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INTRODUCTION: THE WORLD OF RUNES






What are runes? Runes are distinctive angular markings, based on early rock symbols, that represent the concerns of humankind in age, home, family, travel, love, prosperity, change, health, and destiny fulfillment. Whether we believe our future is imposed by fate the deities, comes from within ourselves, or is a mixture of both, runes can be used to interpret our lives. To the Vikings, the runes also reflected the power of the sun that warmed the land after the cold winter; the stars, by which sailors navigated the oceans; the success of battles; colonizing new lands; and the magical trees whose growth and shedding leaves symbolized the human passage from birth to death.


Runes are found in many parts of the world where the early Vikings invaded, from Iceland, which they colonized in about 815 CE, to America, which was discovered in about 992 CE by Leif, son of the famed Erik the Red. The Vikings voyaged from Russia to what is now Turkey and Greece and even North Africa, as shown by stone monuments, graves, and artifacts marked with runes. These runic carvings are most often found on large inscribed stones, commemorating voyagers or marking the resting place of a fallen hero. These monolithic runestones have survived where almost all small individual sets of divinatory runes have perished. The longest runic inscription in the world is at Rök, close to Lake Vättern in the region of Östergötland in Sweden, and dates back to the 800s. It has seven different types of runic alphabets on it and was possibly created by a man named Varin to honor his dead son, Vämod. The creation of runestones continued into the Middle Ages. In America, the Kensington Runestone in Minnesota and the Heavener Runestone in Oklahoma, both dating to the 1300s, have now been validated as genuine.




RUNES THROUGH THE AGES


For rune sets used in divination, or future-predicting, each symbol is painted, carved, or etched into round stones, bones, wooden discs, or wooden staves. There are also some finely engraved amber sets, and some modern runes are painted or etched symbols on crystals.


Runes form a set of sixteen to thirty-six different symbols, depending on the particular region and time in which they were used. The Elder Futhark runes, used by the Vikings and described in this book, are the most usual, popular, and straightforward form to use. This version has twenty-four symbols, plus an optional blank stone.


The word rune stems from the ancient northern European languages, meaning a secret thing, a mystery. The secrets of the runes were passed on through the family by word of mouth, often from mother to daughter. However, runic symbols were not used for formal writing, which did not reach Scandinavia until the eleventh century. Christian monks first formally recorded what were up until then oral legends and lays. Indigenous chroniclers, such as the Icelandic historian and poet Snorri Sturluson, who died in 1241, also began recording the old myths a century or two later under Christian influence.


Despite the arrival of Christianity in Scandinavia, the magical tradition of runes continued until about 1500. The inscriptive use prevailed even longer among farmers, merchants, and clerics, especially in more remote places.


Runes can be used for divination, magic, or meditation, and when runic forms are combined as bind runes, they create a magical talisman of power or protection. Runes also form a magical alphabet for encoding and empowering magical wishes and spells.


Each symbol roughly corresponds to a letter in the English alphabet, which is described later in the book.


Runes are especially magical because each symbol, etched, drawn, or written on stone, crystal, or wood, contains the power of the meaning, unlike a tarot card, which is purely symbolic. Therefore, when a rune is chosen and interpreted as part of a reading or in magic, it not only gives a message, as in conventional divinatory methods, but it also releases the energies of the symbol into the life of the rune-caster or the person for whom the reading is being made.







THE HISTORY OF RUNES


The first runic symbols were often sacred signs associated with Nerthus, the original Mother Goddess of fertility, and have been discovered in ancient rock carvings in Sweden, dating from the Bronze Age (2300–1200 BCE). Early runic symbols relied on images, such as the six-pointed snowflake/star. Other images include the original Haeglaz, Haegl, or Hail, the rune of change and disruption; the Sun Wheel, Raidho, or Rad, the rune of action; and holy signs from the Bronze Age associated with the Mother Goddess and her consort. These signs often depicted the lozenge, Ingwaz, or Ing, the fertility god, and circles, spirals, and zigzags found in great quantity in ancient Swedish rock carvings.


