. Secondly, 
because Mr. Maughan, in his pamphlet, damages his own character for fair 
dealing, by boasting that he furnished Mr. Haigh with rubbings intention 
ally made imperfect and inaccurate, for the purpose of misleading him in 
his early attempts to decipher these Runes ; a flagrant, I trust a unique, 
violation of the courtesy and candour that usually distinguish the corre 
spondence of fellow-labourers in archteological investigation. Thirdly, 
Mr. Haigh's version is a more correct specimen of the dialect of Anglo- 
Saxon Northumberland, so far as it is known. Fourthly, Mr. Maughan's 
copy of the Runes presents several inaccurately formed characters, more 
especially the letter A wherever he makes it occur. And lastly, an 
imperfect sketch of this inscription taken by the late Mr. Howard, of 
Corby, published in 1801 in the Archseologia, and giving little more than 
the perpendicular parts of the characters, can, by adding the missed por 
tions, be made to coincide much more nearly with Mr. Haigh's transcript 
than with Mr. Maughan's. Considering well these and other circumstances 
not necessary to particularize, I cannot hesitate to accept Mr. flaigh's 
reading of the Runic verses inscribed upon the western side of this monu 
ment as the best yet offered.

On the northern and southern faces, besides repetitions of those of the


