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To the memory of the great Manx runemaster, Gaut Björnsson; the Swedish runemaster, Öpir; and those unknown men and women who carried the knowledge of the runes through the dark times, this book is respectfully dedicated.



RUNES 

—AND—

ASTROLOGY

“A few thousand years ago, ancient cultures lived in the context of a traditional worldview that was framed by the cycles of Sun, Moon, and planets and was expressed by multivalent symbols systematically organized. Examples of these include ancient Mesopotamia, India, China, and Mesoamerica. In Runes and Astrology, Nigel Pennick has worked a kind of reconstruction and updating of the Northern Tradition, the northern 
European culture north of the Alps that later served as the template on which the Roman Church built its own version of reality. We learn about the coherent sequence and multiple uses of the runes, ideas about fate and destiny, the power of the 8 directions that frame the seasonal cycle, and the astounding breakdown of time applied to the cycle of the day. While the Northern Tradition did not produce a horoscopic astrology, it did produce a complex map of time that the author argues is a lot more real than the conventions we live in today. In this sense, Runes and Astrology offers another path to a more holistic vision of nature and human life.”

BRUCE SCOFIELD, AUTHOR OF
THE NATURE OF ASTROLOGY
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A Note on Terminology and Dating

This book refers to many terms and deity names from different cultural traditions and languages. In the case of the Norse deities, I have generally used anglicized forms of their names for better readability. At the first instance, I provide the original Old Norse form in parentheses after the anglicized form for example, Odin (Óðinn), Njord (Njörðr), and so forth. For simpler names, such as Sól and Máni, I have opted to use just the Norse forms. With regard to the Germanic runes, I have devised a set of names that are based on the attested Anglo-Saxon rune names, rather than using reconstructed names from a prehistoric period. I explain this further in chapter 2.

The year dates in use are taken from the Christian or Common Era calendar. Often, the letters written AD (Anno Domini, “in the year of our Lord”) or AC (After Christ) are written to denote the system in use. In this book, I use the non-Christian terminology for this year-reckoning, CE, meaning Common Era. The beginning year of the Common Era correlates with the 753rd year after the Foundation of Rome (AUC, Ab urbe condita), the fourth year of the 194th Olympiad and 3761 AM (Anno Mundi) in the Jewish reckoning.

There are other less well-known systems, too. Insomuch as they are no more than a matter of convenience, these systems of year-reckoning are arbitrary. Significant dates in one system—such as the year 5500 in the Jewish system, or the year 2000 in the Common Era—are meaningless in another. This problem is compounded by an uncertainty over the actual date and year of birth of Jesus of Nazareth—between 7 and 4 BCE have been suggested. Another problem with this reckoning is that the Common Era system was not used before the sixth century CE, when it was introduced into Italy. In the seventh century it reached France, but it was not in general use in England until the year 816, when the ecclesiastical Council of Chelsea brought it into general use.

The runic time cycles have no known historical beginning reference point, but the fourth century BCE is a reasonable approximation. However, some adherents of Ásatrú (northern Germanic or Scandinavian Paganism) use what they call the Runic Era, which adds 250 years onto the Common Era reckoning. This makes the year 1990 CE into 2240 RE. My personal opinion of this is that it is arbitrary and unnecessary, so I do not use it.
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INTRODUCTION

This is a book about an ancient tradition, runecraft, and an archetypal perception, the cycles of time. Runecraft is a tradition that comes from the oldest roots of European culture. The reinstatement of the runes in the mainstream of esoteric thought has been one of the success stories of the last quarter of the twentieth century. Before that, in English-speaking countries especially, study of the runes was restricted to academic circles, which largely ignored the esoteric and magical content of runes. If they were studied at all, runes were studied in an epigraphic sense, as a historical record, largely of names carved on memorial stones and personal possessions. Their relationship to magic, divination, and spirituality was seen as outside the remit of academic study. But then came a transformation. Suddenly, the runes asserted themselves from their deeper, magical, level. The ground base of academic studies on the runes acted as a new entry-point for those who had a deeper connection with this time-honored magical alphabet. The change came when people began to work the techniques experientially rather than to study them externally—to encounter them in direct, revelatory, shamanic ways.

Northern Tradition techniques are a means of describing and using this experience. They have never been—and can never be—a substitute for it. Their strength derives not from some long-established 
authority, but from present experience. Because of this essential interaction, the personal nature of runecraft makes it an ever-evolving, dynamic process. Within the basic framework of meaning, there is the freedom of personal experience. This is the epitome of the creative force, a non-orthodox exploration of a system that accesses the deepest structure and meaning of existence. The spirit of runecraft is away from the rigid, fixed, and authority-decided view of the world, and toward the as-yet-unformed potential of human creativity. Any observation that can aid this vital flow of creativity and prevent it falling into the trap of claiming to possess absolute exclusive truth is of great value. There is no religion higher than the truth, and truth can never be the exclusive preserve of blinkered, dogmatic people. Runecraft is like this, being open to new developments and evolving continuously while keeping true to its eternal principles. Anything that cannot grow and change with changing conditions, while retaining its original essence, is nothing more than an empty, lifeless husk that has lost its vital force. Such systems are composed of artificially imposed beliefs and rites that exist largely to suppress the possibility of any continuing creative revelations of the spirit.

Unfortunately, most long-established systems of belief contain within them the inherent claim that they possess within their myths and rituals everything that there is to know. Over the years, devotees of various beliefs have claimed that all others are false. Furthermore, this error has led to the deliberate suppression of all people’s knowledge as unnecessary, even “evil.” This is epitomized by the Christian Byzantine Emperor Justinian, who in the year 529 closed down all the surviving schools of Pagan philosophy at Athens. As part of the closure, he had their libraries—which contained texts on astronomy, astrology, biology, chemistry, geography, geology, medicine, and physics—consigned to the bonfire. But even when such intolerant bigotry triumphs in one place, it can never succeed completely. The world is too large, and the human spirit irrepressible. After Justinian’s burning of the books, Greek philosophy, astronomy, and science survived outside the realms of orthodox Christendom: in Hindu India; in Pagan Persia; and in Ireland, where the Celtic Church, continuing the cultured and learned ways of the Druidic branch of the Northern Tradition, was wise enough to recognize the value of knowledge in its own right, regardless of its origin, and not necessarily in line with orthodoxy.

