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The Fyris Sword Project

Over the past few centuries several high quality medieval weapons have been dredged up from 
the bottom of the River Fyris in Central Uppsala. The Fyris Swords Project is a comparative 
and multidisciplinary venture, the goal of which is to contextualize these weapons as much as 
possible. Particular attention is being paid to a few special swords that have intricate inscrip-
tions along the blades, a few of which belong to the Museum Gustavianum´s collection of 
antiquities. The main areas of interest within the project are medieval history, archaeology, 
epigraphy and linguistics.

The Fyris Swords Project was started in February of 2006 by the Archaeologist John Worley 
who was soon joined by fellow Archaeologist/ Museologist Gunilla Beckholmen. Thomas 
Gregor Wagner, Medievalist, joined the team during the summer of 2007. Anna Holst Blen-
now, Latinist/Epigrapher, joined the group during September of 2008.

For more information regarding The Fyris Swords Project contact:
John Worley – john.worley@gustavianum.uu.se
Thomas Wagner – thomas.wagner@idehist.uu.se
Gunilla Beckholmen – gbeckholmen@hotmail.com
Anna Blennow – anna.blennow@class.gu.se
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Medieval sword inscriptions: Introduction and previous research

Interpreting medieval sword inscriptions is like trying to crack a mysterious code. Most of the 
specimens, dating from between the 11th and the 13th centuries, seem to consist of random 
letter sequences, in a senseless arrangement, at least in the eyes of a modern interpreter. 
What’s more, epigraphic publications concerning weapon inscriptions are quite rare. The 
most extensive compilation and interpretation of sword blade inscriptions is a Swiss disserta-
tion from 1904 by Rudolph Wegeli1. In the “Zeitschrift für historische Waffen- und Kostüm-
kunde” his ideas were discussed critically2; some other articles published in the same journal 
put forth interpretations and readings of particular sword inscriptions3. Further articles or 
later monographs deal with regional collections4. In more recent publications about medieval 
arms and armor, sword inscriptions play only a minor role, and all interpretations given are 
repeating Wegelis` fundamental work5. A recent Polish dissertation, which focused on early 
medieval swords from Central and Eastern Europe, discussed the inscriptions on not more 
than nine pages6.

There are no satisfying explanations as to why most blade inscriptions are incomprehensible. 
Of course, it is likely that the sword smiths who did the metal work for the inscriptions were 
illiterate; however, the craftsmen could not have failed so regularly and ruined so many valu-
able blades with illegible inscriptions. Most epigraphic scholars suggest an initial-based 
abbreviation system; however, this thesis is only to be proved, if the inscrutable alignments 
of letters could be assigned to a common prayer, psalm or bible quote. This was hitherto only 
possible, if the inscriptions consisted of (at least some) full Latin words and not only initial 
sequences7. Wegeli himself and Erben tried to relate the suspected initials with a prayer or a 
sentence spoken in conjunction with the sword presentation ceremony or in German “Schwert-
leite”8. This was a ritual, probably of Germanic origin, in which the father handed down the 
sword to his grown-up son as a sign that he can defend himself and the tribe. During the 
Middle Ages the “sword presentation ceremony”, performed by the liege lord or a cleric, put 
the warrior into service of the former, as a vassal in the first case or as a “miles Christi ad servi-
tium Iesu Christi” (“soldier of Christ in service of Christ”) in the second9. Unfortunately, as yet 
it has not been possible to identify such a traditional type of ceremonial dicta latina that was 
carved on a sword blade. Moreover, this theory presupposes that the inscriptions were genera-
lized10. However, quite conversely, the inscriptions (even though sometimes showing a con-
stancy of letters) are extremely variable and appear to be very personal. One might say the 
individual secret of every sword bearer. It must have been a special dictum so obvious and so 
self-evident to him that it was not necessary to spell out its significant meaning. 

In Germanic tribes runic inscriptions on swords, axes or even pieces of armor were considered 
to endow the items with magical powers11, and it is imaginable that this traditional thinking 
(after an ambivalent period of transition) was transferred to Christian times. Hence the dicta 
on the sword blades were probably supposed to invoke God’s holy name and his grace to gain 
support and protection in battle. Religious rituals or prayers for divine assistance before com-
bat must have been prevalent, particularly in the age of the crusades throughout the 12th and 
13th centuries12. The itineraries of the crusades and the chronicles of the Holy Land often 
describe this kind of spiritual preparation for battle, mainly guided by bishops, monks or 
priests. In times of desperation and deprivation God was worshipped by long periods of faste-
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ning and sexual abstinence, through pious chants and processions. The latter were performed 
barefooted, often aggrieved with heavy crosses and in the humble vesture of penitence, for 
example during the siege of Antioch 1098 or the capture of Jerusalem 109913. There are no 
hints in the crusader chronicles that the sword played a certain role in this respect. Neverthe-
less, these cross-shaped weapons were both, symbols of royal and divine power (“potestas gla-
dii”), items that were holy and indispensable to the noble warrior class. Swords were treasured 
status symbols that represented the so called “cingulum militare” (“knighthood”)14, in a manner 
of speaking: they were a tangible token of knightly awareness. A knight, awaiting the clash of 
arms, surely prayed with his dear sword in his hands. The chronicler Albert of Aix mentioned 
religious combat preparations in his “Historia Hierosolymitana”. After the defeat of the Christi-
ans at Ramla 1102, some knights took shelter in the tower of the urban fortification. Among 
them was Conrad, the stabularius of Emperor Henry III of Germany, a valiant and fierce cham-
pion with his sword (“…audacia et viribus incomparabilis, gladio precipuas Sarracenorum strages 
exercuit…”). For three days they held out. Only then, they dared a desperate excursion “after 
the name of Jesus was invoked and his grace” (“…invocato nomine Iesu et eius gratia…”)15. 

Picture 1: A cross potent.

Invocation inscriptions

Wegeli classified the various inscription types for the first time, arranging several groups 
according to occurring “master names” (for instance ULFBREHT and INGELRED) someti-
mes endued with the suffix ME FECIT, – and obvious religious content (IN NOMINE 
DOMINI or HOMO DEI) as well as recurrent letter combinations such as DIC or NED. 
However, it is not possible to separate exactly profane from religious content. Often those 
elements appear combined like on the GICELIN ME FECIT-swords, which have IN NOMI-
NE DOMINI on the other side.
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As was mentioned earlier, most of the unidentified medieval sword inscriptions could be invo-
cations. This type is basically characterized by a Christian cross at the beginning and some–
times at the end of the inscription. In most cases it was a so called “cross potent” or “Jerusalem 
cross” with t-shaped crossbars which was both a heraldic as well as religious symbol. Of course, 
there are other forms as well. Some variations appear more elaborate, maybe included in a 
circle or decorated with fine ornaments16. Others are contorted, for instance with an extremely 
long horizontal crossbar17, others again are disfigured, for example in a decorative combination 
of several crosses or a mixture with other symbolic elements or even letters18.

Another distinctive attribute is the usage of so called “holy words” or “holy names”, especial-
ly the names of God, Jesus, the Holy Spirit, the Holy Trinity, Virgin Mary or other saints. 
These invocations had a special abbreviation system which applied both Roman and Greek 
letters, for example IHS for Jesus or XPS for Christus19. Frequently these names appear in 
combination with describing attributes such as DOMINUS (lord), SANCTUS or BEATUS 
(holy). In some sword inscriptions the identification of the “nomina sacra” is of course specu-
lative; however, their usage is documented through some specimens already deriving from the 
11th to the 13th centuries, for they were written in full length, for instance BENEDICAT (“he 
may bless”)20  or (like on the Fyris sword UMF/B 74 presented in this article) SCS for “SANC-
TUS”. The appliance of more extensive inscriptions (in Latin or already in the vernacular) is 
more frequent in later centuries. Therefore, it is reasonable to interpret, at least the characte-
ristic and obvious “holy names” as religious invocations.

