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Introduction





 When I embarked on my study of the runes and runelore I found it to be a much more complex business than I expected. I soon realized that unraveling the threads of knowledge required for communication with the runes in a committed way, would take intensive study. And even after that lengthy study and research, I came to see that there would always be something new to discover about them. What really struck me was the connection I came to have with them, like that of a trusted friend. My rune stones, which I diligently collected from a riverbank and inscribed, blessed, and empowered with the potent silver light of the full moon, became part of my life. A bond of trust formed between us and though on occasions I did not like what they were telling me, I appreciated the wisdom of them.




  Over time, the symbols came to mean more to me than just signs that anyone can read the meanings of in books. They became a secret language, each symbol telling me over and beyond anything I could ever read about. I had made a connection with them on a spiritual level.




  To help you gain an overall insight into how the runes work, I have written an introductory course. In doing so, I arranged the course of study in what I decided was a coherent manner in order to unravel those threads of knowledge somewhat, and provide the basic knowledge required to becoming a runecaster. For after that, only regular use and experience will further your acquaintance with them and lead you forward to becoming a “runemaster”. Moreover, and perhaps significantly, I hope to lead you, the seeker of wisdom, in gaining that all-important spiritual connection with the runes, and guide you on your way to recognizing your own subliminal inner being, just as ultimately, the runes will guide you on a journey of self-discovery.




  
How the Course Works



  First we will acquaint ourselves with the runes. For once we know how they came to be, their history and traditions, we can start to form a bond with them just as we do when we become familiar with that trusted friend.




  Over time, the runes underwent several transformations to fit in with the people of particular periods in history, their beliefs and religions, and hence there are now several traditions. The tradition I talk about in this book is what is known as The Elder Futhark, and is the oldest known rune tradition.




  If we look at the study of runes as a tree in which it branches off into three main boughs, each an “aett” of eight runes, then to get to them we need to climb the tree. To do this in a practical way we have to travel slowly from the roots up the trunk until we reach the boughs. The roots are the many threads of knowledge connecting ourselves with the runes, and the trunk is the bridge linking the two. For in the boughs are the runes themselves, and to be able to understand and connect with them, it is necessary to learn the basic history, mythology, philosophy, psychology, and meanings of them. Then there is the practical side too in their making, casting, and magical use. There are eight Chapters in this book as the number eight has magical significance, for instance each aett has eight runes.




  I know that many people embarking on the study of the runes, will in their eagerness and enthusiasm miss almost all the roots out, and having quickly learnt the meanings rush straight to the top of the tree. You will have heard of the saying “out on a limb”. Well, this metaphor is appropriate here. If you rush to the top of the tree without much thought of what you are doing, then you might find yourself out on a limb where you are exposed to difficulties. You will soon encounter something you do not understand. You will possibly be asked questions you cannot answer and you will have to climb down again to find the answers. And if you do not listen to your intuition and go even further along the limb, you risk the bough breaking and will lose interest altogether. It really is better to learn everything we can in order to cross the trunk-bridge confidently knowing that we are familiar with our runes. This will take time, and by putting in the extra effort, you will be sure to reap the rewards.




  I would propose then beginning at the roots of the tree, and I recommend additional study over and above the information I provide.




  It is always wise to buy more than one book when studying a complex subject such as the runes. But surely, you may ask, one book is much the same as another. Well, you can buy a simple book on rune meanings along with a rune set. I would avoid these or at least buy some books to go with it that cover everything relating to the runes, not just their meanings. There are some books criticized as being inaccurate, but they remain extremely popular because people find something to relate to in their contents. And then there are some books which are perhaps too academic for some seekers, who would rather begin in a more basic way. Therefore, I have taken a middle road in writing this book.




  Whichever way you wish to tackle it, books on the runes are subjective and depend on the approach of the author. We all became skilled in different ways and so have our own slant on how the runes should be studied. Consequently, guidebooks are often about personal journeys of discovery that worked well and which the author wants to share with others, and that is what I am doing in writing this book.




  Many of you will already have a set of runes, perhaps bought, or have been given as a present, or have already made a set. If you wish to continue using this set then you will find ways of making them more personal in Chapter 6. You will also require a set of runes for the visualization exercises in Chapters 3 and 4. You can leave these exercises until you have acquired a set. Otherwise if you already have a set, but perhaps have decided to make your own in addition at some point, then these can be used in the meantime.




  Throughout this book when I use the terms “runecaster” and “runemaster”, I refer to both the female and male.







 

  Chapter 1




  The Runes and Their History




  What Are the Runes?




  When I am asked to do a reading for someone, one thing they often ask is “What are the runes?” and often they add, “Are they like the tarot?” so I give them a brief explanation of the runes, to enable them to understand a little better how their reading works. I also explain how I will cast them and what their own role will be. Always for a reading, I set the scene and mood. A calm, relaxed, and most of all, peaceful atmosphere, is essential for a good connection. Outdoors is ideal.




