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To my daughter, Jaime, who has been there with me, beside me, every step of the way






Introduction

Runes are a gateway to magick.

They offer spells of protection and health. They are a guide to the future and the past. They are a gateway to a world of powers and mysteries that are almost beyond understanding. The art of runes is your passport to the never-ending realms of the spirits, places of wonder and enchantment.

From their first use around C.E. 150, runes—alphabetic figures used for communication systems in many Scandinavian countries—have been used for many different purposes. For some, runes were merely an ancient system of writing, and modern scholars have studied them that way. However, even more evidence suggests that runes were used for divination. There is even conjecture that the runes themselves are inhabited by beings who can open links to other realms.

In The Modern Witchcraft Guide to Runes, you’ll see how casting runes gives modern witches the ability to access information previously unknown and unseen. Whether you’re an experienced practicing witch or someone just beginning to explore the world of witchcraft by using this book, you’ll come to understand the magick and mystery of runes.

You’ll learn about the history of runes, how they were used for magickal purposes in ancient times, and how they connect to witchcraft and to the natural world that surrounds us today. You’ll learn how to choose the right runic system for you, one that will strengthen your powers as a witch, and how to incorporate your chosen system (or systems) into your everyday magickal practices. And you’ll discover how best to create your own runes using sustainable raw materials and engraving methods, such as carving, burning, and painting.

Your runes allow you to discern pathways and gain insight. You can use them for divination and as an oracle. For many witches, runes symbolize a connection to spirit, where messages can be transmitted from beyond the veil—from a time out of time—and interpreted in the here and now.

Finally, runes can be very personal, reminding you of the journeys—physical and spiritual—that you’ve taken. As you handle your runes, you’ll feel a sudden spark of recognition, a memory of your own sacred origin. You’ll know you are surrounded by all the magick the earth offers her inhabitants.

For modern witchcraft, runes endure as a powerful system for empowerment, fortune-telling, and gaining insight. They give you confidence and power as a witch: Your voice is worthy. Your experiences are valid. Your ideas are powerful. You are part of a community of witches and are free to define yourself in your own terms and, by using runes, bring magick and joy to your work and to the world. Blessed be your runes.






Chapter 1 RUNE BASICS: PURPOSE AND POWER


When you explore runes, you can hear the words and voices of the ancients through time. A spoken or written word has a power that allows you to tap into a timeless vibration. These runes—these symbols, and the sounds they represent—contain unbound vibrational energy rooted in, but not limited to, the past. Runes carry with them the wisdom of the ages.

OUR TRUE PATH WILL BE DETERMINED BY OUR NATURE

Runes are inextricably linked to trees. From the Ogham tree alphabet of Ireland and Yggdrasil, the tree of life from which the Norse God Odin first spied the runes, to the painful memories of witches who were hanged from gallows trees, the way of the runes brings you back to the trees, to the beauty of the wild forest, the wonder of discovered lands, and the voices that echo across unending generations to inform the way of the modern witch. Trees are some of the longest-lived organisms on earth, and their presence and power throughout recorded history are an unbroken testament to their importance.

THE CHALLENGE OF MAGICK

Magick such as that contained in runes is and has always been a practice fraught with difficulty. Witches have historically found themselves misunderstood, wrongly accused of misdeeds, reviled, and feared. Yet there is another side to this. Today more and more people, female, male, and nonbinary, identify as witches. The power of the witch is not only returning and revealing itself in a new and modern form; it is also rapidly growing. As more and more people discover or rediscover their propensity for magick, their rejection of societal norms, and their awareness of the danger of stereotypes, a new paradigm of the modern witch continues to evolve.

Runes are a central part of magick, the gateway to a timeless oracle, consulted freely by the practitioner with a deep hunger for knowledge. The needs of humanity today echo those of the distant past; it is into this deep well that we reach in order to draw up the knowledge carved in rock, wood, or the skeletal remains of the horned and hoofed creatures.

Approach the runes with an open mind and a guileless heart. Accept their teachings, for in their mystery is nothing less than the wisdom of the ages, distilled through generations across many lands.

Runes allow you to approach an oracle, a surrounding energy that binds you to your fate. You are the creator of your destiny, and the oracle is the aura of the culmination of your choices. It is a field of knowledge that exists out of time itself. When you consult the oracle through runes, you bring inquiries, needs, dreams, and desires. Your heart is filled with longing. Every hope that lies inside you is laid bare. When you openly seek, you must admit your own limitations, including vulnerability and fallibility.