Inscriptions of the DIC- or NED-group are probably also invocations, even though Wegeli did 
not give a conclusive interpretation. This type consists of mostly long sequences of letters exhibi-
ting the constant elements DIC and NED, which are sometimes repeated several times21. Those 
recurrent parts could be interpreted as invocation- or incantation-formulae, i.e. ejaculatory prayers, 
based upon initial abbreviation, for instance DOMINUS IESUS CHRISTUS for DIC or NOMEN 
ETERNUM DEI for NED. Even an interpretation as fragments of beNEDICat is possible.

Four Swedish swords

All the swords presented in this article probably belong to the invocation type, however, they 
stand for varying subcategories differed by age, manufacturing process and inscription style 
as well as symbolism and occurring letter types and sequences, as will be shown.

The swords discussed in this article are primarily from the 11th and 13th centuries and thus 
very worn and eroded. In the case of highly eroded weapons, what some may think is a porti-
on of an inscription; others may think is a part of the patina or some other sort of damage. It 
is primarily for this reason that the authors of this article would like to emphasize that when 
attempting to interpret a sword inscription it is always best to see the sword with your own 
eyes. Only then can you be certain of what is actually inscribed on the blade and only then 
can you begin to make worthwhile deductions. Unfortunately, it was not always possible for 
us to follow our own advice due to restraints in funding. In those cases we have been forced 
to rely on published images or drawings.
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As regards the archaeological evidence of the four weapons, three out of the four swords are 
archaeologically classified as stray finds. That is to say, the objects were discovered as the result 
of processes other than an archaeological excavation and thus their exact find context can not 
be completely reconstructed. The fourth did come to light as the result of an archaeological 
excavation, however because of the style of excavation and the nature of the report, we unfor-
tunately can not reconstruct a detailed find context here either22. After discussing archaeolo-
gical conditions in which the swords came to light, the focus will shift to the individual 
swords, their typological and technical details. Certain important measurements of the swords 
will be given and discussed23. 

Rådhus sword
Archaeological background and technical details

The Rådhus sword SHM 34525 is currently in the care of the Museum of National Antiquities in 
Stockholm Sweden24. It was found during an archaeological excavation in 1976 in a block named 
Rådhuset, in central Uppsala25. There are two important facts regarding this particular excavation 
that are relevant. Firstly, the method of excavation is of the utmost importance and will be 
discussed in greater detail below. Secondly, the fact that the archaeological report was not written 
by the people who actually conducted the excavation. The report came out 24 years later.

If we are to construct a find context we must know how the individual finds and the structu-
res relate to one another stratigraphically. This is why the method of excavation is so impor-
tant. The problem is that when the excavation was conducted this important contextual 
relationship was not taken into account. During the excavation the finds where gathered 
together in artificial layers of 10 cm each, from within a grid system with each square measu-
ring 2x2 m26. The layers in the different trenches were not dug at the same time and the finds 
were not related to the different structural levels27. The report writers did what they could to 
relate the artificial layers to the structural layers and thus built some sort of context. However, 
this information must not be taken uncritically28.

With that having been said, the sword was found at a level that had been dated to the mid-
13th or early 14th century29. The sword on the other hand most likely dates to the later 11th or 
12th century (more on this below). It is not uncommon to find older items in younger layers. 
Add to this the problems involved with the methods used during excavation and the 24 year 
delay in reporting the excavation and it is easy to see why this information can not be taken 
without caution.

Picture 2: The Museum of National Antiquities in Stockholm, the Rådhus sword (SHM 34525; fn. 10264), 
photo, J. Worley.
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To have an archaeological date for a sword to help calibrate the typologies would be nice; 
however, this is unfortunately not the sword with which this can be achieved. The best way 
to date this sword is via the inscription as the find context is untrustworthy and a typological 
date is near impossible to establish as the weapon is not complete.

Measurements:
 
Overall length:	 365 mm	 Weight:	 0.298 kg
Blade length (fr. crossguard):	 195 mm	 Blade width (at crossguard):	 50 mm
Blade thickness (at crossguard):	 5.2 mm	 Fuller width (at crossguard):	 11.5 mm
Fuller depth (at crossguard):	 0.8 mm	 Tang Length:	 170 mm
 
As can be seen from the picture above the Rådhus sword is not a complete specimen. This is 
unfortunate as what remains of the weapon is, archaeologically speaking, in fair condition. With 
an overall length of 365 mm and a blade length of 195 mm, at least as much as 1/3 of the blade 
is missing. The blade has a slight taper towards the break, with a width of 50 mm at the blades 
shoulders, 47.3 mm 10 cm further down the blade and finally 46 mm just before the break. The 
fuller does not however taper with the blade, is not well defined and also not very deep with a 
depth of less than a millimeter in places. The tang seems long with a measurement of 170 mm, 
but this is so because at least 50-60 mm of the tang length would have been taken up by the 
now missing pommel. The tang does taper slightly towards the pommel end, its width going 
from 28 mm at the blade’s shoulders to 22 mm 10 cm further down the tang.

It is pointless to discuss typologies when so much of the sword is missing. The only thing 
typologically that can be stated about this blade is in regards to the inscription. If the inscrip-
tion on this sword is a variation of a “+GICELINMEFECIT+” inlay, then according to Oakes-
hott it could be classified as a type XI as the other known “Gicelin” swords are all of this 

Picture 3: The Museum of National Antiquities in Stockholm, inscription on obverse of the Rådhus sword, photo, 
J. Worley.
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type30. If indeed this is the case, then perhaps the sword could date from the later 11th to the 
12th century as that is the case with the other “Gicelin” swords31. This obviously creates a 
problem as regards the archaeological circumstances surrounding this sword. However, as was 
stated earlier, it is not uncommon for older items to be found in younger levels.

Symbols, text and letter style

The inscription (consisting of metal inlays) of the obverse begins with a traditional “cross 
potent”.

Picture 4: Drawing of inscription on observe of the Rådhus sword, drawing by J. Worley.

Text:
Obverse:
NNOMINEDO
Reverse:
CICELIMINE [- - -]

The inscription is done in roughly carved, broad roman majuscule letters. The letters stand 
up straight and have regular sizes. The first N (on the obverse) has to be read as a ligature of 
I and N (with the I as the first stroke of the following N)32. 

Interpretation, classification and dating

The inscription on the obverse must be read IN NOMINE DOMINI, and is thus to be classi-
fied as an invocation, moreover a very common one which was used in all kinds of ecclesiasti-
cal benedictions33.

For the inscription on the reverse, it can be assumed that the sequence is to be read as a maker’s 
name, CICELIN, presumably a form of the French name Joscelin34 or the Germanic Gidfrit and 
its affectionate forms Gizo, Gizelo and Gizelin35. The NE at the end could be a misspelled ME 
[FECIT], thus the fragmentary inscription could be categorized as a maker’s inscription.
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These types of sword inscriptions were examined by Schwietering in the “Zeitschrift für histo-
rische Waffen- und Kostümkunde” (Fig. 1-9)36. The author discusses the Gicelin-type as 
being of German origin, probably Niederdeutschland due to their find contexts. However, 
specimens of this type were also found in Denmark, Finland and Poland. Since the two 
Gicelin-swords kept in the Zeughaus in Berlin disappeared during the Second World War (old 
catalogue numbers 00.196 and 03.55), the Swedish Rådhus sword is thus one of a very few 
number of extant specimens in Europe. Swords of this kind were probably misdated by Wege-
li to the 14th century37. However, the style of writing would imply a date in the 11th or 12th 
century.

The mixture of invocation and maker’s name could indicate that swords of this kind derive 
from a period of transition where religious and profane elements were combined. Thus, they 
stand for an early invocation type.

