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This book is dedicated to all those who have struggled to understand the mysteries of the Germanic past



REVIVAL OF THE RUNES
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“Revival of the Runes is the most thorough presentation of the history and development of the runes, both historical and—most important—the magical esoteric side. This book provides various alternative theories regarding the origins of the runes and follows their trail from the 1500s onward (after a brief consideration of the earlier period), through the Middle Ages, the Enlightenment, and the 20th century. The author also dissects and discusses rationally the Nazi specter very effectively. This work is an intellectual heavyweight to drool over—very academic and rich in terms of source material referenced in the footnotes and bibliography. It is a must for serious students and practitioners.”

FREYA ASWYNN,
AUTHOR OF NORTHERN MYSTERIES
AND MAGICK

“Stephen Flowers’s new book is a valuable chronological account that shows how the ancient wisdom of the runes has continued since ancient times and has been renewed throughout history by notable masters of the Northern tradition. This wide-ranging historical account of the runes is a comprehensive and erudite work that brings together many strands and historical currents into a coherent narrative. It is a valuable addition to the author’s fine body of work on the history and practice of the runic tradition and deserves to be on the bookshelf of every person with an interest in the runes.”

NIGEL PENNICK,
AUTHOR OF RUNIC LORE
AND LEGEND

“Roughly two millennia ago, the ancient script of the runes was first codified, carved, and communicated by an unknown Germanic-speaking innovator whose vision absorbed elements of the neighboring Roman world. Although the traditional runestaves could later be employed for mundane purposes, their earliest associations were imbued with the sacred, and it is no wonder these stark and angular signs have exerted a fascination that continues right to the present day. The labyrinthian story of their decline and rediscovery, their use and abuse, is ably related in Revival of the Runes by Stephen Flowers, a trained runologist who is equally at home in the scholarly and spiritual domains. The results of his excavations are by turns exciting and disturbing but always culturally insightful and enriching.”

MICHAEL MOYNIHAN, PH.D.,
COEDITOR OF TYR: MYTH—CULTURE—TRADITION

“The runes have enchanted people through the ages—the zeitgeist has been projected on these old signs from the Viking Age. In the 17th century Johannes Bureus combined runes with ideas from both folklore and Renaissance high magic. In the age of Enlightenment, runes and Viking myths were used for educational purposes in the Nordic countries. Most infamous is the Nazi regime’s misuse of runes. In this book Stephen Flowers, today’s foremost expert on rune magic, goes through different currents where runes are center. It is an invaluable contribution to both academic and practical esoteric knowledge of the mysteries of the runes.”

THOMAS KARLSSON, PH.D.,
AUTHOR OF NIGHTSIDE OF
THE RUNES

“An essential read for anyone who wishes to understand the runes as they relate to the reawakening of Germanic spirituality taking place today. Revival of the Runes provides a thorough and scholarly history of the runes, from their origins with the Older Futhark, the later development of the Younger Futhark, the runic resurgences that followed their decline in the Middle Ages, up to the present revival of which Stephen Flowers himself has been an essential part. This book examines runology from a scholarly as well as the magical standpoint of an accomplished runic practitioner. Revival of the Runes documents the survival of the runes over time and their repeated return to our awareness, showing that for us, like Allfather Odin himself, the mysteries of the runes are eternal, just waiting for us to take them up.”

BERKELEY HARBIN,
DRIGHTEN OF WODEN’S 
FOLK KINDRED
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BCE    Before the Common Era (= BC)

CE      Common Era (= AD)

Gk.      Ancient Greek Ger. German

OE      Old English

OHG   Old High German

ON     Old Norse

pl.       plural

pron.  pronounced

sg.     singular

Sw.    Swedish

IK      Hauck, Karl, et al. Die Goldbrakteaten der Völkerwanderungszeit.

Note: Words that are directly preceded by an asterisk—for example, the noun *rūnō or the name *Wōðanaz—represent forms that have been reconstructed based on the principles of historical linguistics but which are unattested in the literary or epigraphical record.