The runic systems that are used today date from the second or third century BCE, when the Germanic peoples of the Middle Danube, where the modern systems seem to have originated, came into contact with the Mediterranean Etruscan alphabet system. Mediterranean people traded across Europe as far as the Baltic. The runes followed the trade routes, spread by the traders themselves who cast lots to discover propitious times for journeys and negotiations. We cannot be sure of which lands first influenced the others in the formation of the modern systems, because of the sheer number of invasions and trading between the Anglo-Saxon, Scandinavian, Baltic, and Icelandic regions. Variations in the legends behind the runes give different names for the deities. For example, Woden is the Anglo-Saxon name for the Viking Odin; Frige for the Viking Frigga, who was Odin’s wife and patroness of women, marriage, and housewives; and Thunor, the thunder god, the equivalent of the Norse Thor who was of greater importance in Anglo-Saxon cosmology than he was in Viking cosmology. The runes also have slightly different names in the different systems, though their meanings remain similar.







CASTING RUNES IN ANCIENT TIMES


In The Germania, written in 98 CE, Roman author Tacitus described the customs of the ancient Germanic peoples, recording how a white cloth was used for throwing what appear to be rune staves. Tacitus explained how a branch would be cut from a nut-bearing tree and markings etched into rune-slips. These were cast and interpreted either by a priest or the father of the family or clan, who, according to Tacitus, “offers a prayer to the gods and, looking up to the sky, picks up three strips one at a time and reads their meanings from the signs previously scored on them.”


Tacitus also records that women were involved in auguries, or divination from omens, of all kinds. From popular folk legends in Scandinavia, it seems the spákona or völva, a female diviner, would tap into the Orlog, the universal laws, and would use runes as a means of discovering future paths of individuals or the whole clan. Some seið, or Norse witches, also carved wooden runes for spell casting and for throwing wooden rune-slips or staves into water.


Edda, another name for the ancient Norse Mother Earth, was the goddess of all divinatory arts, and it was after her that the great sagas, or eddas, of the Viking and Icelandic world were named. Rune casting was often dedicated to her, especially when the runes were cast onto the ground, a method described later in the book.


Wives, sisters, and mothers of men about to leave for conquest or trade or to herd the wild cattle, chanted magical incantations as they carved runes and created rune amulets to protect their departing men. Women were respected for their prophetic powers throughout Scandinavia and the Anglo-Saxon lands, and no expedition, whether for trade or battle, took place without first casting the runes. A rune mistress was described in the Saga of Erik the Red. The Saga is preserved in two manuscripts: Hauksbók (fourteenth century) and Skálholtsbók (fifteenth century).




She wore a cloak set with stones along the hem. Around her neck and covering her head she wore a hood lined with white cat skins. In one hand she carried a staff with a knob on the end and from her belt, holding together her long dress, hung a charm pouch.










HOW DO WE KNOW WHAT THE RUNES MEAN?


Much of the modern interpretation of runes is based on a series of old rune poems. The three best-known ones are the Anglo-Saxon Rune Poem (also Old English Rune Poem), the Old Norse Rune Poem (also Viking Rune Poem), and the Icelandic Rune Poem. Written down by Christian monks, they are of great value. Because of the similarity in systems, we can gain knowledge from each one. In addition, the old myths and legends fill in the gaps and help us understand the context of the runes. But all these meanings are just the basic template. The more you use runes, the less you will rely on set meanings and the more they will act as a channel for your own spontaneously emerging clairvoyant powers. I have consulted translations of all three Rune Poems, and learned the old legends. I studied, taught, and wrote about runes extensively in Sweden for more than ten years, encountering many who still privately practice the old ways.







ODIN AND THE RUNES


As suggested earlier, it is likely that the runes were originally a tradition based around Nerthus, the Earth Goddess. One poem tells the mythical story of how Odin discovered the runes’ wisdom. The fascinating aspect is that even Odin, the Father God Supreme, had to surrender himself to the deeper, older wisdom of the universe if he was to get in touch with these greater powers contained within the runes. Though there are many variations of this poem, it generally, from Odin’s perspective, says:




“For nine nights long


Pierced by a spear


I hung upon [Yggdrasil, the World Tree]


…


None brought me bread


None gave me mead


Down to the depths I searched


Until I spied the Runes


I seized them up


And, screaming, I fell.”
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HOW RUNES CAN HELP US WITH DECISION-MAKING TODAY



Though runes were in ancient times believed to reveal the will of the deities in making decisions, the Vikings had a remarkably modern outlook on life. They believed that fate was not fixed, but made up of our actions and choices, both past and present, as well as those of our families and ancestors, who influenced us both genetically and by the attitudes they passed on.


