
Cracking the Runic Code

Sweden’s Viking Age runestones have generated 
great interest, as well as study and debate about 

the authenticity of certain distant inscriptions –
not least in America. It would be invaluable if this 
international interest could be channelled into a chair 
in runology at Uppsala University, which is clearly the 
leading centre in this field.

Runic misuse

Runes are immensely popular. However, this huge 
interest is not coupled with knowledge about the true 
nature of the runic script. One result is the common 
misconception that runes are primarily magic. But 
much more sinister is the abuse of runes by right-wing 
extremists. The SS used runes for its logo during the 
Third Reich and to propagate Nazi ideology. The ex-
ploitation of runic symbols is still rampant today. The 
only antidote to this is serious research coupled with 
public information.

For further information about how you can contribute to this endowed 
chair or in other ways support this particular field, please contact us.

Development Office
Uppsala University
PO Box 256 SE-751 05 Uppsala, Sweden
Tel: +46 18 471 35 00, +46 18 471 10 07
Email: development@uadm.uu.se

Production: www.matador.se. Photo: Bengt A Lundberg, Rää, Christer Åhlin, SHM

Front cover: Detail of the rock carving at Ramsund, north of Eskilstuna. It was made by Sigriðr in honour of her dead husband Holmgæirr. The rock is situated so that  
everyone can see it when they pass over the 65 metre long bridge. The runic text does not explicitely refer to the pictoral motive of Sigurðr the dragon slayer. It tells us that 
Sigriðr,  Alrikr’s mother, Ormr’s daughter, made this bridge for the soul of Holmgæirr, father of Sigrøðr, her husband.

Nils Hasselmo,  Professor and President Emeritus, University of Minnesota, 

Honorary Doctor of Uppsala University
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Cracking the Runic Code
Figuring out what runic inscriptions really mean has been both 
a popular and a scholarly endeavour for more than a millennium. 
Front-line research is carried out at Uppsala University, but runic 
discovery is now entering a critical phase. Are you ready to get 
involved?  

The use of runology
Revealing what people did and thought in the past satisfies the deep curiosity of humans 
about their own history. Through runes we get a glimpse of the earliest societies that preceded 
the English, German, and Scandinavian speakers of today. Runic inscriptions expose cultures 
and peoples that were largely 
unaffected by the Greeks and  
Romans and their alphabets, before 
the influence of Classical scripts. 
Runic practice is a laboratory that 
unearths the driving force and 
principles of pioneer writing – the 
writing of our very own ancestors. 

Fulfilling the promise of centuries
In a recent evaluation, runology in Uppsala was awarded the highest grade for its international
excellence. Yet it has no guaranteed future. There is no academic position in the discipline at 
any Swedish university and no chair anywhere in the world.

Runic studies have been carried out in Uppsala since the 1590’s, starting with the founder of 
runology Johannes Bureus. Scientists of many disciplines have played an active role, including 
the mathematician Magnus Celsius, the professor of medicine Olaus Rudbeck, the botanist 
Carolus Linnaeus, and the professor of eloquence and government Johan Ihre.

Today, runic study is still thriving at Uppsala University, which is the leader of this multi- 
disciplinary and international research community, and the seat of the only comprehensive 
rune text database, the publication series Runrön, and the Uppsala Runic Forum.

We depend on you
Every single runic inscription is a 
unique record of its time. We are 
just beginning to tap the wealth 
of information hidden in these 
intriguing remnants. Interpreting 
the runes is always challenging and 
often pure detective work. A group 

of dedicated academics undertake runic studies, but the future is very insecure. Will this small 
but high profile discipline survive? Will you be the person to put it on a firm footing by making a 
donation to establish an endowed chair of runology?

You can make a difference
By supporting our vital research you will be helping to bring about fundamental understanding of 
our shared history. There is also the possibility that the endowed chair will be named after one of 
our donors.

Stefan Brink, Professor and Chair in Scandinavian Studies, 

University of Aberdeen

With 90 % of the world’s runestones, it’s time for 
Sweden to accept the responsibility of ensuring 

that its runological competence is high, 
and that its research into this unique  
culture and heritage is intense.

Left: Single-sided, 6th century medallion (bracteate) of gold from Tjurkö in Blekinge. It bears the legend “heldaz kunimudiu  
wurte runoz an walhakurne”: “Heldaz wrought runes on ‘the foreign grain’ (= the gold?) for Kunimunduz.” 

Centre: The 24 characters of the oldest runic alphabet, the so-called futhark used from ca. 100–800 AD. The letter below each  
rune indicates its pronunciation. Most of the ancient runic inscriptions are found on ornaments and weapons.

Right: Viking Age runestone (U 287) from Vik in Uppland bearing the message “Gjulakr(?) had this stone raised in memory of his  
son Ingifastr; and Ingvarr also (raised the stone) in memory of his brother.  And øpir carved the runes.”

Runic inscriptions are the only indigenous sources of 
Viking Age Scandinavia and are crucial to our under-

standing of this vital period. These multimedia 
memorials document a time when the Norse-
men influenced the lives of people from Iran to 
America through their travels.
Anne-Sofie Gräslund, Professor Emerita of Archaeology, Uppsala University
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