In mainland Europe, however, a thousand years passed before these truths, recognized in the Bardic tradition of ancient Wales and Ireland, and by Germanic and Norse seers, were permitted to be exercised openly without fear of the rack, the block, the gallows, and the stake. For those thousand years, the statements of the written word, often symbolic, were enforced as immutable reality; when direct experience showed that those words were untrue, then that experience was condemned as false. By this inversion of logic, the teaching of observed facts like the spherical nature of our planet, and the orbit of the Earth around the Sun, was called evil, as it contradicted scripture. To hold such ideas—even to make observations of the heavens—became a criminal offense, punishable by death. Clearly, this sort of inversion could not last forever, and the constraints of reality reasserted themselves in the end.

Similarly, runecraft, originating in continental central Europe, and developed in Germany, England, and Scandinavia, was largely suppressed. Because of their intimate connection with the Elder Faith, the indigenous religions of northern Europe, churchmen frowned upon the runes. But it was not possible to destroy the knowledge of the runes. Nothing has been lost, having been maintained both in folk tradition and by academic study—initially by scholarly monks and later in the universities. So, the runes have remained in unbroken, continuous use since antiquity, as a means of writing and as calendar notation, finally reasserting their esoteric side in the twentieth century. Although the runes are an esoteric system in their own right, attempts have been made in the past to “fit” the runes into other esoteric systems, for example the Kabbalists’ Tree of Life. While reasonable “fits” have been made in some areas, there are serious discrepancies elsewhere. The “fits” are those parallels and correspondences that can be found in any system that deals with the underlying reality of the universe. They will have things in common with other systems that concern themselves with the same subject area. But, ultimately, the runes are a system in their own right, having a certain precise underlying pattern that is unique.

“By the Law of Periodical Repetition, everything which has happened once must happen again and again—and not capriciously, but at regular periods,” wrote Mark Twain. “The same Nature which delights in the periodical repetition in the skies is the Nature which orders the affairs of the earth” (Twain 1972, 401). This truth has been recognized throughout time by intelligent people who have been “tuned in” to nature. This book deals with an important but little-studied aspect of this reality: the cyclical qualities of the runes from a standpoint of runelore and runecraft, and how they relate to specific periods within the cycles of time. Every process in the universe is basically cyclic, from the majestic rotation of galaxies over tens of millions of years, to the smallest vibration of subatomic particles. In our direct experience, we may include the cycles of the seasons, and human cycles of birth, life, and death. Systems where special qualities of time are recognized and used are often called Chronomancy. Here, the auspicious qualities of time, especially specific hours and days, are noted and used appropriately for the performance of certain activities. Astrology deals with qualities of time as measured by the relative position of the Earth and other celestial bodies: Sun, Moon, planets, and stars. Classically, the influences of the planets are seen as exerting an influence on the Earth and its inhabitants at vast distances, affecting every action and the very destiny of individuals. Runic astrology deals with the qualities of time and time cycles, as defined by the meanings and attributes of runes, individually and combined. An almost infinite number of factors may influence any event, yet some can be seen as more significant than others. It is this power of discrimination that distinguishes wisdom from folly.

Although certain influences are indicated by the time cycles, this does not mean that future events are fixed, and therefore inevitable. There is no place in runic astrology for helpless fatalism. Rather, the runes and the stages of cycles in progress indicate events that are in process, but that may, according to the laws of chance and by conscious intervention, be disturbed, interrupted, disrupted, or diverted in other directions before they come to fruition. The ways that things happen, the laws that govern process, are the unchanging core of universal existence. They are taught and explained in myth and folktale, and the best literary fiction and drama. They cannot change, and an understanding of them is essential if one is not to be an eternal victim of circumstances.

But in many ways, the present is qualitatively different from the past. Most notably, it is distinguished from traditional societies in the use of unnatural power sources. This is manifested in powered machines, the most transformative of which are self-propelled vehicles, including aircraft. Modern human habitation and lifestyles are conditioned largely by and for powered vehicles. But, in addition to this visible transformation, there are more subtle differences. Apart from the natural radiation from the Sun and cosmos, and the background radiation and magnetic fields of the Earth, we live in the midst of human-made electric fields from power lines, radio and television transmissions, and the emanations of radar and microwave installations. The effect that these artificial electric fields have upon the human body is only known partially, but there is an increasing recognition that all is not well with the unbridled use of this technology, especially in the way that it has separated many people from the natural cycles of time.

As we are living now, and not in some romanticized historic period a thousand years ago, our runecraft, if it is to have any relevance, must reflect the present times. We are present today, and the present is the result of the past. So it is not possible to behave as though we were living in ancient times. But then, neither is a blind acceptance of the modern zeitgeist necessary. What is needed is a creative acceptance of those conditions that are beneficial or useful to us, and a recognition that the malefic elements of modern life must be abandoned. By using the runes in a way relevant to today, we can handle the present in a creative way. A new knowledge of the runic time cycles can help us to do this.
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1

THE BASIC CONCEPTS

There are, indeed, things that cannot be put into words.

They make themselves manifest. They are what is mystical.

WITTGENSTEIN, TRACTATUS 
LOGICO-PHILOSOPHICUS,

PROPOSITION 
6.522


THE UNDIVIDED UNIVERSE: THE NORTHERN TRADITION

Nothing in existence exists separately—everything that is present in the universe is continuous with its surroundings and is the product of its own unique historical circumstances. This is true of everything in the world, without exception. Wherever we choose to look, there is nothing that exists now, or that has existed in the past, that is not the result of a multiplicity of events and processes, traceable back ultimately to the formation of the world eons ago. Because of this, it is only by studying history in the widest sense that we can begin to get some insights into the true meaning of anything. Naturally, this is true of the spiritual system that lies at the root of the subject matter of this book, the time cycles of the Northern Tradition, of which the runes are the deepest mystical manifestation.

The term Northern Tradition describes the basic aspects of natural spirituality indigenous to the lands of northern Europe. The Northern Tradition is a sacred worldview native to that part of Europe generally north of the Alps. Although the Northern Tradition is syncretic in many ways, it is nevertheless distinct and almost completely separate from the spiritual system known in occultism as the Western Tradition. The Western Tradition has the precise meaning of a collection of magical practices influenced in the main by the mythology and beliefs of the Middle East. The Western Tradition is usually compared and contrasted with Eastern traditions—the beliefs indigenous to India, Tibet, China, and Japan. But because of their cultural origin, the exoteric manifestation of Middle Eastern traditions tends to be imbalanced toward the male side of the feminine-masculine polarity, and the Western Tradition tends to be patriarchal in character.

