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An invitation…



Welcome to this journey with the runes. Whether you are new to this path, or are seeking to deepen your knowledge, I hope you will find magic and inspiration within these pages.


This book has grown from a lifelong love of magic, mythology, divination, and history. I first discovered the runes around twenty-five years ago, but for some years they remained on the periphery of my magical life. I felt them, and the Norse gods, calling, but it wasn’t until a few years later that I became fully immersed in all things runic.


In the end, I heeded the call of the gods and dived in headfirst. I studied the magical, healing, and shamanic aspects of the runes, and also completed a master’s degree in Viking Studies, specializing in the myth and magic of the Viking Age.


Learning the runes is a wild, wonderful, and healing journey, which can be both enjoyable and transformational. Throughout this book, you will learn the stories, magic, and meanings of each rune, and discover powerful ways of working with them in the modern world. Although I examine a multitude of myths and lore from the pre-Christian North, this is not an academic study of the runic alphabet, but an invitation to meet and journey with the runes. If you feel at all intimidated by the runes, or find them hard to access, please do not worry or be put off. Be patient with yourself, and the runes will share their wisdom with you in time.
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As you gain more confidence with the Elder Futhark runic alphabet (page 11), I invite you to read as broadly as you can and discover your own nuanced meanings. Research the source texts, such as the Eddas and the rune poems (page 12), and experiment with the exercises and practices within this book. A glossary of terms that you may be unfamiliar with is provided on page 140. You can learn the basic art of reading the runes in a fairly short amount of time, but the initiatory journey they can lead us on can last a lifetime.


Sometimes, when I look at the runes, they open doorways of deep understanding, and at other times, all I see are simple engravings of vertical, horizontal, and diagonal lines! Their raw simplicity is an invitation to remember something embedded deep within, and so I look, I feel, and I listen…


From this space, they begin to share the wisdom that is hidden within their angular forms. I hear their voices reverberating deep in the earth and spiraling up to the heavens. I listen as their songs weave meaning into the threads of my life, and I journey with them through the leaves of Yggdrasil. My world expands through ice, rock, and fire, as stars wheel and gods spread their wings. Beneath mighty roots, three women carve songs of fate as silver waters softly ripple upon tides of memory.


I look again, and those ancient, simple lines are shining.
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The history of the runes


The name “rune” has several meanings, including “secret,” “hidden,” “poem,” and “letter.” This mix of mundane and arcane meanings reflects the multifaceted ways that the runes can be understood and used. Although the runes form a practical writing system, the letters can also be seen as symbols representing divine powers and cosmological energies.
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The runes are not static letters but dynamic energies, flowing along the threads of fate…


The origin of the runes


Runes are a series of angular symbols that formed the writing system of the Germanic peoples of northern Europe. Typically, runes were carved into wood, stone, metal, and bone.


THE RUNIC ALPHABETS


The Elder Futhark is the oldest known form of runic alphabet and is comprised of twenty-four runes. Its origin is a contentious subject. However, current evidence suggests that it was in use from approximately 50 CE to 700 CE. The name “Futhark” or “Fuþark” comes from the first six letters of the alphabet (Fehu, Uruz, Thurisaz, Ansuz, Raidho, and Kenaz) with “þ” representing the “th” sound. Shortly after 700 CE, a radically simplified and modified runic alphabet came into use in Scandinavia, called the Younger Futhark, which consisted of sixteen runes, and by the tenth century it had completely replaced the Elder Futhark.


The fullness of the Elder Futhark was not only preserved in the Anglo-Saxon runic alphabet but expanded upon. The Anglo-Saxon, or Anglo-Frisian, Futhark contains at least twenty-eight runes, and is believed to have been in use from approximately 400 CE to 1300 CE. In his book The Hobbit, J.R.R. Tolkien used the Anglo-Saxon runes to depict the dwarves’ writing, which can be seen on Thrór’s map, describing the way into the lonely mountain.


Alphabets are magical by nature: they inform and construct how we relate to the world and to each other. They create communion and add power and meaning to our lives. It is not hard to believe that the very symbols that could name the gods could also contain the powers to invoke them. Although all the runic alphabets can be used for divination and magical purposes, it is the oldest, the Elder Futhark, which is most commonly worked with and is the focus of this book.