 



PREFACE

STANDING ON THE SHOULDERS OF GIANTS

This book has roots that go back to a certain summer day in 1974 when I was suddenly inspired to seek the mysteries of the runes. At the time, I was an undergraduate student at the University of Texas at Austin with little motivation or direction, but I was interested in all things esoteric. This day changed everything and set me on a lifelong path. I was lucky enough to be enrolled at a university with the resources, teachers, and reference materials to make the scientific element of my journey possible, and ten years later I received a Ph.D. degree with a dissertation titled “Runes and Magic.”

From its very beginnings, the study of the runes has been entwined with both the scientific and esoteric adventures of our culture, and this is all the more evident today. But academics do not like to be saddled with the baggage of modern-day would-be “rune magicians,” and the average current “rune mystic” chafes under the rigor and historical accuracy demanded by the academic. To my thinking, however, these two impulses are not necessarily antagonistic. Indeed, my own experience was born of a synthesis of these two runological trends. This synthesis is also reflected in the contents of this book, which is an investigation of how the two trends have manifested historically and interacted culturally over the past half century.

Revival of the Runes  constitutes the second book in a series of three thematically related works that I have been researching and writing over many years. The overarching goal of this project is to chronicle the most historically significant rune-using groups and individuals over the past two millennia. The first book in the series is a forthcoming study of the intertribal network—perhaps better described as gild—of runemasters that arose in ancient Germania (the latter term, which was originally used by ancient Roman writers such as Julius Caesar and Tacitus, refers to the areas of Europe traditionally and predominantly inhabited by Germanic-speaking peoples at the beginning of the first millennium of the Common Era).  The second book in the series is the present volume,
Revival of the Runes, which traces the general demise of ancient runic traditions during the latter Middle Ages in the wake of Christianization and also documents the resurgence of interest in the runes and the revival of their usage in the early modern and modern periods. The third and final book, written under my pen name, Edred Thorsson, is 
History of the Rune-Gild: The Reawakening of the Gild 1980–2018 (Thorsson 2019), which documents the development of the modern Rune-Gild, an international confraternity dedicated to seeking out and prying into the runic mysteries—as expressed both esoterically and exoterically—for personal and cultural development, using the most rigorous intellectual and practical tools.

Revival of the Runes looks at the long struggle that took place on many levels to reawaken this particular aspect of ancient Germanic culture, myth, and intellectual life over five hundred years, from the outset of the sixteenth century through the end of the twentieth century. Those who today engage in inner or outer work with these mysterious signs from our collective past will benefit greatly from a deeper understanding of the scope and heroic dimension of our predecessors’ efforts at reawakening the study of the runes. One will learn that indeed we do stand on the shoulders of giants—poets, magicians, warriors, scholars, mystics, and the occasional scoundrel—who were the rune-users of the past.

Although the present book begins its in-depth coverage at approximately 1500, I will first provide a brief consideration of the earlier period before 1500. The further back one goes in this study, the sparser the evidence becomes. But the runic inscriptions themselves stand as stark proof of the existence of such a gild of runemasters in various parts of Germania for approximately fifteen hundred years. Since those carving runes during this span of time were otherwise illiterate—and information about how to write in runes, and the lore of the system itself, was categorically a matter of oral tradition passed from master to pupil—they thus constituted the “gild.”

For many reasons a book of this sort should be read and studied in conjunction with another multivolume project of mine called The Northern Dawn, which explores the general process of reawakening Germanic cultural values. For the reader who seeks to most fully understand the content of Revival of the Runes, it would also be of great benefit to absorb some general works on the histories of the various cultures we discuss—the Scandinavian, Icelandic, English, and German. Runes should always be seen as exponents of a much larger cultural base, of which they are weird and strange outcroppings of light and insight. For without a general grasp of the cultural matrix out of which these signs of light emerge, the information they can convey may become an instrument of delusion and unbridled mania.

STEPHEN E. FLOWERS, 


WOODHARROW
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INTRODUCTION

BINDING TOGETHER THE IDEAS OF SCIENCE AND MAGIC

This book is mainly about the process of the revival, renewal, and reawakening of runic writing, ideology, and mythology from early modern times to the present day. When the earliest speakers of the Germanic dialects—which includes English—first wrote, they wrote in runes. The runic tradition lasted for about twelve hundred years before it began to fall into general decline in most regions where it had been practiced for all those centuries.