In geographical terms, the Northern Tradition covers a large part of Europe. In the east, it includes indigenous beliefs and customs from Austria and Bohemia (Czechia and Slovakia). It covers much of Switzerland, Germany, and northern France, and also includes Brittany, Ireland, Britain, the Faroe Islands, Iceland, Scandinavia, and the Baltic countries (northern Poland, Latvia, and Lithuania). As with any spiritual tradition based on a continent, and not on an isolated island, the Northern Tradition has evolved with influences from various quarters. But today it contains mainly Germanic, Baltic, Norse, and Celtic strands, along with some elements from Etruscan and Greco-Roman Paganism. The elements from other systems of thought, however, are those that enhanced and elucidated certain aspects of the tradition rather than altering it materially, so the Northern Tradition still retains the essential spiritual observance of this part of Europe. Originating in prehistoric times, it has persisted and developed until the present day in the form of folk custom, the veneration of saints, farming-and calendar-lore, women’s mysteries, and household magic. It has continued to evolve with the times until the present day, when it has reappeared as a living and vigorous independent spiritual tradition in its own right, with the reemergence of the runes as its most obvious manifestation. Details of the major magical elements of the spiritual path can be found in my book Pagan Magic in the Northern Tradition (Destiny, 2015).

At the roots of this first publication anywhere of the runic time cycles is the traditional spirituality of Britain. As it exists today, traditional British culture is an amalgam of various related elements. It is composed largely of developments of two basic ancient strands, the Celtic and the Germanic. The Celtic strand has its origin in the vigorous so-called barbarian (i.e., non-Greek or Romanized) prehistoric culture of Central Europe, which was brought to Britain and Ireland by way of Gaul (France). This came to Britain around the fifth century BCE and assimilated earlier, pre-Celtic, cultures. The Roman conquest of 44 CE and the subsequent 400-year-long occupation brought southern European organization and deities, Roman architecture and roads, the Julian Calendar, and the Roman alphabet, in which this book is set. However, this Roman influence was merely an additional afterthought laid on top of the more vigorous “barbarian” culture, which survived the basically urban-based occupation. Today, there are many continuing folk customs of Celtic origin, while most of the Roman ones have continued within the Church. Even when the Roman Empire’s official—indeed only—religion became Christianity, Paganism continued in Britain, far from Constantinople. It was only after the Romans left that missionaries sent by the Christian Church in Rome felt it necessary to come to “convert” Britain. The dates of the first Christian foundations in Wales, for example, show this graphically, being mainly in the 500s and 600s, long after the Romans departed. These strong Pagan elements, mixed with the local variant of the Christian religion, are best expressed in the extensive Arthurian literature that originated in this era.

The Germanic strand of British traditional culture is more complex than the Celtic. It comes directly from “English” settlers who, from the third century CE onward, migrated from the countries now called Holland, Germany, Denmark, and Sweden. It was with this wave of settlement that the runes came from mainland Europe. Added to this is the influence of Danish and Norwegian settlement from the eighth to the eleventh centuries. All of these settlements were of Pagan people; that is, people whose religion and beliefs were basically in harmony with the cycles of nature. It is directly from these Pagan customs, both southern and northern European, that we get our cherished principles of democracy, female-male equality, trial by jury, rights to ownership, and freedom of thought and expression. Subsequently, the Christian Church became dominant, and assimilated many traditional Pagan customs into the round of yearly observance. As they were integral with the labors of the agricultural year, they could not be abolished, so the names were changed, and churchly interpretations were invented to explain the meanings of the festivals. The Pagan deities of the year then became the Church’s saints or devils. Many of the male Pagan deities, or personified year markers, became saints in the Christianized calendar. As befitting the patriarchal traditions of the Church, almost all of the female deities were deemed to be harmful and dangerous by the new religion, and were said to be female demons sent to lure men away from God. But as these divine qualities are eternally present, none were lost, and their basic traditions have continued until modern times as the local customs, which nineteenth-century academics labelled “folklore.” These Pagan sacred traditions and beliefs also continued in saga, folktales, and local lore, and form the basis today of our knowledge of past practices. It is the spiritual core of these indigenous customs that has reclaimed its position as the Northern Tradition, and is recognized once again as a valid spiritual system in its own right.

As a nature-based spiritual path, the Northern Tradition is expressed in the interaction between the inward experiences of people and their exterior experiences of the climate and landscape. The inner experiences are archetypal—being universal for all men and women—but the outer experiences are specific to the landscape, climate, and yearly cycle of this part of planet Earth. As with traditional Paganism everywhere, the many elements of the Northern Tradition are linked by the theme of harmony with the natural environment. In northern Europe, the cycles of the seasons are very apparent. There is a marked contrast between the light, pleasant, productive summers, and cold, dark, harsh, winters. In response to the cyclic seasonal variations, a system of natural lore arose with which people were able to come to terms, more or less, with the ups and downs of life. Personified as spirits and gods, the forces of nature became approachable. A dynamic interplay became possible between the conscious will of humanity and the natural cycles. Surviving testimony to our ancestors’ interaction with both the seen and unseen environment can be found in the four-millennia-old stone circles of Britain, Ireland, and Brittany, their layouts arranged to mark and harmonize with celestial and terrestrial influences.

The Northern Tradition today is a direct continuation of this usage, tried and tested over thousands of years. They are as valid today as ever they were. Although it is implicit in the thought patterns underlying modern technical-industrial civilization that these cycles have been overcome once and for all, and the old ways are gone forever, Nature has ways of reasserting herself in so-called ecotastrophe. Humans are one type among many in Mother Earth’s living continuum, just like other animals. When humans go in ways that are out of harmony with nature, then alienation and disaster occur as a matter of course. This is not because some external judge decides that humans have “gone too far” and decides to “punish” us—rather, it is the inexorable result of processes set in train by thoughtless people. Although ignored by modern industrial civilization, this has been recognized by wise people of all natural religions. “For things that violate nature can hardly come to be: and anyhow they pass quickly to destruction, even if they do come into existence,” as the great first-century CE Pagan teacher Apollonius of Tyana wisely said (Philostratus [trans. Conybeare], I, xxi). The natural cycles still exert influence upon our lives, and, for those who recognize that eternal fact, the Northern Tradition remains a vital body of appropriate natural lore, which anyone today can use to their benefit.

