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Viking Society Research Support Fund 

36th Field Runologists’ Meeting 

From the 19th to the 22nd of October 2025, 20 field runologists from Scandinavia, the UK and 
North America gathered in Orkney to study its corpus of runic inscriptions. The purpose of these 
meetings, which take place in a different location each year, is to study inscriptions in situ, to 
exchange information about new finds, best practice in recording them, and new and ongoing 
projects, and to engage with a local public about runes and runic inscriptions. 

We spent the morning of 20th October at UHI 
Orkney, which, with the kind assistance of Dr 
Ragnhild Ljosland of the college, facilitated a 
study room and microscopes so the runologists 
could work on those inscriptions that are in the 
care of Orkney Museum and other heritage 
bodies. Transport of the objects to the college 
was facilitated by museum curator Dr Siobhan 
Cooke-Miller. In the afternoon, we made a short 
excursion to two sites where runic inscriptions 
had been found, Breckness and Bay of Skaill, to 
discuss the archaeological contexts of runic 
writing in Orkney. 

On the evening of the 20th, a public event dubbed ‘Rune Relay’ took place in Kirkwall, introduced 
by Dr Ljosland, at which 12 of the participants 
gave short, 5-minute talks, each about one 
interesting inscription, to an audience of 50. After 
the talks, the field runologists stayed behind for an 
hour to chat with and answer questions from the 
members of the public present and to consume 
light refreshments. 

The 21st of October was an all-day excursion to 
various runic sites. Our first stop was the Bu of 
Orphir, another site where several inscriptions 
have been found, both in the church ruin and in 
the Viking Age horizontal mill. Here the site excavator Dr 
Colleen Batey gave the participants a talk about the 
significance of the site and gave details of the find contexts of the inscriptions. 

Figure 1 Runic Study at the college Photo by Loraine 
Jensen 

Figure 2 Rune Relay Photo by Loraine Jensen 
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Figure 3 Orphir Photo Loraine Jensen 

The highlight of the day was the Maeshowe chambered cairn in which there are 33 Norse runic 
graffiti, to which we were given private research access courtesy of Historic Environment 
Scotland. During the day we passed briefly through other runic find sites at Naversdale and 
Stackrue Broch, and visited the runic graffito on one of the stones at the Ring of Brodgar. Final 
stop of the day was the Brough of Birsay where one rune-stone is still in situ in the church ruin 
and two are kept in the custodian’s hut, to which we were again given access courtesy of 
Historic Environment Scotland. 

 

Figure 4 Maeshowe Photo Judith Jesch 

 

Figure 5 Ring of Brodgar Photo Loraine Jensen 

Figure 6 Brough of Birsay Photo Judith Jesch 
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The morning of 22nd October was spent back at the college for the business meeting. An 
important aspect of these meetings is to pool runic knowledge, so the presence of 20 
experienced runologists enabled the group to confirm or revise readings of the inscriptions, 
some of the most recent of which have not yet been fully published to corpus standard. These 
discussions will feed into subsequent publications by the participants and enrich their runic 
research. The group also exchanged information about forthcoming publications, conferences 
and projects, as well as new finds in other countries. One final activity was to visit the Orkney 
Museum store, where a modern inscription (previously thought to be a medieval inscription) is 
kept – the group was agreed that the inscription is in fact modern. Experience of studying 
modern inscriptions is also vital to the field runologist, to enable them to identify such 
inscriptions when found. 

Funding from the Viking Society Research Support Fund went a long way towards the cost of the 
coach hire for the two excursions. Additional funding for the event was received from The 
Society of Antiquaries of Scotland, Orkney Archaeology Society and Kungl. Gustav Adolfs 
Akademi. 

Judith Jesch 

Nottingham, 14.11.2025. 