Over the past several decades the topic of “runes” has increasingly become a part of popular culture in the English-speaking world, but it has not always been that way. The runes constitute the original writing system used by a small, elite population who lived at one time or another among all of the ancient Germanic tribes, from Scandinavia to Germany and from the eastern steppes to England. In these ancient times, during the first centuries of the Common Era (ca. 100–800 CE), only about 1 percent of the population could ever be said to be literate in runes. Yet, to our imaginations at least, the runes seem to have embodied the essence of the soul of ancient Germanic culture. The use 
of runes more or less died out completely, except in very isolated pockets of the remotest parts of Sweden, by the dawn of the Modern Age, circa 1500.

The story of how and why this forgotten and rejected knowledge was revived and eventually popularized throughout the world shaped by the originators of this system is the subject of this study. This knowledge was largely suppressed due to a new cultural myth—that of Christianity—imported from southern Europe and Ireland, which was naturally threatened by the continuation of the pre-Christian myth and its structures. Our purpose or aim in telling this story is to clarify the process by which forgotten and hidden knowledge is revived and received. By examining the whole breadth of this process, it is hoped that greater clarity and insight can be gained by those who endeavor to awaken these slumbering mysteries in the future.

To understand any complex cultural phenomenon or movement, it is necessary to place it in its context within the history of ideas. One of the greatest causes of historical misunderstanding is the projection of contemporary values and mind-sets on other cultures, past or present. And indeed, in the study of the runic revival, we often find writers who have projected their own prejudices onto the runic data. This has been done as much from the so-called scientific side as it has from the esoteric one. Often the modern scientist will have no idea of how the ancients actually thought, and how that thought was different from their own modern ways of thinking. By the same token, the esotericist will often project entirely inappropriate models of esoteric thinking—models that are very unlikely to have been known to the original rune-users—onto the ancients. One of the ways to help avoid these problems of interpretation is by developing a more complete understanding of the various periods of intellectual history in which the revivals took place.

In this study, I will discuss the runic revival in the context of five periods: the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, the era of Romanticism, the early twentieth century, and the late twentieth century. Each of these periods has been marked by its own myths and metanarratives that have, in turn, conditioned the attitudes of the writers who endeavored to revive the runic tradition in their day. And occasionally some of these writers and thinkers—Johan Bure and Guido von List, for example—have been the source of insights that serve to shape events in their own and subsequent epochs.

Each chapter of this book will also take into account two different approaches, that of the scientific and that of the esoteric, which are often very independent but are sometimes related or overlap. The interests of scientific runology are properly limited to those things that are logically provable, or that belong to a comparative model capable of shedding light on the runic tradition. Esoteric runology, by contrast, assumes that the runes have some sort of mysterious meanings or powers in and of themselves and seeks to unravel the methods of discovering and/or utilizing these features. Academic or scientific runology can exist apart from esoteric runology, but the best of esoteric runology, in imitation of a sort of Platonic model, is founded on factual and academic runological findings. However, it must also be admitted that much of actual extant esoteric runology exists in a world quite separate from the academic realities.

Over the past few decades academic runology has become more and more narrow in its scope and now tends to be focused mainly on linguistic concerns. In part, this situation has come about as a reaction against the earlier and excessive use of “magical” interpretations among academic runologists of the early twentieth century. The more recent academic abhorrence of such interpretations may also be a response to the growing popularity of runic esotericism or “runic occultism” in our own time. The excesses of the New Age approach can rightly be seen as a disappointing turn of events for more levelheaded academics. However, as this study will show, the serious esoteric dimension of runic studies is something that has always been a part of runology. It is not likely to go away, so it is perhaps better to improve and refine the esoteric approach than to reject it entirely.