Pick up a tool. Feel its weight in your hands. Be willing to strike, to change, to fail. Swing a hammer, driving steel into metal, and listen for the song of the blow: You will hear some tones that have a high pitch and some that have a low pitch. This vibration has been echoing across the earth since the Bronze Age when the first writing systems began to appear.

By the first century, the Elder Futhark writing script was in use. This is where our journey begins, in the distant past of northern Europe when people recorded their needs and their requests to the Gods in metal and stone. This is what constitutes the oracle.

Like a surrounding whisper that was never silenced, the oracle has endured from the beginning of time. The runes are an entry point, the gateway to an esoteric language of mystery that has spanned continents, eras, and civilizations. Yet the farther you get from the source, the closer you actually become, because the energy moves in a great cosmic spiral that is constantly turning in on itself even as it is expanding.

The Energy of Runes

The radiating, unseen energy of runes is similar to heat; you can’t see it, but you can’t deny it, and it has transformative powers over elements such as iron. That is the reason why runes became known during the Iron Age. Their energy had always been contained deep in the earth, where there is intense power. Once runes were discovered, everything changed.

Imagine the power of the written word, the power to communicate and have messages endure. This in itself is a powerful form of magick. The growing ability of human beings to manipulate their environment through the use of tools brought them to the crossroads where creative, transformative energy met spirit. Through the act of transformation, changing natural materials from one thing into another, vibrational energy was directed into the universe, uniting the early practitioners of magick with the primordial powers of the earth, and thus the eternal oracle was tapped. The Universal Mother and All Father archetypes transmitted the oracle’s wisdom across space and time. Now, even as modern witchcraft begins to transcend the sexual polarity of male and female, Goddess and God, this unending flow of source energy still exists and is being discovered anew by witches.


WHAT ARE RUNES?

When you think of runes, you usually think of a series of linear carvings. These are mainly associated with Scandinavia: Norway, Sweden, Denmark, and Iceland. As the Vikings spread their civilization across Europe, they brought runes with them. (Runes have been found as far away as Istanbul, where a couple of Vikings carved them into a stone rail in the great Hagia Sophia.) Scholars generally agree that early runic carvings date back to the first century, while some theorize that runes emerged during the third century. But what do runes have to do with magick? The answer to this question lies largely in the association runes have with mystery.

For witches, runes are basically four things: They are part language, part symbol, part oracle, and part talisman. Just as runes are many things at once, so are witches. Witches can be occultists or healers. They may practice spells and charms or enact ceremonial rituals. Some practice witchcraft as a religion, while others describe it as a path.


The Number Four

The number four frequently comes up in witchcraft. When casting a circle, spiritual witches will turn to the four directions and call upon the spirits who dwell within the realms of points on the compass rose to enter into their sacred space. On the altar, there are usually representations of the four elements frequently used in witchcraft: air, fire, water, and earth. Witches may invoke a Triple Goddess and a God—making four in total. They may acknowledge four ancient fire festivals or four cross-quarter days and four points of seasonal change.



In addition to religious witches and secular witches, there is also a group of witches who claim witch and witchcraft as an identity but not as a practice. Some witches honor a Goddess and a God, while others do not; however, nearly all witches engage with some sort of divination technique.


Gender Identity

In exploring the magickal and mystical realm of runes, it is not necessary to have a fixed or gendered system of divination, nor is gender necessarily an entry point into any sort of magick, even as many will claim that runes carry with them a decidedly masculine energy.



Linguistically, runes appear to have been used as an ancient alphabet by people who otherwise did not leave much in the way of written texts behind. Some runic artifacts have been deciphered and translated, while others defy any sort of interpretation. This is part of the reason why runes and runic language are so mysterious. There aren’t accompanying texts from antiquity that describe their meaning or use. Anthropologists, archaeologists, and scholars have made discoveries and connections about how they believe runes were originally used, but there is no direct evidence that confirms the many different hypotheses surrounding runes and rune lore. In fact, there are different rune systems that appear to be linked, but in actuality, they originate from different populations and represent different linguistic attributes.