The Northern Tradition sees the physical universe as eternal and cyclic, having continuous phases of coming into being (creation) and dissolution (destruction). Because the universe is eternal, there was never a single moment in time of creation. As there was no beginning, there can be no ultimate end. The human being’s place in this scheme is that there is no clear boundary between the self and the non-self. As individuals, we are continuous with the universe—physically, spiritually, and consciously. Because of our non-separation, we can view being in many ways, and have a part of that divine living quality that permeates all things. The universe is a single living entity, which, though largely incomprehensible, is comparable to a living being. All things within it, living entities that we may recognize, from plants and animals to sprites and gods, are aspects of the single living One. This knowledge automatically demands respect for all things natural. Basically, then, the Northern Tradition is a holistic system, integrated with reality.
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Fig. 1.1. The Timewheel of the Runes, encompassing all things.

In contrast to the Northern Tradition, the “modern ethos”—that is, the concepts that are the result of many centuries of thought and practice in the Western (European-American) scientific-industrial tradition—is basically fragmental in its worldview. Its fundamental underlying view holds that all things are composed of smaller, discrete parts, which can be broken down into smaller and smaller particles, atoms, and subatomic particles. Then these are considered to be independent entities in their own right, often in absolute opposition to one another. Of course, it is necessary to separate things in order to view them and to live from day to day. Dealing with the totality of reality at one time is impossible. Division is useful when dealing with things on a practical or functional level, but when applied inappropriately as a general concept, it leads ultimately to a breakdown of everything. This fragmental separate-atomic view of things lies at the root of all modern science. It is considered implicitly the “true” basis of reality to the exclusion of all other viewpoints. Science has operated in the main by isolating parts of the whole and studying them separately, then trying to understand the whole as if it were assembled from these separate parts.

But because in certain areas of study this technique has succeeded and produced the technical civilization that exists at the moment, this fragmental, life-denying viewpoint has been put forward as the “real” way that things are in “ultimate reality.” Instead of understanding the universe as an interconnected whole, as an unbroken continuum, science views our environment as a collection of separate parts. For example, in this viewpoint, beginning and end, birth and death, hot and cold, dark and light, female and male are seen as absolute opposites rather than polarities of the same continuous whole. Scientific expressions like the “building blocks of life,” and atomic theory, where a small aspect of the real continuum is studied artificially in isolation from the context in which it really exists, can easily give a false impression that existence is “nothing but” an assemblage of parts. It is extremely difficult for someone brought up amid Western scientific thought to think of an organic structure as being “whole”—that is, not composed of separate parts—and even our language gives us problems in describing “whole” structures without resorting to the “naming of parts.” This idea is reinforced by modern manufacture, where every artifact of any complexity is assembled from component parts, which may have been made individually in factories greatly distant from one another. As children, in our formative years, we played with building blocks and construction kits that also molded our worldview into thinking that things are made up from independent, separate, parts. This is also seen in the idea current in some religions that “God made the World,” a poetic description that tends to be visualized in the simplistic way of assembly from a kit of parts. On a larger scale, this idea that whole things are in reality composed of separate parts makes it seem natural to disrupt and dismember nature. The continuous surface of our planet has been divided up into a collection of separate parts, either individually owned, the property of companies and corporations, or as fragmental nation-states, often divided in such a way as to take no notice of natural discontinuities and divisions. This “property” is divided up so as to be accessible to exploitation, such as the fragmental removal of minerals.

In the Western worldview, the products of human intelligence—science, art, education, medicine, architecture, language, philosophy, and so on—have been broken down likewise into small areas of specialization. This has led necessarily to a general acceptance that they are separate from one another in essence, which is clearly a misperception. When new insights have arisen, new fragmentary areas, called “interdisciplinary,” have been created, with the effect of making further fragmentation. Unfortunately, because of these cultural reasons, many people see the boundaries of things as being absolute. But, on the contrary, except as definitions for human use, they are illusory. The problem of the prevailing worldview, however, is that it causes everything to be broken up into fragments, so as to seem to correspond with the fragmented thought system. Because all of the scientific “evidence” for the nature of things has been gained by fragmental means, the information gained tends to reinforce the fragmental hypothesis. By these means, fragmentation seems to have obtained a separate existence of its own, independent of human life and consciousness. However, this is not a correct analysis, for everything gained by human means has the human element in it. In modern science, there is a deliberate attempt to deny this fact. Science strives to get away from human and humane ways of perception (as if that were desirable, even if possible). But by attempting to deny the human element, one also denies implicitly the human usefulness of such knowledge. In addition, because the human element was paramount in ancient times, and ancient thought is based exclusively upon it, the holistic wisdom of the ancients is excluded from the modern viewpoint. This is a tragic mistake, for had the ancient ways been retained, and further refined, then many of the world’s present ills would have been avoided. We can find these holistic, nonfragmental truths in the writings of many ancient sages of all lands. In Europe, the best recorded ancient philosophical ideas come from Greek Paganism. For example, Anaxagoras stated (Frag. 6): “all things will be in everything; nor is it possible for them to be apart, but all things have a portion of everything” (Burnet 1892, 283); Aristotle wrote in his Metaphysics (XII, 10): “All things are ordered together . . . and the world is not such that one thing has nothing to do with another, but they are connected” (Kaplan 1958, 153); and Empedocles (Frag. 8) saw that everything was intimately connected in the universal continuum as an endless recycling process:

There is no birth of all things mortal, nor end in ruinous death;

But mingling only and interchange of mixed

There is, and birth is but its name with men. (Leonard 1907, 452)

This older worldview exists in myths all over the world. Tales of a former Golden Age reflect a prefragmentary time of wholeness. These legends are images of the true and natural state of human existence that was in being before the perceived split between the human and the natural. When this split came, it was commemorated in myths such as the Jewish “fall of man,” and the Greeks’ “destruction of Atlantis.” In this schism between humans and nature, we have been separated from the animals, which still experience reality in this unbroken manner. We have lost this spontaneity in life. After this, human beings are felt to be in a state of loss, having been rejected by nature or the gods, and being compelled to eke out a precarious separated existence in the wilderness. But even in this fragmented state, we humans are offered comfort by these myths, and a means to transcend the split. This comfort takes different forms in different cultures. Some place their faith in a savior god, who is visualized as coming to Earth as an avatar to spread enlightenment and pave the way for a return to the Golden Age. Among notable spiritual teachers described in this way are the Buddha, Zoroaster, Mithras, Jesus, and Krishna. But there is a danger in this belief in external saviors. It is the seeming readiness of people to abdicate their own personal responsibility for their lives, and to praise or blame others instead of themselves when things go right or wrong. In ancient religions, the non-self-reliant doctrines of the scapegoat and vicarious atonement come from such an abdication of personal responsibility, as have political dictatorships in more recent times.