On the other hand, it is also the case that in recent years the study of the history of esotericism in general, and “Western Esotericism” in particular, has entered the world of academia as an interdisciplinary program. Unfortunately, some of the initial products of this nascent discipline have been shallow or have lacked a fundamental grounding in linguistic and general historical and cultural knowledge. There are, however, several shining examples of erudition. One of these is Antoine Faivre, who has provided a widely accepted general theoretical model of approaching the subject of esotericism (see Faivre 1994, 10–35).

Faivre identifies six major components that are present in esoteric thought and practice. The first four are considered primary, while the latter two are seen as secondary or “relative.” The six major components are:


	
Correspondences. There exists a mysterious system of 
	correspondences between a higher and lower world, and between and among the 
	contents of these worlds.

	
Living Nature. The natural world of physical phenomena is seen as “essentially alive in all its parts, often inhabited and traversed by a light or hidden fire circulating through it” (Faivre 1994, 11).

	
Imagination and Mediations. These complementary concepts indicate the presence of a faculty of the soul for the discovery of the hidden reality (imaginatio) and the further possibility of employing this knowledge through mediations between the worlds; for example, by using symbols and rituals.

	
Experience of Transmutation. The overall effect of esoteric endeavors is nothing less than a practical and fundamental change in the nature of the subject (the esotericist himself or herself) and/or an object in the world itself. The esoteric is not merely content with idle intellectual speculation.

	
The Praxis of the Concordance. This is the tendency to try to establish common denominators between and among various (or all) cultural traditions and is the expectation of “obtaining an illumination, a gnosis, of superior quality” (Faivre 1994, 14). By these methods a perennial philosophy is discovered that is alleged to be at the root of many traditions. There are generally two attitudes toward this process: the genetic and the transgenetic. The former seeks links only among linguistically, culturally, and historically related traditions; for example, within the IndoEuropean system. The latter believes in a common core shared by all traditions, be they Chinese, Hebrew, Egyptian, Celtic, or from some other source.

	
Transmission. Here we have the idea that esoteric knowledge must be 
passed from master to disciple, bound in a relationship that is more or less 
understood to exist within a certain school of thought.



Taken together, these components describe and define what is meant by the term esoteric in a scientific or academic understanding. In the course of this study when the word esoteric is used, it is to be conceived of in these terms.

The exoteric perspective, by contrast, is not categorically opposed to the esoteric, although many individuals in the exoteric field are philosophically opposed to the intrusion of esoteric concerns into their discipline. Rather, the exoteric is a necessary corollary to the esoteric. The exoteric should be intelligible to the logical mind and explicable in terms of logic alone. It is the literal meaning of a text, while the esoteric attempts to penetrate beyond this to the spirit of the text. Paradoxically, esoteric texts can be read from an exoteric perspective, and exoteric texts can be interpreted from an esoteric angle. As we will see, this “debate” has been an ongoing theme in the history of runology: the distinction between the so-called skeptical and imaginative runologists.

There are several other key concepts in Faivre’s delineation of what constitutes esotericism (Faivre 1994, 19–35). These concepts help to clarify and focus the six components above.

The first such concept is gnosis, knowledge. This is an extraordinary form of experiential knowledge that is turned inward and in which both intelligence and memory participate (Faivre 1994, 23). Second, there is theosophy—not to be confused with the teachings of Helena Blavatsky’s Theosophy—which is a cosmosophic view of the universe that endows the cosmos with mythic meaning. The theosopher begins with a “revealed given”—one of his myths. This could be, for example, the Norse myth of Ragnarök. To this he applies active imagination and thus evokes symbolic resonances (Faivre 1994, 26). Then there is the concept of secrecy or mystery. This is not conventional secrecy; these mysteries are not consciously withheld from the public; rather, they can only be revealed individually and according to an initiatory process. These are “the mysteries of religion, the ultimate nature of reality, hidden forces in the cosmic order, hieroglyphs of the visible world—none of which lends itself to literal understanding” (Faivre 1994, 32). Finally, there is the concept or claim that occult practices constitute a valid tool for increasing human empowerment, wisdom, and other benefits. The secret knowledge of the cosmic order is both to be gained by, and demonstrated through, occultism; that is, through practices rooted in the theory of correspondences, such as magic and divination.