THE ELDER FUTHARK


The twenty-four runes of the Elder Futhark can be divided into three groups of eight, known as an Ætt, which is an Old Norse term for a clan or family. Each Ætt expresses its own fundamental meanings that permeate through the rune row. We will explore these in detail in Chapter 2.
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RUNIC INSCRIPTIONS


In ancient times, specific runes were inscribed onto objects or intoned to invoke gods, to ask for protection or healing, and to ensure victory. Inscriptions containing magical incantations and invocations have been discovered, but they are few and far between. For the most part, runic inscriptions contained practical information and were found on memorial stones or used for declaring ownership of objects or places. Although many modern pagans like to consider runic scripts as a strictly pagan endeavor, a large number of inscriptions are from Christian sources or carved by Christians.



THE RUNE POEMS AND EDDAS


Much of our knowledge of the runes comes from the three rune poems: the Old Norse rune poem, the Anglo-Saxon rune poem, and the Old Icelandic rune poem. Not all of the runes feature in each poem, but each rune has at least one poem to its name. The Norse and Icelandic poems are based on the Younger Futhark, while the Anglo-Saxon poem focuses on the Anglo-Saxon Futhark. If there was ever a poem for the Elder Futhark, it is no longer known.


It is thought that the Anglo-Saxon rune poem was composed in the eighth or ninth century CE and was recorded circa the tenth century. The Old Norse rune poem is recorded in a seventeenth-century copy of a thirteenth-century manuscript, and the Old Icelandic rune poem was correlated from different manuscripts dating from the fifteenth century. The poems contain tantalizing glimpses into Viking Age, Anglo-Saxon, and medieval life, with the verses often containing riddles and referencing kennings (see page 140) and folklore. Some scholars believe the poems to be simple writing exercises, whereas others, myself included, believe that the poems’ rich symbolism hints at the runes’ deeper meanings.


The main sources for comprehending Old Norse mythology and cosmology are the Poetic Edda and Snorri’s Edda, also called the Prose Edda. The Poetic Edda was compiled in Iceland in the late thirteenth century, and comprises several mythological poems, including the Völuspá and Hávamál. The manuscript was either lost or hidden for 400 years and was rediscovered by a bishop in 1642. Snorri’s Edda was written by the Icelandic politician, historian, and poet, Snorri Sturluson, between 1220 and 1225. It narrates the origins of the worlds, and the creation and adventures of the gods, elves, dwarves, and giants, through to the inescapable, cataclysmic events of Ragnarök. Snorri’s Edda is made up of four parts, including Gylfaginning and Skáldskaparmál.


I refer to and discuss the different source texts throughout this book, and they are included in the bibliography (page 141) if you would like to study them in more detail.
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Old Norse cosmology


If we wish to understand the mysteries of the runes, we need to place them within the context of the Old Norse worldview. Runes are a living part of the web of existence, and for people of the pre-Christian North, this web was vast, complex, elemental, and inhabited by many magical and powerful beings…


THE NORSE CREATION MYTH


In the beginning, there was nothing, except the yawning void of Ginnungagap. On one side of the void emerged a dark world of mist and ice called Niflheimr, and on the other side, a world of fire was forged called Múspellsheimr. Over time, the sparks of fire from Múspellsheimr flew out and began to melt the ice of Niflheimr. This caused vast swirling clouds of vapor and mist to appear in the center of Ginnungagap. As fire and ice mixed, rivers began to flow and poured into the heart of the void.


From this cauldron of chaos and potential emerged the first being, the giant Ymir. The primal cosmic cow, Auðumbla, followed soon after, feeding Ymir with her milk. Auðumbla wandered the vast, misty realms, nourishing herself by licking blocks of salty ice. As she licked, the ice began to melt and she saw that beings were frozen within it. She licked them until they were free, and this was the birth of the first gods.


The first god was called Buri and he had a son, named Burr. With the giantess Bestla, Burr fathered three children, named Odin, Hœnir, and Lóðurr. The sons of Burr decided to murder Ymir, and from this cosmic violence, the world was made. Ymir’s blood is the sea and lakes, his bones are mountains, and his skull became the heavens, which is held in place by four dwarves who represent the four cardinal directions. Embers of fire from Múspellsheimr became the sun, moon, and stars.


While walking by the sea, Odin, Hœnir, and Lóðurr found two logs of driftwood upon the shore. The three gods could see shapes in the wood and they began to carve them. From these pieces of wood, the first humans were made and their names were Ask (meaning “ash tree”) and Embla (perhaps meaning “elm” or “vine”). They went on to dwell in Miðgarðr, the world of humanity.