Other cultures have developed a more direct and self-reliant method—shamanism. The Siberian Tungus word šaman is the origin of our word shaman. It defines a person who uses specialized ecstatic techniques to mediate between the human world and the realm of that part of the universal whole described variously as spirits, demons, or gods. Before the creation of established priesthoods, the shaman’s position in society was one of priest, healer, magician, astrologer, seer, and diviner—a vitally important character in tribal society. Because they touch a common core of human experience, the salient features of Siberian shamanism are paralleled in all human societies. Shamanism involves ritual separation from the everyday world, and the acquisition of the ability to see through and beyond the normal human boundaries of time and space. This separation can be attained by an initiatory pilgrimage to an isolated sacred place, a numinous place of power where the boundaries between the realms of the mundane and the transcendental are weak.

Usually, institutionalized tribal shamanry has been hereditary, but, even where it has not, it has certainly involved a handing on of the craft from master to apprentice. At his or her initiation, conducted at the appropriate place and time, the new shaman was said to be adopted by a divinity or spirit, usually in animal form, through whose agency the magic, divination, and healing would be accomplished. However we interpret the nature of this spirit, it is clear that the shaman has access to knowledge and powers concealed within the inner parts of nature, direct access to the living One that is the universe. When initiated, the master gave the new shaman the clothing and paraphernalia of his craft—a drum, staff, and other magical objects. Then, the master shaman revealed to the initiate the locations and character of the different classes of spirits, along with methods of befriending, propitiating, or outwitting them.

In different cultures, the shaman’s initiation has taken different forms. Some have involved dangerous practices of self-torture. Others, such as the Ostyaks of northern central Asia, have had hereditary shamanism, in which the education of the sons by the father shaman was a lifelong instruction in the craft. Spontaneous shamanry has always been highly important, too, and it remains so today in our modern culture where shamanism has been marginalized or dismissed as worthless primitivism. But shamanism is inherent in the human constitution, and is present in every generation. Only its outward manifestations are different. In the modern era, we are nearest to the Altai of central Asia, who assumed the mantle of the shaman spontaneously, without ceremony. Any person who suffered serious injury or near-death illness, who experienced certain revelatory things while injured, and who subsequently recovered, had received the power of the ancestors and was a shaman. This is the way that shamans come to be in modern times.

Once chosen, by whatever means, the shaman undertakes seer’s journeys in order to make direct contact with the transcendental powers that underlie existence. Through these journeys on both the physical and astral planes, the shaman is brought into contact with the deep ecology of this and other worlds, becoming one with the One. Inner and outer experiences merge to transcend both. By these means, the shaman reintegrates his or her experience with that of the animals, whose unseparated experience of the world is ever-present. When in any self-induced extreme state, bodily or psychic, a shaman can converse with the inhabitants of the nonmaterial world. From this dangerous terrain, the shaman can obtain knowledge valuable to himself or herself and the human race at large. Through their specialized techniques, shamans reintegrate themselves into the natural world in a manner not possible through intellectual thought. By shamanic techniques, many things useful in the everyday “this-world” have been brought back from the “otherworld.”

One of the most important systems bridging the gap beween these worlds is that of the runes. The runes offer a means of transcending this split, for they are shamanic in origin and use. According to Northern Tradition scripture, they were gained by Odin (Óðinn), who underwent a form of shamanic self-sacrifice. Odin was hung for nine days and nine nights upon a tree, after which he fell, screaming, from it with a full understanding of the wisdom of the runes.

When they are described as an “alphabet,” the runes may at first be seen as being part of the fragmental worldview, dividing up the various areas of human and nonhuman experience into discrete elements. But their alphabetic sequence is one of progression. Although the runes are connected with seemingly separate entities, they do not stand for single concepts, as in scientific or mathematical languages. Rather, they access deep levels of universal structure and their corresponding levels in the human psyche. They are symbols of different aspects of reality.




THE PRIMAL STRUCTURE OF ALL THINGS: ORLOG, WYRD, AND THE NORNS

Although we have free will in our lives, we are all subject to Orlog, that is, the combination of events, structures, and things—everything that has ever been—which goes to make up that which is now, the present. Whatever has been, even down to the smallest, seemingly insignificant event, like the fall of a leaf millions of years ago, is encoded within that which makes up “now.” For, if any event had been otherwise than how it was, then the present would not have been exactly as it is now, however slight the difference might be. Orlog (sometimes spelled in its Old Norse form, ørlög) may be translated roughly as “destiny.” The original word ørlög incorporates the word ør, which is cognate with the name of the second rune, Ur, meaning “primal,” and the word lög, which means “law” or “layer.” Thus, the whole word means “primal law” or “primal layer.” Human laws are the underlying structure upon which society operates, and in the natural world, the human idea of law has been used to describe the underlying principles upon which the universe operates. As primal layers, these principles or natural laws lie beneath the obvious surface of things but are their inner reality. But although Orlog is sometimes translated as “destiny,” in the Northern Tradition, there is no inference of predestination, or fatalism. Every person is an individual blessed with the creative human faculty of free will. The only constraints upon this free will are the circumstances in which we find ourselves, including the cyclic influences in time, which are studied in astrology and chronomancy. This combination of events, persons, and things composes our own personal Wyrd, or fate. But of course, we can transcend this fate by our own personal actions.

For example, our present culture is the result of its own Orlog, every influence upon it making it what it is today. We use the Roman alphabet to communicate in print, and numerals that are derived ultimately from Indian mathematics. These each have a specific historical origin and development and are in use today because of a combination of historical and functional reasons. The mystic alphabet of the runes in this book is being described in modern English, a language that contains many words from disparate sources the world over, each of which has its own place in the present, and its future potential is known as its Wyrd or destiny.