All of these factors have to be understood when we invoke the idea of the esoteric. Academic or exoteric runology is not always excluded by esoteric runology, but historically it most often has been. By the same token, academic or scientific runology does not have to exclude or reject the dimension of esoteric runology, although it most recently has tended to do so. In fact, in the history of ideas, these two schools are related models, yet they are distinct and separate in their aims and methods. I hope that the message of this book will help bring about a runological synthesis by which these two often antagonistic views of the runes can be brought together in a cooperative model. One of the first steps in this process is to gain a firm understanding of the history of this problem.


OVERVIEW OF THE PRESENT BOOK

To understand the revival of the runes that has occurred in more recent centuries, one must have a basic understanding of the runic tradition as it was during its period of establishment. Our book therefore begins with an outline of runic history from its emergence in antiquity to the time of its decline between 1300 and 1500. The history of the runic revival as such begins after about 1500. The first phase of the revival, which lasted to about 1700, is dealt with both in terms of exoteric study and usage, and esoteric or mystical work. Generally, this pattern will be followed in all subsequent chapters. The runes can be seen as a purely utilitarian, practical script used for various kinds of interhuman communication. This being said, their use was always tinged with ideas of secrecy and certainly with a marked expression of identity—as a feature of Anglo-Saxon, Scandinavian, or generally Germanic culture. The second phase of the revival, 1700 to 1900, will also follow the fascinating story of the rediscovery of the runes from an increasingly academic, scientific perspective. From the turn of the twentieth century to the fateful year of 1933, the runic revival enjoyed one of its most lively periods with esoteric interest on the rise and with academic attention also becoming quite intense. Between 1933 and 1945 in Germany the runes were incorporated to some extent into the program of the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (NSDAP). After the war that ended the regime of that party, the runes began a new phase of renewal, but the shadow of the Nazis would continually be something with which runic revivalists would have to deal. The years between the end of the Second World War and the mid-1970s were fairly bleak in the world of the runic revival, although in the academic world, progress continued to be made. From the mid-1970s onward, the first stirrings of a more widespread, global revival of the runes started to be felt. This latest stage of the revival has been a phenomenon of mixed results.

The conclusion of our present volume is an essay wherein I present a way forward for the runic revival, in both its exoteric and esoteric dimensions. Here I reassess the distinction between these two approaches and discuss the most harrowing challenges we face in the future.

As I have mentioned in my preface, this volume also officially constitutes the second part of a larger trans-epochal project on the “History of the Rune-Gild” in the broadest sense. From the esoteric and internal standpoint of the modern-day Rune-Gild, the latter organization actually 
represents a continuation of the ancient Gild. The modern Rune- Gild makes no 
claim that there was a continuous “apostolic succession” from ancient times but 
rather that the spirit and “Odian mandate” present in the original Gild is likewise present in the current organization.*1 To explore this avenue of thought, the present project was conceived. It is therefore essential to trace the original Gild back to its origins, and that involves the centuries-long transition from the ancient and medieval network of rune-users to the present day.

In Revival of the Runes, we will concentrate on the various phases of the revival, or reawakening, of the spirit of the ancient Gild. This revival was not always accomplished with a consistent level of quality, as will be seen. But it has very often been done with great power and conviction, carried forth by passionate people moved by the Odian spirit—the spirit of seeking the mysteries that the runes represent. As we see it, integral runology is an expression of a mosaic of interests—art, accurate use of language, poetry, literature, craftsmanship, and magic—bound together under the inner exhortation of Reyn til Rúna! (“Seek the Mysteries!”). Keeping this unifying factor in mind, this is not merely a volume about mystics and magicians using runes but is just as much a history of the academic and intellectual pursuit of runology in the halls of academia. Since the beginning of the runic revival in the days of the grandfather of runology, Johannes Bureus (Johan Bure), the ideas of magic and science have been inexorably bound together in the pursuit of runic knowledge. So it was, and so it continues to be—often much to the chagrin of both wild-eyed mystics and narrow-minded academic pedants. Although this particular subtext is present in this book, it is not something I will continually harp on or emphasize.