Runes As Language

Runes played an important role in the evolution of writing. Writing is a technology, a symbol of an advanced civilization. Systems of writing are influenced by many factors, such as the religious practices of the population, the political structure of the society, and the cultural values of the people. The earliest systems of writing originated in Mesopotamia. It is interesting to note that as the written word came into being, it was ushered in to human consciousness by Goddess-worshipping, polytheistic civilizations. Sumerian and Akkadian cuneiform are the earliest known systems of writing. The pictographic beauty of Egyptian hieroglyphs, such as the rock of El-Khawy, which is believed to be around 5,200 years old, continues to inspire and captivate magick practitioners today. As trade routes became established and the migration of cultures became widespread, and as literacy came into being, language evolved and moved along with populations.

It has been conjectured that both the basic runic alphabet and the Ogham script, also called the Ogham runes, were inspired and influenced by trade and cultural exchange between the Romans, Celts, and Norse. The Theban runes are also connected through the Roman Empire. Tracing the history of runes is akin to tracing the footsteps of humanity across the planet through time as literacy spread across the earth.

Early systems of writing were local. In both eastern and western Europe, the dominant influence on literacy was clearly religion. Literacy was always the domain of spiritually minded people. As writing moved from pictographic forms to alphabetic ones, it also became standardized, and communication was transformed.


The Distant Past Informs the Present

Written language first appeared as hieroglyphs and cuneiform. Ancient civilizations sought to create enduring communication through pictographic representations, which were then associated with sounds. The sounds were given unique characters, and written communication moved away from representative form into the lexical and literal characters that we use today.

With the advent of smartphones and digital communications, there has been a shift back to pictographic communication as emojis replace words. They communicate complex emotions, states of wellness or illness, activities, and all the accoutrements of daily life as well as the cosmos. In a sense, emojis are similar to hieroglyphs and are used in witchcraft to communicate everything from the phase of the moon to astrological signs. The past is constantly emerging, for the spiral of time never ceases.



It is interesting to note that the earliest alphabetic writings were spiritual—either pre-Christian or biblical—in nature. There has always been a desire among people to connect with their spirituality and communicate it through the written word.

Early writing systems, such as Phoenician, influenced other written languages, including archaic Greek, Anatolian, Balkan, Aramaic, and Hebrew. As alphabetic writing spread geographically, it also changed. Language systems evolved and developed into distinct scripts as they passed from place to place. Phoenician influenced the Punic script and the Greek alphabet in the West, and the Greek and Etruscan alphabets informed the Roman, or Latin, alphabet. There are strong visual similarities between the patterns of script in early alphabetic languages from Greece and Italy and Germanic runes. While the exact dates and methods of transmission of written language from East to West to North can never be definitively known, adaptation and cooperation among cultures allowed for sounds and symbols to combine and connect, to strengthen communication, and to record and reveal secrets.

As Germanic tribes expanded in both population and geography, the historical importance of the Goths, one of the main Germanic tribes, increased. Gothic language is significant because the few known runic Gothic inscriptions appear to predate the Germanic language by around four hundred years. The two Gothic dialects died out after the fall of their kingdom, which once stretched from eastern Europe to Italy. This conceivably makes Gothic runes a precursor to Germanic runes. Although there are very few surviving manuscripts from the earliest centuries of our common era, the Germanic runes have endured, along with their associations with supernatural powers. While the Gothic language has died out, the fascination with and modern use of runes remains.

Some scholars vehemently insist that any exploration of runes as a source of divine or metaphysical power is inappropriate and vulgar. To do so ignores the fact that the dissemination of spiritual beliefs has always been a central reason for the existence of the written word itself. In exploring the etymological origins of the word “rune,” we should not be dismissive of mystical implications and associations. The connection between runes and mystery transcends the barriers of language and translation. The Greek translation connects runa mysterion to both “mystery” and “secret,” while Old English, Old Norse, and Old High German all bear meanings that include “whisper,” “secret,” and “private counsel.”

Runes As Symbol

Runes have phonetic equivalences—that is, they have unique sound signatures that allow them to be pronounced, combined, and spoken, and specific sounds are represented by individual symbols, which are usually but not always a configuration of diagonal lines along a vertical stave. Runes that are linked together are bindrunes; they can represent morphemes, which are parts of words, or entire words themselves.

The spoken word is heard and felt, both audibly and emotionally. It is a vibrational energy born through breath and vibration within the body and then projected outward, creating a resonance that can be shared, heard, and interpreted by others. Spoken words carry great power, and it is a radical act to speak an intention or desire out loud. The simple act of speaking imbues any magickal work, ritual, or spell with power. Runes are an ideal medium for expressing the most secret of desires, those events we most want to call into being, or the quiet, hidden parts of ourselves most in need of healing.