Fyris sword UMF/B 78
Archaeological background and technical details

Currently this sword is in the care of the Uppsala University museum, the Museum Gusta-
vianum. UMF/B 78 (henceforth referred to as 78) is a stray find, but a fairly straightforward 
paper trail has been found. The museums acquisition diary places the weapon’s date of entry 

Picture 5: The Museum of National Antiquities in Stockholm, inscription on reverse of the Rådhus sword, photo, 
J. Worley.

Picture 6: Drawing of inscription on reverse of the Rådhus sword, drawing by G. Beckholmen.



into the museum’s collection as April 30, 1896. According to the museum catalogue the 
weapon was found during the rebuilding of a dock along the banks of the River Fyris in cen-
tral Uppsala in an area referred to as Hamnplanen. Sources confirming the information given 
in the museum catalogue were found in a note in Upplands Fornminnesförenings Tidskrift, a 
small article in Uppsala-Posten February 1, 1896 and also in the records of the Royal Armory 
in Stockholm38.

From all of the above mentioned sources the following information can be concluded regar-
ding the acquisition of the Fyris sword 78. On April 30, 1896 the University of Uppsala’s 
collection of antiquities acquired two medieval swords (one of these was 78). That same year 
and from the same find context The Royal Armory in Stockholm acquired one medieval sword 
and a wooden club during February and June respectively. It is stated in the museums’ cata-
logues that three swords and a wooden club were found during dock work in the area of 
Islandsbron in 1896.

From Uppsalas tekniska historia it has been learned that the wooden docks, measuring c. 420 
meters, were replaced by stone docks at the rate of about 50 meters a year starting in 189539. 
It was, presumably, during this work that the swords and the club were found. From a tag on 
the club and the catalogue entry it can perhaps be assumed that the swords and the club were 
found on the 16th of January, 1896. Two of these swords were left in the care of the University’s 
collection of antiquities and the third sword and the wooden club was acquired by an A. 
Matsson, who then sold them to the Royal Armory for 40 and 20 kronor respectively. These 
items were later traded by the Royal Armory to Uppsala University in exchange for two other 
items in January of 191240.
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Picture 7: Museum Gustavianum UMF/B 78, photo M. Paomees.

Measurements:
 
Overall length:	 893 mm	 Fuller width (at crossguard):	 14.5 mm
Weight:	 957 g	 Fuller depth (at crossguard):	 2 mm
Blade length (fr. crossguard):	 737 mm	 Tang Length:	 150 mm
Blade width (at crossguard):	 51 mm	 Crossguard Width:	 140 mm
Blade thickness (at crossguard):	 5.5 mm	 Pommel Height:	 38 mm
Fuller length (fr. crossguard):	 560 mm	 Pommel Width:	 41 mm

As can be seen from the measurements above 78 is somewhat small, with an overall length of 
893 mm. The fuller length is approximately 76% of the blade length measured from the 
crossguard to the tip. The fuller is fairly visible on account of its depth and tapers slightly 



with the blade. The fuller runs up into the tang above the crossguard some 65 mm. The tang 
tapers slightly at first then more dramatically closer the pommel. The pommel is possibly 
unique for the period. It is in the form of an eight-sided diamond measuring 38 mm in height 
and 41 mm in width.
Typologically speaking, the sword fits into the Oakeshott system, the only problematic issue 
being the relatively short blade length41. However, on account of the length of the fuller rela-
tive to the rest of the blade, the narrow fuller and to a far lesser extent the crossguard, perhaps 
the weapon could be classified as an Oakeshott XIa with a style 1 crossguard and an unclassi-
fied pommel42. It is of course important to note here that it is possible that the sword has been 
re-pommeled. If indeed the sword is classified as an Oakeshott XIa, then typologically, and this 
is disregarding any possible date that can be gathered from the lettering of the inscription, this 
weapon is likely to date to the later half of the 12th or the early 13th century43.

Archaeologically speaking this weapon is in good condition. It has been preserved in the past 
and the wax can still be seen in places as small white patches. The overall impression of this 
weapon is that it is a relatively small yet elegant blade.

Symbols, text and letter style

The reverse contains an encircled “cross potent” on the left and a kind of circle or ellipse on 
the right side. The letters of the obverse are framed by two symbols: again the encircled “cross 
potent” on the left and a leaf-shaped symbol on the right side. The latter is most likely a lily 
i.e. a heraldic symbol known as a “fleur-de-lis”. However, the identification of this sign is not 
definite. It could also symbolize a clover leaf or even a simplified form of a tree-of-life.
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Picture 8: Museum Gustavianum, handle assembly on UMF/B 78, photo J. Worley.



Text:
Obverse:
N I A (or N L A)
Reverse:
F  N  C  R (or E N C R)

The inscription on the obverse is done in gold letters. Especially noticeable are the long hori-
zontal strokes at the top and at the bottom of a character (serifs) and the square-cut and 
pointless form of A. The reverse is rather corroded; hence the reading is unclear, potentially F 
or E followed by a round N, an incomplete capital C and an R with majuscule character.

Interpretation, classification and dating

The sword inscription of the Fyris-sword 78 can easily be classified in the DIC-group hypo-
thesized by Wegeli44, even though there is no DIC included. The sequence NIA (or NLA as 
Wegeli and Glosek read it on similar specimens)45 appears frequently on blades of the afore–
said class, for example Wegeli, p. 27, Fig. 40/41 is read: DICNIACDICNIA or DICNLAC-
DICNLA; moreover, the style of the characters is astounding similar, particularly the extre-
mely long serifs and the flat, square-cut A (with or without a center stroke). This variation of 
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Picture 9: Museum Gustavianum, inscription on obverse of UMF/B 78, photo J. Worley.

Picture 10: Museum Gustavianum, inscription on reverse of UMF/B 78, photo J. Worley.



a is very seldom found on specimens of other groups. For example on a specimen, which 
Wegeli assigned to the anagram group (with anagrammatic adjustment, often with upside-
down characters) repeats the letter combination twice (once read the other way round, once in 
the correct way) divided by an upside-down A46.

Also significant is the ornament interpreted as a lily. In Christian symbolism the lily was the 
sign of Virgin Mary47. In the 13th century the “fleur-de-lis” became an essential part of the 
French kings’ coat of arms; however it is also to be found on relics of the Teutonic Order in 
the Holy Land48. This hint is of particular interest, because a sword of similar type presented 
by Wegeli (p. 27) exhibits the “fleur-de-lis” together with an eagle and a lion on the reverse49, 
and according to Nickel (pp. 38-41) these are typical signs or emblems of the Teutonic order50  
– perhaps representing the evangelists John and Mark51.

Because of the unclear reading (NIA or NLA), a plausible interpretation of the inscription can 
not be given. The encircled “cross potent” and also the lily indicates, of course, an invocation. 
The prayer was either addressed to the Virgin Mary (as the lily would let us assume) or to Jesus 
himself, if we would tend to interpret the inscription as NIA (with IN-ligature) standing for 
“in nomine Iesu, amen” (“In the name of Jesus, amen”). This is, of course, very daring and spe-
culative, even though INIA is one of the more common sigla latina. The reverse is hardly 
legible due to corrosion and Wegeli’s psalm-based interpretation  of EN (appearing on another 
inscription) as “eripe nos” goes without any proof. The CR at the end could mean “Christus”, 
but mostly the holy names were traditionally written in Greek letters, for instance XPS (for 
“Christus”). The letter combination MENER (interpreted by Wegeli 1904, 20, as MENCR) 
to be seen on a sword of the Zeughaus collection in Berlin (W 882) appears to show a similar 
wording; however, the letter style and the symbolism are completely different. Wegeli dated 
this inscription type to the late 13th or 14th century53. But again, his dating seems to be too 
late. Typologically speaking (letter style as well as sword typology), it is to be dated around 
1200.

The Karlstad-sword
Archaeological background and technical details
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Picture 11: Värmlands Museum, the Karlstad-sword (17001-34945), photo Lars Thorén.



