
Runic voices from Norwegian 
towns in the High Middle Ages 

The Bryggen inscriptions and the rise 
of modern pragmatic literacy 



Bryggen in Bergen anno 2012 



Excavations at Bryggen after the fire in 1955 
  
7 huge fires in the Middle Ages 
1170/1171 
1198 
1248 
1332 
1393 
1413 
1476 



What kind of inscriptions do we meet in Bergen? 

 

• fuþark inscriptions (with or without a co-text) 
• writing excercises 

• cryptic (“encoded”) runes 

• Latin texts written with runes 

• name tags 

• business letters and bills/invoices 

• metrical texts, especially love poems 

• obscenities 

• pious prayers 

• amulets and “magic formulas” 



A selection of owner tags 





B38 Fuþark from Bryggen 













Old Norse (standardised) 
Guð gefi [oss byr ok gáfu Maríu]. 
 

English translation 
“May God give [us fair wind and Maria’s gift/grace].” 



Bergen as a commercial centre in the pre-hanseatic 
period: c. 1050-1300/1350 

(after Herteig 1967:167) 



A selection of name tags 



Owner tag from Bryggen N673 



Rune stick N648 





Rune stick B448 / drawing 

(after Knirk 1994:101) 





      Metrical fragment B88 / drawing 

(after Seim 2004:166) 