  One day I went into a bookshop and saw that there were people giving tarot readings with many other people milling about, some shopping and some hanging around curious to see what was happening. For me personally, this would not be a satisfactory way to read the runes. The tarot is an excellent form of divination and one that I regularly use, but I believe the runes have to be treated in a different way simply because they are different. Some runecasters do like to treat the two forms of divination the same, using them at a table. There are others who compare the runes directly with the tarot, matching each rune with a particular card and sometimes tending to give them the same meanings and emphasis. If this works personally for them then there is no reason to suppose it invalid. As time goes by, everything evolves or changes to fit the times. But I believe each form of divination benefits from having its own processes and rituals, and so I choose to treat the runes and tarot as differently as I would a crystal ball or the I Ching, and prefer not to make comparisons.




  The runes are an ancient alphabet which was used not only for communicating information in the way of writing short messages, but also for divination and magic. They were used chiefly in Britain, Scandinavia, Iceland, the Northern Netherlands, and North-west Germany. Yet, this is no ordinary script, for the runes not only have an ancient history behind them, but a wealth of mythology, and were originally the gift of Odin.




  The word “rune” comes from the Old Germanic word runa, meaning secret or mystery. It is thought that the angular points in the runes symbols were designed to be used for carving, for instance into wood or stone. This simple method made it available to all who knew the rune symbols, for these materials were easily obtainable. In modern times, these natural materials are also easily obtainable and we can carve the runes for ourselves, just as in times past, and without cost.




  In addition to its letter use in writing, each rune sign has an accompanying name and a symbolic meaning. The rune symbols have a connection with that meaning, but exactly what is not known, although there has been some conjecture. For instance, Algiz means the elk or elk sedge. It most likely represents the antlers of the elk or perhaps the sharp, spiky leaves of the elk sedge grass, but as it is a protection rune we could put our own emphasis on it. I call it the “guardian angel” rune. The fact that the letters were also given names indicates that they were used for magical purposes, perhaps even before their use as an alphabet.




  In the past runemasters were held in high esteem. The runic symbols were transcribed onto rocks and other items. As well as used for writing, runes were etched onto the materials that were available at those times, probably wood or bone, for use as divinatory tools, magic and healing. Sadly, as runes used for divination were etched onto perishable materials, there are no examples left. Most rune inscriptions found have been carved on stone.




  In modern times, the runes are carved, etched, or painted onto wood, stone, bone, pottery, or other natural materials (such as crystal). Homemade runes are generally made from wood or stone. They are used both as divinatory tools and as magical talismans. Sometimes the runes are used for writing spells or coded messages. As talismans, more than one rune, generally two or three, are put together and made into what is called a “bind rune”. The runes chosen are ones that complement each other. As with all magic, components should not conflict, but blend and balance.




  Perhaps you first heard of the runes from reading the books of J.R.R. Tolkien. He used a variant of the Anglo-Saxon runes for the dust jacket of The Hobbit and for the writing on Thror’s map, after seeing them on a Viking longboat found in the River Thames. He then went on to invent his own rune languages for The Lord of the Rings. This has encouraged the growing popularity of the runes for divination and magic.




  I have included below an archeologically and historical based record of the runes, as well as the mythology of the runes, as both are vital to our understanding.




  Rune History Main Points




  Rune script appears to have been in existence for around two thousand years, probably longer, perhaps from 200 bce. Rune script was used well into the Middle Ages on weapons, tools, jewelry, coins, stones, and even coffins and headstones.




  It is speculated that the runic alphabet originated from the Etruscan alphabet in central Italy and was spread by merchants traveling through central Europe and as far as the Baltic Sea.




  The historical sources, from which most of the information about the runes comes, are mythological and heroic “lays” most commonly the Eddas, the rune poems, archaeological finds (in the form of carvings on artifacts and stones), and early writers such as the Roman historian, Tacitus. Tacitus recorded an account of what is thought to be rune casting in the first century CE. In relation to divination and lot casting by the priest of the community, or father of the family, Tacitus wrote that a branch from a fruit-bearing tree is cut into small slices and marked with divinatory signs and scattered onto a white cloth. After evoking the gods, and with eyes lifted skywards, the caster picks up three pieces of wood and interprets them one at a time according to the symbols written upon them. You can learn more about a “Tacitus” style casting in Chapter 7.




  The Principal Rune Rows




  There are several different rune rows which came into being over the centuries, with many variations in number, spelling, and some differences in the way the symbols are drawn.




  The Elder Futhark




  The Elder Futhark, often called the Common Germanic Futhark, has 24 runes, and all other rune rows developed from this one.




  The Elder Futhark is the oldest rune row and is thought to have come into use in about 100 CE. It is this Futhark that we will be discussing throughout this book.




  The name “Futhark” is taken from the initial six runes of the first aett (set of eight runes) Fehu (F), Uruz (U), Thurisaz (Th), Ansuz (A), Raidho (R), and Kenaz (K).