The Karlstad-sword is currently in the care of the Värmlands Museum in Karlstad Sweden.  
It is also a stray find. According to Martin Karlsson, currently head of the department for the 
Environment for Culture (Enheten för kulturmiljö) at the museum, the sword was found during 
dredging operations in August of 1948. This information is confirmed by a newspaper artic-
le (Värmlands Folkblad 14-08-48) according to which the sword was found by a worker named 
B. Andersson. The sword is believed to have been at the bottom of an area now known as 
Tullholmsviken, near Kanikenäset, in Karlstad Sweden. It was dredged from the bottom and 
remained in the dredged-up mud on land until it was later found and reported to the dock 
supervisor, who then notified the Värmland museum.

Measurements:
 
Overall length:	 850 mm	 Blade thickness (at crossguard):	 4 mm
Weight:	 0.842 kg	 Fuller length (fr crossguard):	 600 mm
Blade length (fr crossguard):	 775 mm	 Fuller width (at crossguard):	 20 mm
Blade width (at crossguard):	 60.5 mm	 Fuller depth (at crossguard):	 2 mm

Neither time nor the dredging machine that found it was very kind to the Karlstad-Sword. 
As regards the overall length the sword is missing at least 6 to 8 cm from the hilt as well as 
a few cm from the tip. As it is, the weapon’s overall length is 850 mm, with a blade length 
of 775 mm. The fuller is not well defined and due to the ravages of time it was nearly impos-
sible to measure with any amount of accuracy. That having been said, the measurements that 
were taken show a fuller that takes up 77.4% of the blade’s length and is approximately 20 
mm in width measured at the crossguard. According to the measurements taken, the fuller 
seems to taper very slightly with the taper of the blade. That which is left of the tang tapers 
towards the now missing pommel.

Typologies are difficult enough as they are and the task is made even worse given the current 
condition of the weapon. However, taking into account the length of the blade relative to the 
fuller, the fullers’ lack of definition, even given the corrosion, and the style-2 crossguard, it 
is possible that the Karlstad-sword is an Oakeshott XIa, the only problem being the relative-
ly short blade length55. This sword can date to anywhere in the 12th or early 13th centu-
ries56.

When documenting a complete sword, i.e. a sword with a pommel, crossguard and at least 
most of the blade, approximately 90 different measurements are taken. The Karlstad-sword 
may not be in very good condition today, but from the measurements it can be said with some 
certainty that, when this sword was new it was a fine weapon indeed. The uniformity in 
blade’s rate of taper for example is astonishing. At the crossguard the blade width is 60.5 mm, 
at 10 cm along the blade the width measures 59 mm, at 20 cm the width is 57 mm, at 30 
cm it is 55 mm, at 40 cm it is 52 mm at 50 cm it is 50 mm and at 60 cm the width measu-
res at 48 mm. Such uniform numerical relations are repeated all over the blade, another 
example being blade thickness. The fuller would no doubt have presented us with the same 
sort of evidence of the sword smith’s skill had not time and the elements, not to mention the 
dredging machine, done so much damage.
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Symbols, text and letter style

The inscriptions on both the obverse and the reverse begin and end with crosses adorned with 
rhombs, leaf-shaped symbols and concentric circles.
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Picture 12: Drawing of inscription on obverse of the Karlstad sword, drawing by G. Beckholmen.

Picture 13: Värmlands Museum, inscription details of the Karlstad-sword, photo Lars Thorén.

Text:
Obverse:
ERTISSDXCNERTISSDX
Reverse:
ERTISSDXCNERTISSDX

The inscriptions are laid out in silver. The letter style on both sides of the blade are alike, alt-
hough the letter forms as well as the letter size appear to be more regular on the obverse. The 
characters of the reverse, however, tend to become smaller and more cramped in the center.

The inscription uses the letters C, D, E, I, N, R, S, T, X.

The C has two short parallel vertical strokes in its opening. The D encloses an extra vertical 
stroke close to the stem. The I appears (in our interpretation) in ligature with S; when S stands 
alone, it is broken up into two overlapping half-circles. Small, horizontal strokes appear on 
the I in the IS-ligature; this is perhaps to be interpreted as ornamentation, if not abbreviation 
strokes, marking the IS-ligature. The E and N appear angled and acute; the leg of R is 
attached to the bowl, not to the stem, and is almost vertical; the strokes of the X are rounded. 
The T is sickle-shaped with a double stem.

The letter forms are to be classified as late Romanic/ early Gothic, 12th-13th centuries57, due 
to the typical forms of T and X, and are further analyzed in the section Discussion below.



Interpretation, classification and dating

The elements of the two identical inscriptions on the obverse and the reverse respectively – 
using nine variations of letters only – consist of the recurring letter combinations ERT/NERT, 
IS, and SDX. 

On the one hand, as has been suggested by other scholars for these types of inscriptions, it is 
imaginable that here we are dealing with an initial abbreviation system, with each single 
letter standing for a word. For example, the abbreviation NERTIS could be solved: “N(OMEN) 
E(TERNUM) R(EGIS) T(RINI) I(ESU)S” (“Jesus, eternal name of the triune king”), abbre-
viations which have been suggested for another inscription by Paul Post58.

On the other hand, the letter sequences ERT/NERT could be in a language other than Latin. 
Both ER(E)T and NER(E)T are medieval German words, or to be more precise imperatives 
(plural)59. In an English translation these words would mean “venerate” and “protect”. If one 
would read the letter sequence SDX as a monogram60 for “SANCTUS DOMINUS XRISTUS” 
(“Holy Lord Christ”), and the sequence IS as an abbreviation for “IESUS”61, the inscription 
could be read: “Venerate Jesus, the Holy Lord Christ, protect Jesus, the Holy Lord Christ”.

Wegeli62 interpreted a similar inscription, preserved in Deutsches Historisches Museum, 
Berlin (W 897, see picture 14) (including the words EHR and NEHR, as well as the mono-
gram SDX) as a veneration of Virgin Mary („ir Ehr, ich nehr…” in English “her honor I pro-
tect…”); however, his interpretation was challenged by Erben63, with conclusive epigraphic 
evidence and the argument that, in his opinion, an inscription in popular tongue would not 
have been very likely even in the 14th century. Although inscriptions in vernacular appear 
not to have been in use during the 12th and 13th century, the wording would make perfect 
sense on the blade as a religious “motto” (For our reading of the inscription, see Discus-
sion.).

The position of the C in the center of the Karlstad-sword inscription is remarkable, similar to 
an inscription mentioned in Wegeli (Fig. 40/41, p. 27). The central position could mark the 
division in terms of meaning or in terms of a repetition. The C was also used in charters as a 
form “symbol of Christ”, comparable to a chrismon (usually consisting of X and P, but also as 
capital C), to invoke God’s grace for an act of legal significance64.
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Picture 14: Drawing of the inscription on obverse and reverse of W 897 first published by Wegeli in 1904, p. 21.
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The letter C appears after a SDX-sequence in two other inscriptions, the German sword men-
tioned above (W 897) and on UMF B/74 (see next section). Perhaps it could also be interpreted 
as a Greek sigma, forming the common abbreviation XC together with the preceding X.

An alternative reading “ERICVSD(V)XCNERICVSD(V)X” (“Ericus, duke of Närke”) 
would be possible, if one interprets the sickle-shaped T as an IC ligature and the IS as U65. 
In this case, the C in the center of the inscription could be a chrismon such as mentioned 
above. This interpretation would connect the Karlstad-sword to the previously mentioned 
specimen found in Germany (W 897), which was read “HENRICVSD(V)XCNERICVSD(V)
X” by Erben66. Since Eric is just a variation of Henry, the relationship between the aforesaid 
swords would be obvious and very close. However, the essential IC ligature is not to be 
detected in other inscriptions (the letter-form appears in other inscriptions, for example 
UMF/B 74, which is discussed in the next section, but the reading IC is less possible in 
these cases). Neither do we agree on Erben’s reading of the inscription (see further in 
Discussion).