Few things compare with the power of the spoken word when it comes to effecting change. Spoken words hold us accountable to our communities. They are the outward expression of our inner lives: our hopes, dreams, desires, ethics, and beliefs. To be characterized as “a person of your word” means that you are trusted and respected. Prayers are often spoken aloud and in unison, making runes a suitable vehicle for raising and directing energy in group work or coven craft. Imagine the ability to write a spell to bring about a desired outcome in a secret language that can be spoken aloud and understood only by those on the same or similar path. The possibilities for empowerment and actualization are tantalizing, and runes provide a powerful gateway into one of the most magickal forms of human expression.

As surprising as it may be to many, just as a magickal practice cannot be spiritually separated from the person who practices it, likewise, metaphysical and occult experiences do not require any external “belief” to make them valid. The forces of nature exist whether or not you have direct observation or experience of them; if you don’t see them, it doesn’t mean they don’t occur. The answer to the old philosophical question, “If a tree falls in a forest, and no one is around to hear it, does it make a sound?” of course is “yes.” The vibration is released whether or not anyone is present to observe it. The resonance of sound travels whether or not you hear it or acknowledge it.

To assume that your observation of an event is the only criterion that establishes existence is to greatly exaggerate your role as observer. Whether or not you believe in the power of runes and the augmented energy of the spoken word, this power still exists. Runes do not require your belief in them in order to retain their power; however, whenever you engage with any magickal practice, there is some kind of change that always takes place. Your mere presence has an impact on an occurrence. Even particles of light have been noticed to behave differently under an observational eye.

The issue of perception is an important one. As your perception grows, so does your acceptance of the unexplainable. Acceptance of the undecipherable is a desirable characteristic when engaging with the enigmatic energy of runes. You’ll find a suspension of disbelief is useful in maintaining an open mind when working with runes. Be open to what the runes show you, especially if these things cannot be easily explained.

Runes As Oracle

Runes are a link between the natural world and human agency that the modern witch is meant to decipher, interpret, and use. Runes continue to be spoken in secret by the modern keepers of the old ways, whether anyone believes in their power or not.

Of course, manifestations and affirmations are immensely encouraging. Signs that let you know you are on the right path, that petitions are being fulfilled, are satisfying. Successes will often lead to greater successes, and when you formulate an intention with clarity, direct it with focus, and project it into the world or universe, then its energy signature will continue whether anyone else believes in it or not.

This is important to understand, because in the phonetic study of runes, you aren’t going to find a lot of reassurance that you’re using them “correctly.” It is a wonder of the age and the blessing of the modern witch that allows us unprecedented access to the mysteries of the past and the powerful acceptance of our own ability to synthesize the past into something relevant, vital, and necessary today. While modern witches practice within the context of a world that our forebears could not have possibly imagined, the technology of writing and its union with the spoken word transcends time.

Runes As Talisman

Runes—and objects decorated with runes—have served as talismans used by witches in casting spells and divination. Runes are always associated with mystery. In addition to being an alphabetic system of writing as well as a spoken, phonetic expression of language, runes exist as symbols. The time from the late Iron Age through the Middle Ages when runes first developed was a period of great innovation, as technological advances in metalworking and woodworking paved the way for even greater advances, such as shipbuilding. Newly built sailing vessels possessed greater maneuverability and were capable of sailing in the direction from which the wind was originating, thus allowing for more exploration, more trade, expanded cultural exchange, and, for better or worse, colonization and conquest.

Detailed drawings from the book De Re Metallica by the German scientist and scholar Georgius Agricola (1494–1555), which was published after his death, indicate that mining for metal had been around for quite some time and that Saxon mines were a carefully regulated enterprise. Methods of mining for ore, smelting, and fabrication are described and illustrated along with geologic information that suggests these technologies were in use long before Agricola recorded them.


Agricola’s Many Facets

Agricola was known as a progenitor of mineralogy and was also acclaimed as a physician; he is credited with introducing the practice of quarantine, which is still in wide use today.



In the past, runes were used to inscribe specific pleas to ward off disease, a magickal practice with practical implications today. Creating a bindrune for health won’t repel a rapidly mutating virus, but it will help you center your mind and your behavior with the intention of avoiding exposure. In this sense, the modern use of runes mirrors the past.

