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Runa ættrr:

generationes notularum

by NrELs HnasrRUP

The origin of runes is a dangerous problem. The most recent and very inspiring
treatment of this subject is the paper by Professor Kabell in Norsk Tidsskrift

for Sprogvidenskap, XXf (1968), 94 tr, with the appropriate title "Periculum
runicumtt.

When recalling the comments in reference books on earlier attempts at
solving the mystery of runes, it may be assumed that this work will also receive
severe criticism. But that we will leave to runologists, and instead draw up a
medieval parallel to support the theory of a graphic-genetic explanation for
the division of runes into sets known as ættir. A medieval parallel which had
led me to viewpoints reminiscent in many respects to those upheld by Kabell.

Divisions of letters occur in the Middle Ages that are based neither on the
alphabet nor on phonetic values but on graphic-genetic grounds, viz. on
generations ofletters. They are found in the few surviving and sparsely recorded

writing books handed down from the Middle Ages. Bernhard Bischoffand Carl
Wehmer have taken a particalar interest in them. The three most important
sources are the following:

7. Modus scribendi from Stift Melk, which Bischoff dates to c.l44O and con-
siders to be Austrian.r

2. Forma discendi by Hugo Spechtshart von Reutlingen (t c. 1360). About
one hundred verses at the end of this long didactic poem work through the
script.2

3. A writing book from Prague, now lost, but published by H. Pakn who dated
it to the fifteenth century.3

r Bernh. Bischoff, Ein neuentdeckter Modus Scribendi des $. fhd. aus der Abtei Melk.
Privatdruck, (Berlin, 1939).

2 Extracts published by A. Diehl in Mitteilangen der Gesellschaft fiir deutsche Erziehungs-
und Schulgeschichte, XX (1910), 24 ff

3 Published in Anzeiger fb Kunde der deutschen Vorzeit, Neue Folge XII (1865), app. 49f.
and 89 f. with corrections col. 455-56.
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Underlying the themes of all three books, with varying degrees of clarity,

is the theory of litteræ originales from which other letters can be derived. It is
most plainly set down in the theoretical section of the Melk Book's prose

passage, page 26, which corresponds to the metrical verses l0l-109. On page

26 in the edition we read:

"Prima littera origenalis est 4 et habet tria puncta. Primus est iste et

formatur sic e'f et hoc ad simplex ut sic 4 4 . Secundus punctus est semi-

rotundus et formatur sic c g . De primo puncto semirotundo concluso nulla
littera potest formari preter solum 8 . De secundo vero puncto semirotundo
formanturistesequenteslittereutsicc g o e X I f q etistemodus
potest scribi per modum fractum ut sic f e S q B t

B est secunda littera origenalis et habet tria princta sive punctus. Primus
formatur sic 2 , secundus formatur sic [ , tercius formatur ut o reversum

utsicrt .DequaformanturistelitteresequentesD 6 ? f S cumipso-
rum differenciis.

Tercia littera origenalis est I et formatur sic r . De qua formantur iste

sequentes littere videlicet rn / ft / rr 2 Z . Quarta littera origenalis est

I et formantur iste littere a tractu infeiiori ultimo longo et scribitur sic

ll t (fY ?a1.
Krumph gen krumph, slecht gen slecht
schreib also, so tust du im recht.

Sed non in omnibus notulis tenet veritatem."

It is clear that the choice fell on precisely these letters as "origenales" because

of their position in the alphabet. The choice of 4 is somewhat mystifying, but
the choice of å for I and a for c is in accordance with the compulsory alphabetical
sequence. Only the choice of i is immediately obvious. Better systems were
therefore chosen by later masters - the renowned Neudiirffer for example.4

Professor Bischoff assumes that this theory was current during the Middle Ages,
and presents indicia to suggest that it can be traced back to the eighth century
in any event. fn his introduction, page 6, to the Melk Book he writes: "Eine
solche Vergleichung der Buchstaben war bestimmend fiir die Reihenfolge im
Unterricht, der in Mittelalter stets, so weit wir es beobachten krinnen, auf der
genetischen Methode fusste". Bischoffrefers here to his paper inthe Festschrift
in honour of Rand,s page 12, in which he endeavours to follow this line of
thought back in time: "Ein Anzeichen dafiir, daB so vorgegangen wurde, ist

4 Eine gute Ordnung, 1538. Cf. Werner Doede, Bibliographie deutscher Schreibmeister-
biicher von Neuddrfer bis 1800 (Hamburg, 1958).

s Classical and Medieval Studies in Honor of Ed. K. Rand (N,Y, 1938). A reprint of the
article in expanded form appeared in Mittelaherliche Studien, I (Stuttgart, 1966), p. 70 ff.
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meines Erachtens in den håufigen Vorkommen einiger Zeilen zu sehen, die mit
wenigen und relativ einfachen Zeichengebildet sind und auffåilligerweise alle mit
omnis beginnen." After which are given a long series of these essays in penman-

ship with source references, and particulars of the types of script and their
date. For example, Psalm 10.5 (i.e. 9B. 5): Omnium inimicorum suorum (domina-

bitur), the earliest examples of which are taken from eighth century Irish and

Anglo-Saxon manuscripts. As Bischoff does not explicitly state whether he has

attempted to pursue these thoughts still further back in time, I have tried to
find examples from late antiquity,6 but unfortunately without success.

If we venture the thought that a similar pedagogical principle of writing was

adopted in antiquity, when runes originated, we would obviously not expect to
find exactly the same original letters then, as those considered suitable in the

fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. For although the alphabet was in principle
the same, the script type differed and was based on other distinctive features.

Neither should we arbitrarily dismiss the thought on the grounds that master

scribes employed four generations of letters as opposed to the three ættir of the
runic writers.

The crucial evidence would be to find this principle practised not only in
runic and Ogham writing but also in ordinary alphabetic scripts. Yet, as

already mentioned, nothing could be found in general reference books to show

whether this principle existed in antiquity. But proof of antique schooling may
one day come to light in support of Kabell's theory - and perhaps even enable

the archetypes of the runes to be determined more closely.T

University of Cop enhagen

6 For example: Dictionnaire d'archdologie chritienne,IV:2,col, l735ff.ErichZiebarth,
Aus dem griechischen Schulwesen (Leipzig und Berlin, 1909), pp. 129-142. Marrou, Histoire
de I'education dans l'antiquiti (Paris, 1950). Phedon Koukoules, yie et civilisation Byzantines,

I (Athens, 1948), p, 52 fr. Thesaurus linguae latinae was referred to for the term "littera
originalis" but the result was negative. I wish to express my thanks to Dr. J. Raasted
for help and advice in this investigation,

7 For general reference see Danmarks Runeindskrifter u'nder Alfubeter and Runernes

oprindelse. Cf. Anders Bæksted, Målruner og Troldruner (København, 1952)' p. 118 fl.
Lucien Musset, Introduction å lø runologie (Paris, 1965). Helmut Arntz, Handbuch der
Runenkunde (Halle/Saale, 1944). Further Bengt Loman, Arkiv fdr nordisk Filologi, LXXX
(1965), l-80. The present author is preparing a description of the handwriting in a l5th
cent. ms. on the basis ofthe pedagogical principles in the above mentioned writing books.