Paul Post, in his article from 1918–20, defined a “SDX”-group where the recurrent formula 
SDX was interpreted as “S(ALVATOR) D(OMINUS) I(ESUS) X(RISTUS)” (“Liberator Jesus 
Christ”)67; due to the recurring sequence SDX in the Karlstad-sword, this is to be assigned to 
that group. By reason of composition, symbolism and inscription style, the specimen is to be 
dated to the 12th or 13th century.

Fyris sword UMF/B 74
Archaeological background and technical details

Currently this sword is in the care of the Uppsala University museum, the Museum Gusta-
vianum. UMF/B 74 (henceforth referred to as 74) is a stray find the archaeological background 
of which is somewhat problematic. According to the museum’s catalogue the weapon was 
found during dock work, just downstream from the Islandsbron and was acquired on April 
30th, 1896. That is to say, this weapon is supposed to come from the same find context as 78 
discussed above.

An important note here is that there is a question mark directly after 74’s catalogue entry 
implying some uncertainty as to the sword’s origins. Another problem is that while the cata-
logue mentions the diary entry and states that the date of acquisition as being April 30th, 
1896, the diary entry itself could not be found in the original hand written acquisitions diary. 
Yet another problem is that in all of the sources discussed for 78, i.e. the Upplands Fornmin-
nesförenings Tidskrift article, the article in Uppsala-Posten or the Records of the Royal Armory 
in Stockholm, none of these sources mention a fourth sword having been found during Janu-
ary or February or for that matter during the rest of 1896. If indeed this is the case, then the 
first time that 74 is listed in the museum collections is in the catalogue and that with a ques–
tion mark after the entry. 74 simply appears in the catalogue and there has apparently always 
been at least slight confusion over its origin. This could of course simply be a case of confu-
sion over the amount of swords that were originally found. It would certainly not be the first 
time that a museum’s records have been lost.



A letter dated 6 July 1950 has been found that discusses the origins of 74. It was from Sune 
Lindquist, head of the University’s antiquities collection, to Bengt Thordeman, curator for 
The Museum of National Antiquities in Stockholm and was an answer to a previous letter. 
Thordeman had written about medieval weapons and warfare and specifically asked Lindquist 
about the origins of 74. In the letter Lindquist states that the provenance of the weapon is 
unclear as there is a question mark after the catalogue entry. The letter further states that it 
was listed in the catalogue as having been found with another item and tells that that item 
was found during dock work in the Fyris River just downstream from the Islandsbron. He 
concludes that there is a similar group of swords, all of which have come from the Fyris River 
and that 74 is so similar to them as regards patina and other aspects that he feels that there 
is no reason to question the weapons’ origins and that the question mark can likely be disre-
garded.
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Picture 15: Museum Gustavianum, UMF/B 74, photo M. Paomees.

Measurements:
 
Overall length:	 1020 mm	 Fuller width (at crossguard):	 18 mm
Weight:	 1601 g	 Fuller depth (at crossguard):	 1.8 mm
Blade length (fr crossguard):	 845 mm	 Tang Length:	 110 mm
Blade width (at crossguard):	 51 mm	 Crossguard Width:	 220 mm
Blade thickness (at crossguard):	 5 mm	 Pommel Height:	 53 mm
Fuller length (fr crossguard):	 730 mm	 Pommel Width:	 60 mm

74 looks quite large when compared to 78, but in reality it is closer in size to the average 
medieval sword. It has an overall length of 1020 mm and a blade length of 845 mm. The tip 
of the sword has been broken off and while it is impossible to tell exactly how much is missing, 
it is unlikely to be more than a few centimeters. The fuller takes up about 86.4% of the blades 
length. It is narrow, taking up about a third of the blade width, and tapers slightly with the 
taper of the blade. The fuller does not have well defined ridges and runs about 31 mm up the 
tang. The tang itself is 110 mm long and tapers towards the pommel. The crossguard is long 
and slender and tapers slightly from the middle out towards the ends. The pommel of this 
sword is massive measuring 53 mm in height, 60 mm in width and is 50 mm thick.

If one takes into account the blade length, the fuller length relative to the blade length, the 
width of the blade relative to its length and to a lesser extent the crossguard and pommel, this 
sword can perhaps be classified as an Oakeshott XI or XIa, with a style-1 crossguard and a 



heavily modified type-H pommel68. It should be noted that the craftsmanship of the blade stands 
in dire contrast to that of the pommel and crossguard. Add to this the fact that the pommel is 
inordinately large when compared to other swords from roughly the same period, and perhaps 
the conclusion can be drawn that the sword has been re-pommeled. Small marks and scratches 
on the blade indicate that the sword may well have been in circulation for some time and perhaps 
has had more than one owner. Perhaps the new owner wanted to drastically change the handling 
characteristics of the sword and for this reason changed to a much heavier pommel69. If indeed 
the sword can be typologically classified as has been done here then it could be roughly contem-
porary to 78, perhaps a generation or two older dating to the later half of the 12th century70. 

Archaeologically speaking this weapon is in good condition. It is covered by a dark patina and 
has been preserved in the past. The weight of the pommel mentioned above does not transla-
te into a heavy and unwieldy weapon. On the contrary, this sword feels very good in the hand 
and was no doubt a formidable weapon.

Symbols, text and letter style

The elaborated cross variations framing the letter sequence on the obverse are very similar to 
those on the Karlstad-sword (for detailed pictures of the complete inscription on both the 
obverse and reverse of the Fyris sword 74 see pictures 27 and 28 at the end of the article). 
They include two capital D-shaped letters standing one on top of the other, whereas the 
Karlstad-sword has two concentric circles.

The symbols on the reverse are unclear. The cross on the left side could be another “cross 
potent” variant. The long, branch-shaped ornament with leafs seems to point to the simple, 
hardly visible “cross potent” on the right side. The spiral-adorned ornaments between are 
reminiscent of letters, namely sickle-shaped Ts (the same type as in the inscription, standing 
both straight and upside down) and maybe a randomly twisted, rare form of A also used on a 
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Picture 16: Museum Gustavianum, handle assembly on UMF/B 74, photo J. Worley.



so called “crusader ring” or “Inschriftenring von Paußnitz” from around 115071. Such a reading 
would result in TATA (?); however the symbols, even though seemingly being alienated let-
ters, might also have a purely ornamental function.

The start- or end-crosses, including the two capital Ds, might be interpreted as a form of 
chrismon, a certain sign or monogram that invokes the name of God, for instance on char-
ters72. The letters are possibly supposed to address God as “DOMINUS DEUS” (“Lord God”). 
The arrangement, one upon the other, appears also on a blade found in Poland73. On that 
specimen the Ds are closed about a sequence of NININ… which might be read as “NOMEN 
IESU” or “IN NOMINE IESU” (“name of Jesus” or “in the name of Jesus”).
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Picture 17: Drawings of inscription on the obverse of UMF/B 74, drawing by J. Worley.

Picture 18: Drawings of inscription on the reverse of UMF/B 74, drawing by J. Worley.
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Text:
Obverse:
SCSDXCEROXMATRCIIISSCSDXCERNISSCSDXMTOERISC
Reverse:
T T (or T A T A)

The inscription on the obverse is inlaid in silver. The slightly elongated and relatively cram-
ped letter-forms are almost identical to those on the aforementioned Karlstad-sword.

The inscription uses the letters A, C, D, E, I, M, N, O, R, S, T, X. The A has a flat top and 
almost vertical legs. C appears in several shapes, using either serifs or curls as stroke termina-
tions, and often encloses an extra vertical stroke close to the line74. An almond-shaped orna-
ment sometimes appears in its opening. In three occasions, the C is elevated, with an abbre-
viation stroke beneath it at the base-line. The D has a short horizontal stroke on the stem, to 
be interpreted as ornamental. The angular E and N are identical to the ones on the Karlstad-
sword, as are the R, S and X. As in the Karlstad-sword, the I appears connected with S in a 
ligature, but also standing alone. The M shows the form developed from the uncial during the 
12th century, where the left bowl is closed75. The right leg shaped as a reversed S, and is not 
attached to the left bowl. O encloses an extra vertical stroke parallel to the left part of the 
letter, and appears in one instance with a supra-scribed abbreviation stroke. The T is sickle-
shaped with a double stem, as on the Karlstad-sword, but appears once in the classical form, 
showing an ornamental rhomb-shape on the middle of the stem.