The Old English word wyrd is directly related to the modern German verb werden, which means “to become,” and although it is impossible to understand Wyrd intellectually, the multiple elements of Wyrd are often visualized as a web or woven material composed of many disparate threads. A connection can also be seen between the word wyrd and the Old High German words wirt and wirtel, meaning “spindle.” Many cultures have the tradition that spinning thread on a spindle and weaving on a loom are connected allegorically or magically with time and destiny. Spinning is an act of creation in which the disordered, and unusable, fibers of wool or flax are transformed into an ordered, and usable, thread. There are two tools necessary for spinning—the spindle and the distaff. The spindle is rotated to spin the thread and the spun material is gathered onto the distaff. Clearly, the rotation of the spindle has a parallel in the apparent motion of the starry heavens in rotation above the Earth. In the north, where this is easily observed, the spinner has been associated esoterically with the heavens, and, by association, with the seasons. The turning spindle, like the mill, is a model of the universe. It operates with a rhythmic, reciprocating, cyclic motion from which comes an unbroken flow of thread, symbolizing the continuum of undying existence. The spindle of the heavens, around which the fixed stars appear to rotate, is marked by the Pole Star. This is known by various names, such as the Lode Star, God’s Nail, and the Nowl. It is the guiding star of the navigators of old, upon which traditional East Anglian gardeners still orient their rows of seeds at planting time.

As images of the cosmos, the spindle and distaff are sacred to the goddess Frigg, and to the Norns. Frigg’s Distaff is the Northern Tradition name for the three stars now known as the Belt of Orion, with their Arabic names, Anilam, Alnitak, and Mintaka. The rising point of this important constellation is due east. It is close to the two fire-stars of wintertime, the Torch Bearer (Procyon), and the brightest of them all, Loki’s Brand (Sirius). Further details of the traditional astronomy of northern Europe can be found in chapter 7. The famous twelfth-century Pagan mural of Frigg in the cathedral at Schleswig shows the goddess riding astride a distaff. Spinning was also connected with the passing of time in general. This is because spinning is one of the earliest manufacturing technologies where the amount of time taken had an obvious direct connection with the amount of thread produced. The length of thread spun was a direct measure of the amount of time spent in making it. Perhaps spinning was the first directly quantifiable work ever done by humans. Whether or not this is the case, from spinning comes the symbolism of the thread of time, which exists in many cultures.

In the Northern Tradition, Wyrd, the working of Orlog, is activated through the mediation of the Norns. These three Norns, the goddesses of fate, are not under the control of the gods, but of Orlog, to whom all things, including the gods, are subject. They are the three Weird Sisters, named Urd (Urðr), Verdandi (Verðandi), and Skuld, whose names mean, respectively, That Which Was, That Which Is Becoming, and That Which Will Become. Urd is depicted as an old woman, looking backward to the past, Verdandi is a young, vigorous, active woman, fearlessly looking straight ahead of her. Skuld, the uncertain future, is heavily veiled, with her head turned away from Urd. She holds the book whose pages remain unwritten in, the unused parchment scroll or the blank tape. The work of the Norns is expressed in an old rhyme, where each speaks in turn:
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Fig. 1.2. The Weird Sisters, an engraving from the Elizabethan Holinshed's Chronicle, illustrating the story of the Scots King Macbeth. Here, unlike Shakespeare’s misogynist rendering of the Norns as three repulsive witches, they are depicted as fine ladies, attired accordingly with their roles as past, present, and future.

Early begun,

Further spun,

One day done.

The first two of the Norns, Urd and Verdandi, are considered to be benevolent and creative, but the third, Skuld, continuously undoes their work, ripping it apart and scattering it to the eight winds. On a functional level, the three Norns teach us to learn lessons from the past, to make good use of the present, and to be aware of future problems and threats. Symbolically, their principal function is to weave the web of Wyrd—fate or destiny—which is under the control of Orlog, the eternal law of the universe, the supreme power, without beginning or end, to which all, material and nonmaterial, mundane and divine, are subject. The thread they weave is that which has been spun by the goddess Frigg, Queen of the Heavens and ruler of time. According to tradition, the Web of Wyrd is so large and complex that it stretches from one weaver on a mountaintop in the east to another who stands far in the western ocean. This is the fabric of time, created and measured by the passage of the sun over the earth. The threads of the Norns’ woof are cords that vary in color depending on the nature of the event being woven. A black thread, ranging from north to south, portends death. This black thread is the cutting off of a human life between the day’s range of east and west. Cosmologically, this “loom of creation” is related directly to the apparent motion of the sun through each day and also through the year. This is one of the many symbolic meanings of the labyrinth, more specifically the ball of thread, the clew or clue to the puzzle. It is this thread that, in many cultures, the hero uses to find his way through its gyres. In weaving symbolism, the sun weaves the fabric of time on the loom of the earth. The warp, running north–south, is laid down by the Earth Mother, and the sun goddess completes the fabric by weaving the east–west threads. The intervention of other conscious beings, human and supernatural, creates the patterns known as the “rich tapestry of life.”

The spindle-distaff model of the heavens, and the origin of Wyrd, is largely female-oriented. In some ways, it is a parallel of the mill, which is largely male-orientated. The mill is the Northern Tradition model of the cosmos. It is vital to the everlasting food supply of the human race, for the mill grinds grain into flour, the staple food of agricultural humans. Symbolically, it is a microcosmic reflection of the cosmos as traditionally conceived. Although the windmill was invented in northern Europe, the vertical watermill is far older. The working parts consisted of a channel beneath the floor of the mill, through which water was channeled. The flowing water drove paddles connected directly to an axletree, which carried the power upward through the center of the immobile lower millstone to the upper millstone, which was connected to it directly. The upper millstone rotated above the fixed lower one. The mill was thus a model of the cosmos. The Earth was the lower millstone—immobile. Through its center, the nowl, passed the cosmic axis, linking the lower, chthonic, watery underworld with the upper, starry, heavenly upperworld. In the underworld, the dragonlike power of flowing water, the serpent Nidhogg (Níðhöggr), at once powered the mill and threatened it with slow decay, as wood rots in water. In the Northern Tradition, the divine master of the mill is called Amledi or Amluth, the mythic forerunner of Shakespeare’s Hamlet. According to some interpretations, Amluth is invoked on a surviving Frisian talisman, the runic-inscribed yew wand from Westeremden, dating from around the year 800. According to other sources, nine giantesses worked the mill. These were the nine mystical mothers of Heimdall, god of orderliness.