Runes and runic writings from the first century to the Middle Ages were scratched, carved, or engraved on objects. Most surviving runes were carved into stones, and “carved in stone” has become an adage to describe things that are permanent, unchangeable, and irrefutable. Such is the enduring power of runes. Runes were also inscribed in metal objects of great variety. In addition to a system of writing, they also seem to have been a method of decoration and adornment. Not all early examples of runic writing can be translated. Runes were more than a way to distinguish ownership or to impart a sentiment. These symbols clearly had a meaning and purpose that went beyond words.

Just as magick cannot be separated from the practitioner, runes cannot be separated from the objects upon which they are inscribed. Runes were used not only to show ownership but also to protect, to ward off evil, to quell storms, and to allow for safe passages to unknown lands. The spells written in runes called for abundant catches of fish and bountiful harvests, and they served as a link between the petition and the petitioner. Whether runes were employed to appeal to one God or to many Gods, there is power in the runes themselves.


Runa Mysterion

The magickal and mysterious associations with runes date back to the earliest appearances of the word and its Greek translation. The Greek word mysterion was synonymous with “rune.” Runes were used in the description of religious mystery cults and implied hidden realities that were accessible only to initiates. Laypeople required parables or other symbolic explanations, while initiates possessed secret knowledge. Words such as mysterion, runa, and garuni referred to rites of passage or holy mysteries. In the Gothic translation of the Bible by Ulfilas (311–382), there are several instances of equivalence of meaning between mysterion and “rune.”



WHY SHOULD YOU USE RUNES?

More than a mystery, runes carry with them the potential for the manifestation of wisdom. Magick practitioners of all kinds consult a variety of oracles in order to divine information from a realm beyond the everyday. Witches are open-minded and tend to be more accepting of unexplained phenomena than non-magickal people. While some witches engage in their craft in practical activities (through herbs they grow, foods they prepare, healings they undertake, and seasonal and celestial events they acknowledge), they do not necessarily link these to their spirituality. For others, witchcraft is a deeply spiritual path filled with reverent devotion and awe and is directly influenced and impacted by communion with and awareness of divine entities.

Runes are accessible to both types of modern witches because whether or not a higher power is invoked, the power and mystery of the runes endure. Because they were used in a variety of ways, sometimes in ways that defy any interpretation, using runes can be a liberating experience for the modern witch. They are free to engage in practices with runes that may include consecration, delineating ownership, imbuing objects with power, or pure adornment.

Improving Self-Awareness

In addition to character and sound, runes have individual meanings that were given to them by early people; yet the further we get from the past, the more we realize that the threads that connect humanity throughout time, the issues that human beings ceaselessly grapple with, remain largely unchanged spiritually. Technology and locations may change, but our emotional needs endure. Like a wise and knowing disembodied voice from another time, the language of the runes speaks to our hearts.

Reading runes requires a certain level of self-examination. In times of struggle, when difficulties arise and confidences must be kept, consulting the runes is always safe. Runes are finite and infinite. This dichotomy is possible because although an alphabet may end, there are seemingly unlimited combinations that can be created by combining letters and sounds. Language by its very nature is, and has always been, a mutable process. Meaning evolves and changes over time, just as people do. When runes are incorporated into a magickal or spiritual path, life changes become more apparent because they are noticed. In this seeking, there is a natural instinct to record. Recording rune spreads—the configuration or order in which you select your runes and the associated meanings of the specific placements of each rune—allows the practitioner to look back, contemplate, revisit lessons, learn, let go, and move on. Runes are a powerful instrument of growth.

Receiving Messages Through Divination

Divination is considered a magickal art. You open your mind to the point where it is capable of both generating and receiving thoughts. This receptive state allows you to interpret messages, thoughts, and guidance as well as wisdom and portents of things that are likely to occur. When a thought is formed, electrical synapses fire along a sequence of established pathways in the brain. Divination involves a similar process, yet the origin of the idea, message, or teaching is channeled from energy generated from an outside source, which is interpreted by the individual, and then communicated.

For spiritual witches, divination is considered a communion with deity. Wisdom gained and oracles channeled are based on a relationship between a Goddess or God and the devotee. Secular witches do not subscribe to such a relationship; instead, they either consider themselves to be the generators, or source, of the message or they believe that the wisdom is inherent to the transmission method itself, such as runes. Divination is not unlike mediumship, where communication is conveyed from a discarnate spirit to an incarnate spirit, but instead of a discarnate spirit who may make their previous incarnation known, the oracle comes from a place of mystery. If you have ever wanted to have a conversation with someone who has passed on, then you understand the draw of divination. There is a separation between the material, physical world and the spiritual realms. Runes are a gateway between these worlds. They serve as a portal between the seeker and the mystery.