The delicate, closely arranged letters are reminiscent of the invocation line of medieval char-
ters76; however, the characters are not interlocked and less elongated. The style of the letters, 
in particular M, T and X, is to be classified as late Romanic/early Gothic, and is further ana-
lyzed in the section Discussion below.

Interpretation, classification and dating

The assortment of letters (in accordance with our reading) consists of 12 different letters. The 
main characteristic of the inscription on the obverse is the recurring letter sequence 
SCSDX(C). The letters SCS are marked with an abbreviation stroke. If we read the SDX-
sequence as S(ANCTUS) D(OMINUS) X(RISTUS), as was done in the Karlstad-sword (see 
above), the reading of SANCTUS would here be further confirmed. If so, it becomes obvious 
that the S in all SDX-sequences should be read out as SCS = SANCTUS (“holy”).

Thus, we can get a little further in an interpretation of this type of invocative inscription. 
Beginning with “SANCTUS”, the next part of the salutary address is DX (and maybe the 
subsequent C) with the possible meaning “DOMINUS XRISTUS” (“Lord Christ”). This 
sequence appears three times on the blade, probably marking three varying sections of the 
invocation. The letters in between seem at first sight to form Latin words, for example ERO, 
MAT(E)R (or the name MATR(I)CIVS), CERNIS or ERIS (“I will be”, “mother”, “you see” or 
“you will be”); however they are more or less senseless together or in combination with the 
following letters.



It should, however, be noted that the letter sequence ER appears three times in the inscripti-
on, a fact which perhaps could be connected with the ERT-sequence in the Karlstad-sword. 
Thus, there would be a possibility of reading the first part of the inscription as SCS D XC ER 
O X – ER as singular of ERT, O as an invocative O (for parallels in German swords, see 
Discussion) and X for CHRISTUS; the mid part of the inscription SCS D XC ER N IS – where 
N could stand for NOMEN or something similar, followed by the IS-abbreviation for Iesus – 
and the final part O ER IS C – invocative O, then ER, then again the IS for IESUS. The final 
C could perhaps be interpreted as a possible monogram for Christ, as also in the first sequence 
after the SCS DX.

What remains in between these parts is the sequence MATRCIIIS, which could be read as a 
misspelled MATRICIVS or MAVRICIVS, and a MT, perhaps representing a further abbrevia-
tion of the MATRCIIIS -sequence, or even M(AR)TINIVS, like on the sword W 1830 in the 
collection of the Deutsches Historisches Museum, formerly belonging to the Gay collection in 
Paris77 (see pictures 19-20). It was previously published in Wegeli78.

As regards content, the 74 inscription bears a resemblance to this (probably French) specimen. 
It was examined by the authors of this article in October 2008 as reading:
[- - -] SCSMAOAUTERRINIUS (symbol) R [···] CEIINISROXMTINIUSRN1 

Here for example we have an occurrence of the “SANCTUS”-abbreviation (SCS), the round 
gothic M twice combined with the sickle-shaped T, the letter sequences ROX and ER. Like 
74, it includes possible names such as TERRINIVS79 or M(AR)TINIVS, albeit the preceding 
SCS (in both cases) reminds of an invocation of a saint. The variety of letters in W 1830 is 
also 12 or more (depending on the reading).
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Picture 19: Drawings of inscription on the obverse of W 1830, drawings by A. Holst Blennow.

Picture 20: Drawings of inscription on the reverse of W 1830, drawings by A. Holst Blennow.



32

Thomas Gregor Wagner, John Worley, Anna Holst Blennow, Gunilla Beckholmen

Picture 21: Deutsches Historisches Museum, detail of inscription on obverse of W 1830, photo J. Worley.

We have already determined a close relationship between the Karlstad-sword and the Fyris 
sword 74 in terms of lettering, symbolism and style. As regards the European comparative 
material, a very close relation in terms of letter style can be assumed in connection with the 
St. Omer-inscription presented by Wegeli80 (see picture 22 below). Particularly the C with a 
curled upper termination of the stroke, the D and I with a horizontal ornamental strokes, the 
capital N with flattened cusp and finally the X with rolling angular stems are almost identi-
cal to the letters on 74. These facts may denote propinquity of both blades, potentially even 
originating from the same workshop81. Another parallel between the St. Omer-sword and the 
Fyris sword 74 is the exceptionally high number of different letters, namely 13 or even more, 
depending on the reading. The parallel usage of the IS-ligature and the U (or upside down 
round N) on the St. Omer sword blade indicates that the IS-reading would be more likely in 
the case of 74 (and also the Karlstad-sword).

In terms of letter style and symbolism, also one specimen found in Oldenburg in the 1920ies 
appears to be closely related82. The cross-like symbols at the beginning and the end of the 
inscription are almost the same compared to the Fyris sword 74, only instead of capital Ds it 
includes the Roman number II, i.e. two capital Is, both above and beneath the horizontal 
crossbar. On the reverse there are six flowers and (more important) two Cs of the 74-type.

Picture 22: Drawings of obverse and reverse on St. Omer sword first published by Wegeli in 1904, p. 24.



A paleographic analysis made by Monica Hedlund (Institute for linguistics and philology, 
Uppsala university), and confirmed independantly by Franz Bornschlegel and Walter Koch 
(Institute for Epigraphic, Munich university) has dated the inscription to the High Middle 
Ages (12th or 13th centuries): „Obgleich sich die in Gravur ausgeführten Schwertinschriften in ihrem 
Duktus mit einheitlicher Strichstärke gegenüber Inschriften in anderen Ausführungstechniken mit flächi-
geren und oftmals mit Bogenverstärkungen versehenen Buchstaben deutlich absetzen, weisen die kräftigen, 
strichartigen Sporen und die in das überwiegend kapitale Alphabet eingestreuten Formen des unzialen M 
und des sichelförmigen T in die Zeit des 12. bis 13. Jahrhunderts“83.

Discussion: The Karlstad-sword and Fyris UMF/B 74 in a European context

As has been previously shown, the Karlstad-sword and the Fyris-sword 74 are so similar in 
writing style and symbolism that they were possibly related in some way, even though they 
differ in the number of different letters used (12 or 9). Both belong to the SDX-type defined 
by Paul Post; however, this letter-sequence, interpreted by Post as “S(ALVATOR) D(OMINUS) 
I(ESUS) X(RISTUS)” (“Liberator Jesus Christ”)84, should in fact be read out as SCSDX (as  
was shown in the case of the Fyris-sword), by us interpreted as “SANCTUS DOMINUS  
CHRISTUS”.
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However, the amount of letters used could divide this group further into one using more 
letters, one using less. In the Karlstad-sword, only nine letters were applied (E, R, T, I, S, D, 
X, C, N). This assortment of letters is almost identical to the content of the inscriptions on 
the sword W 897 of the Deutsches Historisches Museum collection in Berlin (see picture 14), read 
by us NREHRISSDXCIC + NEHRISSDXCNERISS, as well as the inscriptions on two more 
German swords, namely W 879 (see picture below) in the same collection87, and a sword 
found in Marburg86 (see pictures 24 and 25). W 879 reads on the obverse, in our interpreta-
tion, NEHDXOEHRNISSDX + NEHDXOEHRNISSDX87, on the reverse (with basically 
the same letter shapes, but carried out in a more ornamental way88) NRISSDVIX + SBENIS 
+; the Marburg sword reads NEHDXOEHRNISSDXOEHRNISS on the obverse and SOS + 
SOS on the reverse.