When properly managed, in harmony with natural law, the mill ground out peace and plenty. Its disruption means the breakdown of society, bringing the myth of the mill beneath the sea grinding the salt that makes the ocean briny. The bones of people are ground in the demonic mill of the giants. This is the Mill That Grinds Exceeding Slow, bringing suffering and death—grist for the mill. The fairy-tale “Jack and the Beanstalk” has this element where the giant proclaims:

Fee, Fie, Fo, Fum!

I smell the blood of an Englishman,

Be he alive, or be he dead,

I’ ll grind his bones to make my bread!

“Jack and the Beanstalk” is an “ascent of the cosmic axis” story, where the hero visits Jotunheim (Jötunheimr), home of the giants. The first line of the rhyme is the last remnant of galdr or runic calls in non-mystical English, invoking the power of the first rune, Feoh, for wealth.




POETIC SCIENCE: NORTHERN TRADITIONAL COSMOLOGY

The ancient wise people of the north of Europe recognized many important facts about the structure of the Earth and cosmology that are now given scientific names. Their way of describing things was in terms that could be understood by anyone, yet still incorporating the salient points of reality. The runemasters of old saw the fundamental structure of all things in the primal seed, expressed as the rune Hagal, the cosmic diagram. In antiquity, this was described as the hailstone, written in the microscopic form of ice crystals, which could not be seen until the invention of microscopes many centuries later.

The northern creation myth tells of the coming into being by the dynamic interaction of opposites. During the first phase of this cycle of existence, there was a yawning abyss, the gaping void, Ginnungagap. However, this void was not formless, but contained potential polarities within its whole everything/nothingness: it also had absolute orientation, expressed as the north–south axis. The concepts of north and south are rather those of the polarities than actual physical directions, which may not be defined in the absence of matter. To its north lay the zone of the static principle of coldness and crystalline form, Niflheim. To its south, Muspellheim, the zone of the active principle of energy: fire. Between these two polar zones, in Ginnungagap, the principles of ice (static, crystalline form) and fire (unformed energy) came into contact, and from this, matter was formed. Modern physicists have talked of matter as being “frozen light,” and this is what is described in the northern creation myth.

Astronomically, the ancient northern wise women and men knew that the stars generated their own light—something that is taken for granted now. Sisebut, king of the Visigoths (western Goths), argued this in a didactic poem written at Toledo in 614 CE, though the orthodox “wisdom” of the Church fathers asserted that the stars reflected the light of the sun. The description of the shield Svalin, which, in northern mythology, was said to protect the Earth from the harmful rays of the sun, can now be seen as a poetic way of describing our planet’s ozone layer—currently threatened with destruction through industrial pollution. Also in northern legend is the world serpent, Jörmungand. He was cast into the ocean, where he grew to such dimensions that he could encircle the world, biting his tail. In this sense, he is the alchemical serpent, Ouroboros. But when he moves, which he does occasionally, then undersea earthquakes and tidal waves are generated. On a geophysical level, Jörmungand represents the mid-oceanic ridges, which were not discovered scientifically until after World War II. Tectonic movements of the ridges are the origin of undersea earthquakes and tidal waves. When we look at the old myths in a new light, we are often surprised at the wisdom they contain.




HAGAL—THE GRAIN OF REALITY

When things are done in accordance with the natural order, they are fresh manifestations of the eternal One. The eternal can manifest itself in a seemingly infinite number of ways. But the effects of Orlog occur within the framework of what is possible. In the Northern Tradition, this framework is described by the rune Hagal or Hægl. Esoterically, this is the Mother Rune. It is called this because, in its early form, it has the geometric form from which all of the other runes may be generated. Basically, Hagal means hail, water, solidified by cold in the air, which then falls from the sky. The mystery underlying Hagal is expressed in The Old English Rune Poem:

Hail is the whitest of grains,

It sweeps from the sky,

Whirled by the blowing wind,

It then turns to water.

As the hailstone, Hagal symbolizes the primal seed of manifestation and transformation. Paradoxically, it is solid as it falls in the air, but when it reaches the ground, it becomes liquid water. The hard, damaging hailstone reverts to its life-supporting liquid phase. On a symbolic level, Hagal is the underlying structural pattern of all things. Although this pattern is generally unmanifested, it is that intrinsic framework of reality without which there would be no existence. On a more intelligible level, Hagal’s form underlies the basic geometric structure of the physical universe. The Hagal pattern pervades nature as the archetypal matrix known as the hexagonal lattice, the most basic configuration of self-ordering systems like crystalline molecules. In Northern Tradition sacred geometry, this pattern is the Hagal Grid (Fig. 1.3). The Hagal Grid is composed of an overlapping hexagonal lattice with the overall form of a hexagon. This is composed of 19 foci that enclose 24 equilateral triangles between the links, 19 being the number of the Metonic cycle of Sun and Moon (see Chapter 6), while 24 is the number of runes in the oldest runic row known as the Elder Futhark (see next chapter). At the center of the grid is a sevenfold figure, which symbolizes the seven days of the week and their corresponding astrological “planets.” Around it, the other twelve foci signify the twelve months of the year. The complete Hagal Grid pattern is also the basis for every runic character, which can be made by connecting the corresponding foci of the Hagal Grid. It is not for nothing that to runemasters Hagal is known as the Mother Rune.

In the natural world, Hagal is omnipresent when natural patterns self-organize. Hagal’s form can be found in crystals of ice and quartz, in surface cracks in many materials, in the cellular structure of plants and the wax honeycombs of bees. The archetypal form of Hagal is a six-branched character, which is precisely the geometry of snowflakes and larger ice crystals, recognized intuitively by the ancient runemasters more than a score of centuries before the first microscopists described them scientifically. When ice forms on a lake surface, it does so as a horizontal hexagonal lattice. This may not be apparent to most people, but the observation of natural processes was part of the training of the runemasters of old, as today. The ice on freshwater lakes is sometimes found divided into six-sided prisms, the edges being defined by lines of air bubbles trapped in the ice. Large blocks of Arctic ice are known to break up into six-sided vertical columns and look like a glassy version of the well-known columnar basalt rocks. The fernlike forms of ice crystals inside a window on a cold winter’s day are composed basically of an array of elements of the Hagal hexagonal lattice. The hexagonal lattice occurs also in patterns of convection, where a fluid is heated, and “cells” of rising and falling fluid are formed. This phenomenon can be seen in cooking and the drying of thick coats of oil-based paint. It remains, “fossilized” in the structure of many igneous rocks, such as the basalt that forms the Giant’s Causeway in the north of Ireland. In a macroscopic form, parts of the cracked icy surface of Europa, one of the major moons of Jupiter, have an underlying hexagonal lattice pattern.
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Fig. 1.3. The Hagal Grid.