  There are three sets of eight runes in the Elder Futhark, collectively known as “aettir”. They are named after three gods: the first aett is named for Frey (though some writers attribute it to the goddess Freyja, and some to both), the second is the god Hagal (though what is known about him is generally surmised), and the third is the god Tyr. Developments in language caused The Elder Futhark to be replaced by the Younger Futhark in about 800 CE.




  The Anglo-Saxon/Anglo-Frisian Runes




  The Anglo-Saxon /Anglo-Frisian rune set (a Northumbrian set originated from these too) has 28 runes although some variants have more. Around the late fifth or early sixth century, the runic alphabet in Friesland, in the northern Netherlands, developed further to accommodate new sounds. This was owing to radical changes in the language, and as a result of this, four new letters were added. It was this rune row that was taken to Britain by Saxon invaders. There it developed further and the various rune rows that evolved from this increased to as many as 33 runes.




  The Anglo-Frisian or Anglo-Saxon runes became a “Futhorc” reflecting the changes in sounds. It was most likely in the ninth century that the Northumbrian runes, derived from the Anglo-Saxon runes, increased to 33 runes.




  The Younger Futhark


  The Viking or Scandinavian rune script known as the Younger Futhark has only 16 characters, and was formed in about 800 ce. At this time, other rune sets were or had been extended to 28 or more runes. However, rather than an increase in runes, the Younger Futhark had a reduced amount of runes, and some rune symbols were used to represent multiple sounds. Some runes even changed in meaning. The younger Futhark had several variations which evolved even further over the centuries.




  The Younger Futhark was used well into the Middle Ages, particularly in Iceland were Christianity had less influence. However, the Roman alphabet was eventually preferred and use of the Younger Futhark was ultimately forbidden.




  Self-Styled Modern Rune Rows




  There are additional self-styled modern rune rows to those listed below. I have chosen the most well known ones.




  Armanen Runes and the Nazis




  The Armanen runes (or Armanen Futharkh) were invented by Austrian born German nationalist Guido List, better known as Guido von List, an author, journalist, and occultist. There are 18 runes in the Armanen row, which resembles mostly the Younger Futhark (of 16 runes) but with differences in some symbols and meanings. Von List claimed they were revealed to him in an “inner eye” vision during a period of temporary blindness after a cataract operation in 1902. These runes were the subject of his book The Secrets of the Runes. He said they were encrypted in stanzas 138 to 165 of the Havamal (from the Poetic Edda), although his claims remains unproven.




  It is thought that it is these runes which found favor with various members of the Nazi party of which some were adopted as emblems; perhaps the best-known is the insignia of the SS, which is a double Sowilo (or Sowelo) symbol. It was known as Sigil to the Nazis.




  It is not surprising then, that after the war the runes in general fell out of favor with the rest of the world. However, in the 1980s there was yet another revival, although Tolkien had already used them to good advantage in his books.




  The Witch’s Runes




  “Witch’s Runes” are commonly displayed in New-age shops and bookshops. You will also find them on the internet in occult sites. The Witch’s Runes are an invention of Susan Sheppard in the late twentieth century. There are 13 runes in this set, and they are original in symbols and meanings. They are popular among modern witches. They are not to be confused with the original rune rows also popular with witches.




  Theban Runes (Theban Alphabet)




  These runes are sometimes called Witches’ Runes and Runes of Honorius. This alphabet comes from Henry Cornelius Agrippa’s Third book of Occult Philosophy first published in Antwerp in 1531. This alphabet is mainly used by Pagans, Witches and Wiccans, as a secret writing code and occasionally in magical talismans. It was brought to the attention of Wiccans by Gerald Gardner.




  
The Blank Rune





  If you have bought your runes or have looked at advertisements for them, you will often find that they contain a “spare” rune which is blank. This is actually called the blank rune.




  The blank rune is a modern addition made popular by the author Ralph Blum. He is said to have found it in a rune set he purchased. Believing it was significant, he then gave a meaning to it of his own creation. My guess is that it was included as a spare in case one was lost. As this is a modern addition and runes are read according to their signs and the hidden symbolic meanings behind them, I see no reason to include it at all. Accordingly, and at no offence meant to others, you will not find it included in this book.




  What the Runes Can Do for Us




  Runes are a tool for personal growth and transformation. They can help you in your everyday life and in your everyday decisions. When you cast the runes they will tap into your unconscious, they will talk to you, teach you, and guide you. They will help you to get to know the real you, the whole you.




  You do not need to be actually psychic to read the runes. However, the runes will help you to develop your intuitive abilities. As you become familiar with them, the runes begin to communicate with you, and you will learn how to interpret them using your intuition in combination with the symbolism.




  The runes work in a magical way. Each one has special properties that can help you in their own distinct manner. After a time, when you get to know the runes, you will feel which ones can help you personally. My favorite rune, one that I feel is connected to me, is Uruz the rune of strength and luck, another one is Ehwaz. For you it likely to be a different rune or runes that you come to feel a true affiliation with, a rune that perhaps helps you through testing times in your life.
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