The inscriptions on the obverse of W 879 and on the Marburg sword thus prove to be almost 
identical in regards to content and letter-forms; they differ in the ornaments used and also in 
the inscriptions on the reverse89. The inscription on W 897 is very similar to the two other 

Picture 23: Deutsches Historisches Museum, inscription on obverse of W 879, picture first published by P. Post in 
1918–1920, p. 248f.



German specimens – its ornaments, shaped as a cross inside a circle, are practically identical 
to the ones on W 879 – however, it lacks the O, and includes the isolated C also seen on the 
Karlstad-sword.
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The Karlstad-sword in its turn is similar to the three German specimens as regards literary 
content and letter-forms; however, it lacks the NEH- and NR–sequences seen on the German 
blades (the H is probably to be read as silent90). It also stands out by repeating the same 
inscription on the reverse as on the obverse. (NEH/NR-sequences could perhaps be connected 
with the so-called NED–group discerned by Wegeli; also, the NEH on W 879 and the Mar-
burg sword is actually followed by a D. This fact would dissolve the border between the two 
Wegeli groups DIC and NED, and form a new group including the two Wegeli-groups as 
well as the SDX-group discussed by Post.

Thus, regarding literary content, we can discern a homogenous group consisting of the three 
German swords mentioned and the Karlstad-sword. It should be noted, however, that the 
German swords are somewhat more similar to each other than to the Karlstad-sword.

Picture 24: Drawings of the inscriptions on the Marburg sword by S. Steinmetz. As we could not see the inscripti-
on personally, this illustration (along with others) provided the basis for our comparative studies.

Picture 25: An interpretation by Anna Holst Blennow of a drawing of the inscription on the Marburg sword by 
S. Steinmetz.



If we look at the Fyris sword 74, then, we have already established that in using at least 12 
letter variations, it belongs to the SDX-group with more letters, as does the W 1830 sword 
in Deutsches Historisches Museum, and also the St. Omer-sword presented by Wegeli, and 
discussed above. There is also, a sword from Finland91 (see picture 26) that can be included in 
this group and is tentatively read by us as follows:

+ BENEDICATNTVSDOCATRAOAO [---] NI [---] L [---] ELVMII +
+ N [···] IE [---] [···] ETIVSMIETDICITMAVRICIVSBEN +2 
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Picture 26: Drawings of obverse and reverse on the Finnish sword first published in Läppäaho 1964, tab. 28, p. 61.

We have seen that the same abbreviations that are found on 74, SDX and IS, as well as the 
presumed German words EHR/ER, can also be found on the Karlstad-sword, W 897, 879 and 
the Marburg sword.

The inscription on sword W 879 reads NEHDXO at the beginning of the obverse, whereas 
the following part of the inscription, EHRNISSDX, would be similar to the middle part of 
74, namely “ERNISSCSDX” – excluding the possibly silent H, but also including the more 
extensive SCS abbreviation.

As was previously discussed, the letters MATR(I)CIIIS and MT on the Fyris sword 74 could 
perhaps be read as names, a theory which seems to be confirmed by the occurrences on the W 
1830 sword by the possible names Terrinius and Martinius. Also in the Finnish specimen, it 
is imaginable to read MAURITIVS at the end. The mentioning of Saint Maurice would make 
sense on a blade, because he was a Roman soldier himself and was, after his canonization, 
patron of soldiers and sword smiths92.

Erben suggested a name-based interpretation for blade inscriptions of this kind93. He saw the 
ER- and SDX-sequences not as a religious monogram, but rather as name and title of the liege 
lord who handed out the sword to his vassal. As we already mentioned, he read the inscription on 
W 897 as ENRICVS D(V)X NERICVS. Erben thought of NERICVS as a variation of HEN-
RICVS, speculating that it could be Henry the Lion, a famous noble from Saxony in the 12th 
century. As was already argued, we do not agree with Erben’s reading of W 897; yet, as was pre-
viously mentioned, the Karlstad-sword potentially could affirm Erben’s original theory. This 
would be the case, if the sickle-shaped T was reinterpreted as a seldom IC ligature and the IS as 
U. If so, the dictum would read: “ERICVSD(V)XCNERICVSD(V)X” – “Duke Ericus of (the Swe-
dish province) Närke”. In this case, NERICVS would be interpreted as “from Närke”, and not a 
variant of HENRICVS. This interpretation is, as was previously discussed, very tempting from a 



contextual standpoint, but not very likely from the paleographic analysis. According to us, SDX 
must be an invocation, rather than a title (dux), unless we are dealing with a “holy duke”.

On another specimen Erben identified the name “MAGNVS” arguing that Wegeli had not 
been able to detect it, because he read the round gothic M as an OR ligature94. Again on 
another blade95 Erben assumed the reading “NORWEGIAE” for “NRCAE” which would lead 
us to an interpretation not only of names, but also of locations or geographic areas96. But as 
Erben himself stated, he could not give a proper solution for his name theory.

The “name approach” was doubted by Post who offered further examples of the ER- or SDX-
inscriptions type that could not be accommodated with Erben’s reading97. Yet, the possible 
reading of names on 74, W 1830 and the Finnish example shows that the idea of reading names 
in the inscriptions, be it names of persons, saints or places, should not be rejected altogether.

The second group that we could discern concerning literary content, then, would consist of 
74, W 1830 and the sword from Finland. This group uses the same letter-sequences as the 
previous group, but more freely and also adds what could be interpreted as names.

Regarding the amount of letters used (and above all regarding the letter-forms, as will be 
discussed below), the St. Omer sword is also to be included in this group; however, its liter-
ary content differs from the other specimens, and cannot be solved properly. It should be 
noted, though, that a DX occurs in this inscription, as well as NED (Wegeli categorized the 
inscription as belonging to his NED-group), which could be compared to the German speci-
mens previously discussed.

Could, then, the letter-forms used in the inscriptions further confirm the tentative division 
into two groups? If we look at the group defined above, with the Fyris sword 74, W 1830, 
St. Omer and the sword from Finland, the connection between these four swords is evidently 
seen also in the letter-forms. (See the Paleographical type alphabets table at the end of this 
article) It is important to notice that they all use variations of the same letter-forms, so that 
many letters appear in several forms. Also, letters turned upside-down can be found. This 
creative treatment of letter-forms is very typical for Romanic inscriptions, and fit well into 
the tentative dating of the inscriptions.

However, another sword must be added to this group, namely the Karlstad-sword, whose 
letter-forms are almost identical to the ones of 74, even if several letters used in 74 (and also 
the Finnish, St. Omer and W 1830 swords), for example A, round gothic M and O, are lack-
ing. Characteristic forms in the Swedish swords are particularly the sickle-shaped T (occurring 
also in the St. Omer and W 1830 swords) and the S made out of two overlapping bows (while 
the Omer, W 1830 and also the Finnish sword draws the S in one line). 

Thus, for paleographical reasons, the Finnish, St. Omer and W 1830 swords could perhaps be 
dated somewhat earlier than the two Swedish swords, given that the letters in the Swedish 
swords are somewhat narrower, and that the S has been broken up in two halves, a develop-
ment which, as we shall see, is continued in the German swords belonging to the SDX-group 
with less letters.
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If we turn, then, to the three German swords W 897, W 879 and Marburg, we find that the 
resemblance concerning letter-forms is almost total in the three specimens: the few letters that 
are used have no variant forms, and the letters are very narrow and elongated, just like the 
invocation line of solemn imperial or royal charters. The letters on the Karlstad-sword and the 
Fyris sword 74, on the other hand, are not as narrow, but are showing more or less the same 
forms, except for the N, which in the German swords has turned into three vertical strokes, 
and the H, which does not appear in the Karlstad-sword and 74.