The research conducted in the 1930s by the Japanese scientists Terada and Watanabe, mentioned in Robert Temple’s book on divination, Conversations with Eternity, investigated the importance of the hexagonal lattice in the formative processes of life. Beginning with an investigation of the nature of cracks in pavements, they moved on to the basically similar patterns in organic structures. Terada and Watanabe found that when any solid structure, such as a paving slab, cracks, then the pattern of cracks will conform to parts of a hexagonal lattice (“quasi-hexagonal cells”) along the line of stress. Physically, the crack is a place where a macroscopic discontinuity is produced in a field that apparently is uniform and homogenous, but that is subject to microscopic fluctuations. Whenever these fluctuations occur, they are subject to the basic laws of physics, and the cracks produced also conform to those laws, producing a hexagonal lattice, which is especially noticeable when the cracks fill up with some other matter. In an article titled “Crack and Life,” Terada followed up the studies on pavements by investigating other phenomena including patterns in living systems. They studied the patterns on the skins of some animals, and came up with the conclusion that they represented the places where the surface of the embryo had cracked during growth, for they conformed broadly to a hexagonal lattice.

In 1984 I worked on self-ordering systems in living algal cultures with Professor John Kessler of the University of Arizona. During studies on the fluid-mechanical phenomenon known as vorticity, we conducted some experiments on self-ordering systems in thick cultures of motile marine algae. This very interesting phenomenon is where patterns are produced in a homogenous culture of living cells in water by the subtle interactions between the organisms’ swimming characteristics and the shape of the container in which the culture is held. It is not heat-driven convection, but a dynamically produced phenomenon unique to self-propelled living organisms. Using the saline-tolerant alga Dunaliella salina, a thick culture composed of millions of cells was placed in a shallow container and allowed to stand. After a couple of hours, patterns appeared in the cultures where the swimming microorganisms were circulating. The size of the “cells,” that is, the diameter of the area of circulation, was found to be dependent upon the depth of the medium. But whatever the size, the general overall tendency was to form a hexagonal lattice.

From the foregoing, it can be seen that the hexagonal lattice, expressed in the Northern Tradition as the Mother Rune Hagal, is the archetypally basic pattern of the universe. In geometry, Hagal is a fundamental pattern, produced from the inherent sixfold division of the circle. Drawn with compasses, the radius of a circle divides the circumference into exactly six parts. From this, the hexagon, the hexagram, and several other major geometric figures can be produced. Another aspect of the rich symbolism of Hagal is as indicating the six directions of space. Traditionally, these are forward and backward, left and right, up and down. Here, the Mother Rune is at the center of all things, which in traditional cosmology is the navel of the world, known in geomancy as the omphalos or nowl. As this central point, the intersection of the cosmic axis with the earthly plane, Hagal denotes the access-point to other states of consciousness and alternative dimensions. Hagal is an entrance to the cosmic axis, which is the link between the upperworld, the middle world and the lower world. Physically, such points were represented in the landscape as crossroads, often marked by a standing stone, perron, or cross. Each such nowl point is the local center of the world, and other things are arranged around it accordingly.
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Fig. 1.4. Versions of the Hagal rune: 1. Hagal as the basis of the hexagram; 2. The Lacey Fret, from Lancastrian heraldry; 3. Tombstone of the Roman surveyor, Lucius Aebutius Faustus, showing his groma as the Hagal pattern, Ivraea Museum, Italy; 4. Magically protective Hex sign from a traditional “Pennsylvania Dutch” house, USA.

An intriguing Hagal-nowl connection can be found in representations of the old Roman surveying instrument known as the groma. These are known from Roman tombstones, which often have depictions of the tools of the trade of the deceased. The memorial of Lucius Aebutius Faustus at Ivraea, Italy, has a groma. 
This tool was an ingenious technical instrument that enabled straight lines at 
right angles to one another to be laid out across the ground from any point at 
which it was set up. Derived from the ancient techniques of augury used in the 
Etruscan Discipline (see chapter 2), it consisted of a cross-shaped portion 
supported by a stick or post. In use, it defined the four cardinal directions and the perpendicular axis of up and down. When dismantled, as shown on the tombstone (Fig. 1.4) it makes the form of the Hagal rune. The six-branched form of Hagal mirrors the mystery of the microcosm and the macrocosm, in which the greater world (the universe) is reflected in the lesser world (the human being). The older form of Hagal is analogous to the serpent-bearing caduceus staff of the southern European god Hermes/Mercury, deity of the transformative flux in the universe. Hagal is also connected with the cosmic axis by being associated with the world serpent. In Northern Tradition cosmology, this worm, called Nidhogg (Niðhöggr), winds itself around the base of the World Tree Yggdrasil, continuously gnawing away at its roots, threatening its stability. Thus, the serpent, agent of decay, threatens the stability of existence. Often, the worm Nidhogg is equated with Jormungand (Jörmungandr), the World Serpent. Whether it is in the form of Nidhogg or Jormungand, the snake symbolizes the threat of potential sudden catastrophic change inherent in all seemingly stable systems. In the rune Hagal, this is the rapid transformation from its static crystalline form to its flowing liquid form. There is an allusion to this image of serpent/Hagal in The Old Icelandic Rune Poem, which says:

Hagal is a cold seed,

And a fall of sleet,

And a disease of serpents.

In the runic row, Hagal is the ninth rune. Nine is the most sacred number of Northern Tradition spirituality, signifying completion and wholeness. Hagal, as nine, symbolizes the universe, manifested in the nine worlds of Yggdrasil. Unlike most of the other runes, which are invertible and reversible, Hagal’s shape remains unchanged whichever way we look at it. This unchangeable shape symbolizes the eternal cosmic harmony, which is attainable by those who care to use the appropriate techniques.
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