Numerous other worlds were also created and, although we can’t be sure how many there are, we do know of the existence of nine, including ours.



THE NINE WORLDS


1. Asgard (Old Norse: Ásgarðr) A mountainous place with rich valleys and fields, and home to the Æsir gods (the gods of civilization). Each god and goddess has their own magnificent hall. Interestingly, the gods are also said to have temples and altars where they worship, but we do not know who, or what, they worship.


2. Midgard (Old Norse: Miðgarðr) This is the middle dwelling and our home, the world of humanity! Midgard is meant to be similar to Asgard and situated close to it. The rainbow bridge Bifröst links these two worlds, so when we see a rainbow, we know that the Æsir gods are present. Around the circumference of Midgard is a primeval ocean and in those waters dwells Jörmungandr, the Midgard serpent.


3. Vanaheim (Old Norse: Vanaheimr) This is the home of the Vanir tribe of gods, who are the gods of the land. The two tribes of gods were locked in a long war, which ended only with an exchange of hostages. The Vanir god Njörðr and his twins Freyja and Freyr went to live with the Æsir and became intrinsic parts of the mythologies.


4. Jötunheim (Old Norse: Jötunheimr) The home of the jötnar (giants), Jötunheim is a place of primal power. It is a vast and varied place, filled with wild dangers, but it is also a world of adventure, magic, and creativity. The giants can represent chaos and the sovereignty of the land. They appear often in the sagas and are usually at odds with the gods. Although Thor and his hammer destroy countless giants, both Odin and Thor are descended from giants.
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5. Helheim, also known as Hel (Old Norse: Helheimr) One of the worlds of the dead, Hel is a vast underworld realm, ruled over by Queen Hel, the goddess of the dead. Hel was not a place of punishment, but rather a place of rest, where most people were expected to go if they died of illness or old age. Beneath Hel is a place called Niflhel, meaning “misty Hel,” which holds the lowest levels of the underworld and digs deep into the cold, dark earth.


6. Alfheim and Svartalfheim (Old Norse: Álfheimr and Svartálfheimr) Alfheim is the home of the light elves, who are said to be shining and more beautiful than the sun. Svartalheim is the realm of the dark elves, and is described as being underground and can perhaps be linked with the fertility of the earth. Dark elves are sometimes considered to be identical to dwarves. There are various types of elves and, in some cases, the Vanir and the elves are the same beings. Freyr was gifted Alfheim when he gained his first tooth. Everyday people who were close to the land may have connected with elves more than the gods.


7. Nidavellir (Old Norse: Niðavellir) This is the home of the dwarves, who are viewed as shorter than the gods and less attractive. They are thought to live in the earth and are greatly skilled with crafts and metalwork. The dwarves made many magical treasures for the gods including: Freyja’s necklace, Brísingamen; Thor’s hammer, Mjölnir; and Freyr’s ship, Skiðblaðnir.


8. Niflheim (Old Norse: Niflheimr) This is the primal place of ice and mists, and home to ancient ice giants. In some of the source texts, Niflheim is used interchangeably with Hel and Niflhel.


9. Muspelheim (Old Norse: Múspellsheimr) The primal place of fire, Muspelheim is home to the fire giants. It is guarded by the fire giant Surtr and his flaming sword.


YGGDRASIL


The center of all of these worlds is Yggdrasil, also known as the world tree, or the tree of life. Yggdrasil’s vast roots and branches reach out across all of existence, connecting all life. It is generally considered to be a great ash tree but is sometimes connected with the evergreen yew tree. Yggdrasil means “Odin’s Steed,” referencing the sacrifice that Odin made by hanging from the tree (page 16).


Three wells lie nestled beneath the roots of Yggdrasil. Their names are Urðarbrunnr, Mímisbrunnr, and Hvergelmir. Each well nourishes the world tree and represents different aspects of consciousness. Urðarbrunnr is the well of fate and memory and is tended by the Norns. Mímisbrunnr belongs to the wise god Mímir and is the well of wisdom and intelligence. Hvergelmir, meaning “bubbling cauldron,” lies at the heart of Niflheim, and from its primal waters spring all the rivers of the world.
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Journeying with Odin


In Old Norse mythology, it is Odin—the All-Father of the Æsir gods—who not only discovered the runes but also shared them with mankind. Odin is considered to be the chief of the gods and is a powerful and complex deity. We will meet him several times throughout this book, as he takes a special interest in those who wish to study the magic of the runes.
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Odin is a sorcerer and a shape-shifter and can magically transform into the shape of an animal, such as a snake, a fish, or an eagle. He has a deep affinity with ravens, and one of his many names is Hrafnaguð, meaning Raven-God. His own ravens, Huginn (meaning “thought”) and Muninn (meaning “memory”), carry aspects of his mind and soul across the nine worlds of Old Norse cosmology.