Spellcasting with Runes

Spellcasting is the combination of words and actions paired with a specific intention that is directed toward a power or source point in order to elicit a series of controlled coincidences; these, in turn, lead to a desired result.


Controlled Coincidences

A controlled coincidence happens when the very thing you wish to happen occurs in a natural way that may at first seem unconnected to your initial spell. For example, you may cast a prosperity spell and shortly thereafter discover that someone has spontaneously decided to repay you for an old debt. You put an intention into the universe. Your request was granted via an apparent coincidence that was in direct alignment with your wish.



Incorporating runes into spellcasting is feasible because runes already exist in the triple form of symbol, word, and deed that comprises the elemental necessity for successful spells. They represent speech, action, and talismans (charms).

For example, a word or desire spoken aloud in and of itself is not a spell. It could be a petition, a prayer, or a request, but it is not a spell. It is only one part of a spell. Runes can be pronounced and spoken aloud, so they have the ability to fulfill the speech part of a spell. A spell also requires action on the part of the practitioner. There is something you are called to do, change, or affect in some way. The act of scribing a rune is an action. It aligns deed with word, so runes fulfill the action part of spellcasting as well. Finally, spells will usually involve talismans. In order to scribe a rune, an object must be used. No matter what medium you decide to work with—paper, stone, wax, or some other substance—the object that is scribed with intention and marked in runes becomes a talisman in its own right. Thus, the word is combined with action and bound to object. This practice is time-honored, relevant, empowering, and effective.







PART I GETTING TO KNOW THE RUNES


In this part, you’ll get a broad overview of runic systems, their roots in antiquity, their archaeological origins, their ancient uses, and how they connect to modern witchcraft.








Chapter 2 NORSE/GERMANIC/VIKING RUNES: ELDER AND YOUNGER FUTHARK


Also known as Viking runes, the Elder and Younger Futhark are sometimes referred to as the Elder and Younger Rune Row. The term “Futhark” refers to the first five characters of the alphabetic system that consisted of twenty-four characters in the “Elder” Rune Row. This was subsequently shortened to sixteen characters, the “Younger” Futhark. Each symbol has its own unique name and sound.

The reduction in the number of runes from the Elder to the Younger is curious and largely unexplained. As runes were combined, they disappeared for unknown reasons. There is much to be learned from this ensuing mystery. To begin unraveling the enigma of runes, it is helpful to engage with several disciplines, including archaeology, philology, linguistics, and occultism.


HISTORY OF ELDER AND YOUNGER FUTHARK

The Poetic Edda is believed to have been written around 1200. This collection of Old Norse poems by an unknown author gives us great insight into the culture and customs of northern European life and provides context for the significance of runes. Included in The Poetic Edda is a verse known as the Hávamál (“Words of the High One”), which legend holds to be the words of the Norse God, Odin. In the Hávamál, there are direct references to the runes that connect them to Odin and to their power and magickal purpose:


“NOW IS ANSWERED WHAT YOU ASK OF THE RUNES, GRAVEN BY THE GODS, MADE BY THE ALL FATHER, SENT BY THE POWERFUL SAGE…”



Runes are explicitly described as a language, for the Hávamál also states:


“LONG I LISTENED TO MEN

RUNES HEARD SPOKEN (COUNSELS REVEALED)…”



The poem reveals how Odin underwent an ordeal and pain to learn the mystery of the runes. To understand the significance of the connection between runes and spirit, it is important to have some knowledge of Odin.

MASTER OF ECSTASY

There is no deity quite like Odin. He is enigmatic and complex. He bears the power and regality of Zeus as well as the wisdom and suffering of Christ. You would be hard-pressed to find a deity as all-encompassing and traditionally masculine as Odin. He is described as a formidable warrior, and in discovering the runes, he sacrificed his left eye in exchange for wisdom. He hung from Yggdrasil, the legendary “world tree,” or tree of life, for nine days after he was pierced by a spear. With a tolerance for pain that made him unconquerable in battle as well as an intimate acquaintance with suffering, Odin is credited with bringing the runes to humankind. He did not write or invent the runes, according to The Poetic Edda. The lore explains that Odin, without food or drink or aid of any kind, hung in an inverted suspension between the worlds and brought the runes into the consciousness of his followers by being the first to see them.