Today, we have the same basic concerns about family and home, surviving financially, love, and our place in the sun. And, like the old Scandinavians, we can still draw a circle in the earth or picture an imaginary one on a table and use our deep wisdom to interpret the particular runes we cast into the circle, an act that almost always instantly makes matters clear.







USING THE RUNES


Though this book offers a remarkably simple system to learn, each rune is a doorway into your own intuitive wisdom, as well as the wisdom and magic of the ancient worlds.


When you choose a rune, hold it and allow images, words, and feelings from your inner deep well of wisdom (the Norse Well of Destiny, or Wyrd) and from all who have used the runes over many hundreds of years, to speak to you in your mind and heart. As I said earlier, each rune is more than a symbol. They contain within themselves the power of their meaning and so, in addition to revealing answers to questions, reading runes can also empower you with strength, healing, and courage.


By saying the name of the rune, writing it, or wearing it as an amulet, the power or protection inherent in the symbol is intrinsically activated.


We choose the runes we need to answer our questions by drawing them seemingly at random from a bag, because our subconscious mind guides our hand to the runes that hold the key to the messages we need to receive.







PREDICTING THE FUTURE


The runes do not predict a set future, because our future depends on so many variables, but they can indicate potential paths we can choose to follow. In the Norse tradition, the three Norns, or goddesses of destiny, were believed to guard the Well of Wyrd at the foot of the first root of Yggdrasil, the World Tree (see page xiv). It was here that the gods met each morning for council and the Norns nourished the tree with water from the spring. The first Norn is called Urdhr, and she talks of the past, which in the Norse ancient tradition influences not only our own present and future, but that of our descendants in the attitudes we pass on and the way we raise children, both personally and as a society.


The second Norn, Verdandi, talks of present deeds and influences that are strongly implicated in our future direction and are in themselves sometimes influenced by automatic responses to past situations or hurts that cloud our judgment.


Skuld, the third Norn, talks of what will come to pass, given the intricate web of past and present interaction. Our future fate, or orlag, is constantly being changed as each new day adds to the web of interaction. And so the old ideas of the Viking runes do make sense in the twenty-first century. At every point, even those times where blind fate seemingly brings a disaster or unexpected disruption to our comfort zone, casting the runes gives us insight into likelihoods and possibilities of each future path we may take, often ones we had not even considered.







THE POWER OF THE RUNES


Norse magic has much in common with that of the Ancient Egyptians, who believed that each hieroglyph not only represented an object or idea, but also held within it the power of its meaning. Saying the name of the rune, writing it, or wearing it as an amulet can likewise evoke the power or protection. Runes are an excellent form of magic, healing, and talismanic power.


In Chapter 1, I will explain how you can easily make and dedicate your own runes, or buy a set and, in both cases, dedicate it to your work.
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If you are buying a set of runes, you will need to choose a Viking or Elder Futhark set that consists of twenty-four runes plus a blank. You can obtain crystal, wooden, stone, or metal runes, and you can buy them on the Internet or through mail order. If you go to a small personalized website, often you will find runes made by craftspeople who love what they create. Their runes will not necessarily be expensive, but will contain the passion of the creator. Buy these if possible rather than a mass-produced set. Runes almost always come with a bag, but you may wish to buy a special one.


If you prefer, spend time in a town or city where there are New Age stores. Take your time and do not feel pressured into buying an expensive set you do not like.


You may occasionally find a variant in one or two runes in your purchased set that differs from the traditional Elder Futhark, as sometimes the makers can substitute an Icelandic or Anglo-Saxon rune, or even an alternative symbol used in a particular region. In this case, lay out all the runes as shown on page 3 and match them with their names. See which ones differ, and you can then read the leaflet that always accompanies a rune set to see which of the remaining runes matches closest the meaning of the missing Viking rune. Designate one of the true Elder Futhark names for each missing rune (there should not be more than two in your purchased set, and hopefully this won’t happen at all). Scribble in this book the rune symbol you are using to represent the true Elder Futhark Viking one.




MAKING YOUR OWN RUNES


Best of all, make your own. It’s very easy and needs no artistic skill. The runes were originally drawn using rough tools on stone or wood, as they were often cast into flowing water after interpreting them and had to be replaced before the next rune reading. Runes consist of very simple straight lines. Just try copying the runes from this table into a notebook. This also gives their names, but you need not learn them yet. We’ll do that in the following chapters.
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