Although he has many roles, titles, and names, Odin’s primary concern is his quest for wisdom. Odin is known to journey between the different worlds on his quest for knowledge. The poem Hávamál, meaning “Sayings of the High One,” is part of the Poetic Edda and it describes the lengths he will go to in order to acquire sacred knowledge. It recounts how Odin sacrificed himself by hanging from Yggdrasil for nine days, stabbed with his own spear, in order to create an initiatory experience that led to his discovery of the runes. You do not need to work with Odin in order to work with the runes. However, it is a good idea to meet him before you begin, because his help and support will likely be a great blessing upon your journey.


The pathworking meditation on pages 18–19 has been created to guide you on a sacred journey to meet Odin. You may wish to record yourself speaking through this meditation, so that you can relax and listen to the recording any time you wish to connect with the All-Father. While recording, remember to speak slowly and allow yourself the space to explore the magical landscape of this journey. If you are learning the runes with a friend, it might be helpful to take turns, reading the journey for each other.
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Whether you are new to the runes or are deepening your connection, this meditation blesses and honors your runic pathway. With this in mind, you may like to light a candle or take a moment to consider what drew you to this path in the first place. What would you like to learn from Odin? There are no right or wrong answers; this is simply an opportunity to focus on your experiences, hopes, and intentions.


If possible, journal your experience as soon as you finish the meditation. Just as dreams can vanish from our minds upon waking, so can the powerful details of a pathworking meditation when we return to our daily routine and habits. If for any reason you feel ungrounded or wobbly after the meditation, stamp your feet on the ground a few times, move your body, shake out your arms and legs, and have a little something to eat or drink.
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MEDITATION: MEETING ODIN



1. When you are ready, sit in a comfortable place where you won’t be disturbed. Begin by taking some deep breaths, inhaling through your nose and exhaling through your mouth. Visualize a silver light flowing through your body on your in-breath, and release any worries or intruding thoughts on your out-breath, releasing with a big sigh. In your mind’s eye, see those thoughts leaving your body like gray smoke, which transforms on the air into light and returns to source. Repeat this process a few more times.
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2. With your eyes closed, visualize or sense the room around you. Picture the furniture, the walls, and the floor as if your eyes were open. As you do this, you begin to see a silver and white mist flowing in from the corners of the room. It flows around you, from one space to another. It fills the room until all you see is the mist.


3. The mist begins to clear and you find yourself walking along a moonlit path. The vastness of the heavens stretches out above you as you look in wonder at the myriad stars wheeling above. The moon lights your way clearly and you become aware that the path is leading you toward the roots of an enormous tree. This is Yggdrasil, the tree of life. Its branches reach up high into the starlit night, so high that you cannot see where they end.


4. Suddenly, you hear the call of ravens, and notice that there are two ravens flying above you, guiding you toward the great tree. As you approach the vast roots, the ravens perch on the lower branches, looking at you curiously as they preen their feathers. Between two of the roots is a deep well. The water in the well appears to faintly glow silver and white under the moonlight. You feel in your bones that this is a sacred well, and keep a respectful distance, but the soft sound of water and the dancing leaves above creates a music that stirs something deep within you.


5. You are so absorbed in the wonder of this place that it takes you a moment to realize that you are not alone. A man stands in front of the tree. You didn’t see or hear him approaching and wonder if perhaps he has always been there. The man is tall and clad in gray and blue. He wears a rimmed hat that covers one of his eyes while his other eye gleams at you like star fire. This is the god Odin, and he has come to meet you at the beginning of your journey.
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6. As you introduce yourself, he looks up and says that his ravens alerted him to your arrival. He steps closer toward you and asks why you have journeyed here. In your own time, answer him honestly. Your answer appears to please him, and he turns toward Yggdrasil, and places one hand upon the bark. As he does so, streams of golden light run up and down the tree, and as you look closely, you notice that all the runes are contained within them.
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