Adding to the mystery is the fact that Odin was also considered a master of seid, a magickal power that manifests physically but is not limited to the earthly plane. Seid is a transcendent, feminine form of ecstatic magick, and some scholars have implied that the masculine God Odin may have taken on a female form in order to learn it.


Seid and Sorcery

While segments of the three major culturally dominant Abrahamic religions of today emphasize asceticism, this was not the norm in times past. Seid was an ecstatic form of magick, quite the opposite of abstinence and the denial of pleasure. Seid was a decidedly feminine type of magick in which the song (vardlokkur) is sung to summon spirit guides who enable the sorceress to see the future. This is described in the Old Norse saga of Erik the Red. Scholars have suggested that Odin’s mastery of seid indicates some level of gender fluidity.



A BRIEF HISTORY OF RUNOLOGY

Runology, the systematic study of runes, is credited to Johannes Bureus (1568–1652), who was a member of the Swedish court and was the first to theorize that runes held mystic significance as receptacles of ancient wisdom that transcended their conventional alphabetic meanings. Bureus is described as a Christian, yet his own beliefs did not preclude him from attributing the runes with mystical characteristics. This is important to note because modern scholars often imply it is wrong to associate runes with more than letters and sounds. However, such an approach discounts a substantial part of the nature of runes.

Although the use of runes as both a writing system and as a spoken language had died out by the late Middle Ages, their relevance and importance remained. By the mid-nineteenth century, runology as a branch of academic study was solidified. Like the runes themselves, which exist as many things at once—symbol, sound, object, and oracle—runology is a multidisciplinary group of academic disciplines, including linguistics, archaeology, anthropology, and philology.

The Rök Runestone

Most of the runic carvings that have survived to this day are found in Sweden. One of the most significant discoveries in rune lore is the Rök Runestone, which was carved around C.E 800. A recent interpretation of the runic carvings on the Rök Runestone reveals an epic story of the death of the Sun Goddess, slain by a great wolf. Odin calls mankind into battle to avenge her death. This interpretation of the inscription connects mythology and legend to the devastating effects of climate change, an enduring issue we still grapple with to this day.

The story of the death of the Sun Goddess corresponds with a volcanic eruption in C.E. 536 so powerful that it interfered with the light of the sun for over a decade. The battle of mankind against the great wolf was the mythic response of a people devastated by climate change, who were enduring an environmental event of catastrophic proportions. Restoring hope to humanity, a new Goddess arose to replace her mother, and this miraculous resolution of an actual disaster is described in a series of ciphers that have endured for ages.

The Kylver Stone

There are over four hundred known examples of the Futhark alphabet, and one of the best and earliest is the Kylver Stone in Gotland, Sweden. This fifth-century carving contains the entire sequence of the Elder Rune Row.

THE NORSE RUNE ALPHABETS: MEANING, SYMBOLISM, AND PRONUNCIATION

Runes are read from right to left, and each rune has a distinct shape or character, a phonetic value or sound, a name, and a meaning or association. As language evolved, variations emerged; however, the Elder Futhark Rune Row is generally accepted as follows:



	Number

	Sound

	Name

	Meaning




	1

	F

	Fehu

	Livestock




	2

	U

	Uruz

	Aurochs




	3

	Th

	Thurisaz

	Giant




	4

	A

	Ansuz

	The God




	5

	R

	Raidō

	Riding




	6

	K

	Kaunaz

	Sore




	7

	G

	Gebō

	Gift




	8

	W

	Wunjō

	Joy




	9

	H

	Hagalaz

	Hail




	10

	N

	Nauthiz

	Need




	11

	I

	Isa

	Ice




	12

	J

	Jēra

	Year




	13

	Ei

	Eihaw

	Yew




	14

	P

	Perthro

	Dicebox




	15

	Z

	Elhaz

	Elk




	16

	S

	Sowilo

	Sun




	17

	T

	Teiwaz

	Tyr




	18

	B

	Berkanō

	Birch




	19

	E

	Ehwaz

	Horse




	20

	M

	Mannaz

	Self




	21

	L

	Laguz

	Water




	22

	Ng

	Ingwaz

	Yngvi




	23

	D

	Dagaz

	Day




	24

	O

	Ōthala

	Ancestral estate





Language is never fixed—in fact, it constantly changes. In addition, phonetics and dialects of language impact how we hear and interpret sounds, so for those reasons, you will find many variations on how the names of these runes are spelled.