The less varied, narrower and more closed letter-forms of the three German swords seem to 
date them a little later than the previously defined group (the Finnish, St. Omer and W 1830 
swords). The Karlstad-sword and 74, on the other hand, are in this respect taking an interes–
ting middle position, showing similarities to both groups.  

Finally, some comments should be made concerning the ornaments used on the swords 
discussed. And also in this case, our tentative grouping of the swords seems to be confirmed. 
On the Finnish and St. Omer swords, a very simple cross is used, while on W 1830, a some-
what more elaborated cross with prolonged arms to the left and right are found. This shape is 
found also on the reverse of 74, while the obverse shows a cross with a rhombic center, pro-
longed and more ornate arms, which is very similar to the cross on the Karlstad-sword.

On the three remaining German swords, the cross-ornament used on the Swedish swords 
shows even more elaborated – the crosses on W 897 and the Marburg sword are practically 
identical, while W 879 shows a cross inscribed into a circle, a rhomb and a lily-shape.

The rhomb-shape as a decorative element in fact occurs in both groups – as center of the cross-
symbols, as mentioned above, but also as an ornament on single letters. On the reverse of  
W 1830, it occurs in the N, and in the reverse of W 879, the very same letter-form is found. 
74 shows a classically shaped T with a rhomb attached to the middle of the stem.

In sum, it should be noticed that the two groups tentatively discerned by us should not be regar-
ded as absolute. As we have seen, elements characteristic of one group are sometimes found in 
the other group; the Karlstad-sword shows great likeness to the three later German specimens 
concerning literary content, while it paleographically is very similar to 74 of the other group. 

Conclusion

The examination of the four Swedish swords illustrates the great variety of invocation type blade 
inscriptions. All of them are influenced by the Christian faith, its cult and its symbolism.

The interpretation of the inscriptions as a whole still remains a problem, although the solu-
tions suggested by us could perhaps be a step in the right direction.

As discussed earlier, reading the sword inscriptions as consisting only of an initial or a partly-
initial abbreviation system does not provide a satisfying solution; nor does Wegeli’s proposi-
tion of a purely German reading for W 897 („ir Ehr, ich nehr…“).
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Our reading of the sword inscriptions, on the other hand, presumes a mixture of Latin words 
in abbreviated form and German words. German was a common language in medieval Swe-
den, for it was imported by merchants from the northern part of the German empire98. Con-
sidering the amount of German influences in medieval Sweden at that time a great number 
of these blades may have derived from German forges. Maybe, these inscriptions are early 
examples of a mixture between vernacular and Latin elements; (for example as an imitation or 
reinterpretation of older sword blades who’s strongly abbreviated inscriptions were incompre-
hensible to the contemporaries. The Fyris-sword 74, the W 1830 sword and the Finnish 
sword could have been such archetypes99).

To sum up, based on the aforementioned facts we tend to interpret the inscriptions of the (S)
DX-group as Christian invocations to Jesus Christ. The recurrent ER (with variants such as 
EHR, ERT), which appears always as often as the SDX (most often prior to the SDX, but on 74 
after) could be a German insertion marking an imperative (singular) “honor”. (This is even more 
likely in case of the Karlstad-sword, if the latter is in fact an imitation of 74, potentially rear-
ranged in a more understandable popular tongue). However, we refrain from giving a further 
interpretation (if we have not gone too far already). This reluctance might leave space for other 
ideas or new theories that lead to a better understanding of medieval sword inscriptions.

The intense study of the sword inscriptions of the SDX-type brought to light that we need to 
distinguish between two main groups: the (probably younger and more generalized) SDX-
inscription type with about nine varying letters and the SCSDX-type with sometimes more 
than 13 different characters. Within the SDX-inscription group the overall appearance is 
quite cramped, the characters are more or less elongated and an HENRICVS or ERICVS 
reading is sometimes possible. In contrast, the SCSDX-type does not allow for the latter 
interpretation. The SCS rather indicates an invocation.

Considering the European context, it seems that 74 as well as the sword from Värmland take 
center stage, because they show or even combine elements of both subgroups within the SDX-
type.

This exhaustive comparison showed a close relationship between the swords of the two (SC)
SDX-groups. These similarities (even though quite obvious) have never been noticed or 
discussed before. The slight differences in style, letter assortment and content even lead to a 
tentative chronology. According to that, the longer, broader and possibly name-containing 
inscriptions could be interpreted as archetypes of later blade inscriptions. The Swedish speci-
mens (the Fyris sword 74 and the Karlstad-sword) mark a crucial stage of inscription deve-
lopment with characteristics of both groups; the specimens of the “German” comparative 
material on the other hand seem to be more elaborated (also in terms of symbolism and orna-
ments) and generalized. Therefore, we tend to date them later.

The Uppsala and the Karlstad-swords could be considered as a kind of “Rosetta stone” of the 
new discipline of sword epigraphics. If those intricate inscriptions can eventually be solved 
definitely, the result could play a key role in the understanding of further sword enigmata.
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Picture 27: Museum Gustavianum, picture of full inscription on the obverse of UMF/B 74 beginning on the left 
and continuing on the right, photo J. Worley.
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Picture 28: Museum Gustavianum, picture of full inscription on the reverse of UMF/B 74 beginning on the left 
and continuing on the right, photo J. Worley.
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Picture 29: Paleographical type alphabets of the swords compared in the discussion. The letters are drawn directly 
from the respective swords, with the exception of the Finland, St. Omer and Marburg swords (see pictures 26, 22 
and 25), which were drawn from earlier publications. The swords W 897 and W 879 (see pictures 23 and 14) 
are on display in the Deutsches Historisches Museum, and were not possible to study close-up so again earlier 
published pictures and drawings were used.
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The Museum of National Antiquities in Stockholm Sweden (Historiska Museet); 
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Verbal sources

Johnsson, Peter, sword expert & sword smith, Albion Armorers, Uppsala Sweden
Karlsson, Martin, Head Archaeologist, Värmlands Museum, Karlstad

Zusammenfassung

Der folgende Artikel präsentiert und analysiert vier hochmittelalterliche Schwerter (11.-13. 
Jh.), die aus dem schwedischen Uppland (Uppsala) oder Värmland (Karlstad) stammen. Zwei 
der Schwerter aus Uppsala waren die Prunkstücke der Ausstellung „Schwerter aus Schwedens 
turbulenter Kindheit“, die von Juli 2007 bis Januar 2008 im Museum Gustavianum in Upp-
sala zu sehen war (UMF/B 74 and 78). Das Värmland-Schwert (Nr. 17001-34945) wird im 
Värmland-Museum in Karlstad aufbewahrt. Das vierte Schwert wurde im Stadtzentrum von 
Uppsala gefunden, in einem Bezirk, der Rådhuset genannt wird. Heute befindet es sich im 
Historiska Museet in Stockholm (SHM 34525). Die archäologischen und typologischen 
Daten aller Schwerter werden in diesem Aufsatz zum ersten Mal dargestellt.

Hauptanliegen des Artikels ist die Untersuchung des bisher nicht publizierten epigraphi-
schen Materials auf den Schwertklingen, das Metall-Inlay-, Gold- und Silberinschriften bein-
haltet. Ein Vergleich der schwedischen Schwerter mit Exemplaren aus Deutschland (Deut-
sches Historisches Museum, Zeughaussammlung Berlin) offenbarte eine enge Verwandtschaft 
des Inschriftenstils, möglicherweise sogar eine Herkunft aus der gleichen Werkstatt. Durch 
eine Analyse der Buchstabenfolgen konnten die Inschriften in drei Untergruppen eingeteilt 
werden: Die DIC-, die SDX- und die INNOMINEDOMINI-Gruppe. Obwohl nicht möglich 
war, eine endgültige Lesung herauszuarbeiten, brachte die Untersuchung Argumente ans 
Licht, die uns die Inschriften als religiöse Invokationen deuten lassen, die möglicherweise an 
Jesus Christus selbst gerichtet waren.  
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