MODERN EQUIVALENCES OF ANCIENT RUNES

Just as language has evolved over time, so have the mystical associations with runes. Runes speak to the human experience across the ages, but they have modern relevance as well. Runes are tied not only to the daily lives and activities of the ancient people who first used them—they also hold significance in their universal connections to common threads of the desires and dangers that people face today.

[image: Image]

Fehu

Fehu represents livestock. Long before the existence of large-scale factory farms, animal husbandry and the raising of livestock was equated with social status, wealth, and the ability to provide for one’s family. Fehu is a rune of ability and comfort. It represents wealth, stature, and success. Fehu indicates a favorable situation. It also represents how we are seen by others. The external energy of this rune is one of respect and achievement. Internally, it is accomplishment and success.

[image: Image]

Uruz

Uruz represents aurochs, a species of cattle inhabiting Europe. Throughout many civilizations and systems of both belief and myth, the image of the sacred bull is a recurring symbol. Uruz is a rune of power and strength, fortitude, respect, and awe. Uruz represents the power of the Gods and the necessity for sacrifice. It is a symbol of strength, stamina, and endurance.

[image: Image]


Thurisaz

Thurisaz refers to the God Thor and to giants. This is the rune of the gateway, the obstacles that threaten to obstruct movement. It is the standstill before the gate can be passed, before progress is to be made. Thurisaz indicates that an opening or opportunity is near. It is a rune of patience and waiting. The wisdom of Thurisaz knows the difference between when to take action and when to lie in wait. Thurisaz is the stillness before the storm. It is a harbinger of significant things to come.
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Ansuz

Ansuz is associated with the God principle and is particularly connected to Loki, the trickster God. Ansuz is also considered a messenger rune. Think of the different ways that messages get to you and be on the lookout for the unexpected text as well as the unmistakable presence of intuition. This rune tells you an important message is at hand. Ansuz asks you to be wary and keep your wits about you and to pay close attention to communication channels.

[image: Image]

Raidō

Raidō is a rune of swift movement; it is action taken with speed. Originally it meant “riding,” so Raidō can even signify a sudden change, travel, or possibly a move. With Raidō, whatever change is at hand will come quickly. Raidō encourages you to prepare quickly for a possibly wild ride.
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Kaunaz

Kaunaz is connected to fire and can signify the beginning of a process. Literal translations from different locales were varied in that Kaunaz was used to signify a torch or light, but also an ulcer or a sore. This can represent a new endeavor, a healing of an emotional wound, or a fresh start. Think of Kaunaz as the purification and preparation for great things to come. Kaunaz is a rune that calls for clearing an area. Examine the things that no longer serve you and consider letting them go.
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Gebō

Gebō is a gift. This can be something welcomed and unexpected coming into your life. It can also signify a healthy relationship or a balanced partnership. Gebō is a rune of manifesting and acknowledgment. It calls you to a profound place of happiness.

[image: Image]

Wunjō

Wunjō is a rune of joy, representing happiness and fulfillment. Connected to flowering fruit trees, this rune means attainment of your desire is at hand. Wunjō represents beauty, possibility, and that positive things are coming into being.
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Hagalaz

Hagalaz signifies hail. Hail and dangerous weather conditions can indicate that change is at hand and that you must remain open and tenacious and ready to deal with whatever life may throw you. Hagalaz calls upon you to protect yourself from things that are beyond your control. It may indicate that an unsafe situation is approaching.
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Nauthiz

Nauthiz is the rune of need. Necessary things are always difficult to bear. This is a rune of responsibility and reckoning. Nauthiz calls you to persevere and shoulder your burdens. It represents a time to examine and identify the things that you are lacking.
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Isa

Isa is the rune of ice. It represents immobility or a standstill. Drawing Isa indicates that you may quite literally feel frozen and unable to enact a change or that there will be a delay or postponement of plans. Isa may remind you to slow down or stop what you are doing altogether.
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Jēra

This rune is connected to harvest and can signify one year’s time. The fulfillment of any endeavor will not be swift, but it will come in its due time. Jēra is a rune of sowing, tending, waiting, and, finally, gathering. Jēra means that patience is required and that rewards will come to you after the work has been completed, but not before. It is a rune of faith and trusting that things will unfold based on what you have already invested.

[image: Image]

Eihaw

Signifying the yew tree, which is considered sacred to the dead, Eihaw is a rune of remembrance. Eihaw gives you room to grieve and remember. It can signify someone who has moved on to the spirit world but remains close. Eihaw may indicate that your ancestors are drawing near. Remember that in sadness and times of loss, there is also love that remains.
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