My aim here is to present an objective, informed, and empathetic exploration of a movement that took place over several centuries to reawaken knowledge of an ancient writing system and an ancient ideology. This movement and its representatives constitute a fascinating historical phenomenon in the annals of European and American intellectual life. It is a heroic and often quixotic tale with the occasional touches of Till Eulenspiegel. But we can learn to expect the unexpected when we begin to engage with the mysteries that the runes were apparently originally designed to convey from person to person and from men to gods and ghosts. So now, let us leave this lofty peak of Hnitbjorg and descend into the world of human history once more.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE RUNIC TRADITION- AN OVERVIEW

To study the revival of the runic tradition, we have to outline what that tradition was in ancient times before it died out. Most serious esoteric runologists today agree with the exoteric ones regarding the basic facts about what that tradition was in its external form. This was originally a system of twenty-four signs, each of which stood for a sound value in the contemporary Germanic language. Over time this system underwent a number of elaborations and modifications, which can be described and interpreted. It took scientific runology centuries to figure out this system and its history in all its details, as we will see.

Esoteric runologists, on the other hand, historically often create runic systems that are at odds with exoteric runological facts. This runs the gamut from Johan Bure’s Adulruna to Guido von List’s Armanen Runen (Armanic runes). It appears that some current would-be esoteric runologists also cannot help themselves from somehow altering the best-known facts about the tradition; for example, by changing the order or names of the runes to suit idiosyncratic interpretations. It is such whimsical alteration that often causes would-be esoteric runologists to lose any shred of respect they might have otherwise gained from the academic world.


THE OLDER FUTHARK

In this chapter I propose to discuss the nature of the futhark system and its historical manifestations. The word futhark (or fuþark*2) would appear to be the invention of nineteenth-century scholars, and it is an acronym formed from the phonetic values of the first six staves of the rune row, f–u–þ–a–r–k (see below). However, the principle of having the first few staves stand for the entire row was one used in ancient times as well. Part of the inscription on the sixth-century bow brooch of Aquincum reads:
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Under no circumstances should it be forgotten that the term rune is a complex one. It has the primary definition of “mysterium, arcanum, secret lore” and is only secondarily defined as the sign or symbol representing an individual sound of the contemporary spoken Germanic language.

The runic system is a complex of factors, all of which interrelate to form an organic structure. The basic ingredients in this structure are:


	Name (indicating a phonetic value and an idea)

	Shape

	Order (number)

	Tripartite Division



Thus, each runestave has a distinctive name that conveys a kernel concept in the runic ideology, while the first phoneme in the name indicates the phonetic value of the stave in writing practice. It must be borne in mind that the staves were also often used as ideograms; for example, ᛃ could stand for the concept “good harvest” as well as for the sound [j] (pronounced as in English /y/). The shape of the stave can also be considered ideographically and could suggest or denote mythic content to the poetic minds of the ancient runemasters. The ordering of the staves (and the resulting numerical values) constitutes the first element of the inter-runic network of meaning. Through number, connections between different runes are revealed and bonds can be made. The next level of the inter-runic connectivity is expressed by the division of the futhark system into three sets later called in Old Norse ættir (sg. ætt), meaning “families, kindreds.” This, too, communicates a new set of connections and makes a new level of bond-shaping possible. These interconnective factors are features that should also be familiar to the poetic mind-set; they allow for connections to be made between and among things that would otherwise seem unrelated.

As can be seen from the various futhark systems outlined in the coming pages, there is a remarkable level of consistency in these factors. It can scarcely be doubted that a great tradition underlies the systematic consistency of these factors over at least a thousand years of runelore. There are essentially two great historical periods for the runic tradition: the “older” and the “younger.” The period of the Older Futhark of twenty-four staves probably spans from the beginning of the Common Era to about 750 CE. The second period begins circa 750, when the system was transformed into the Younger Futhark of sixteen runes. This second system was in use throughout Scandinavia during the period generally referred to as the Viking Age (ca. 800–1100 CE). This younger system gradually fell into disuse after it was subsumed by an alphabetic runic system. Although alphabetic runestaves continued to be used in inscriptions well into the nineteenth century in certain specific areas (the Swedish province of Dalarna, on the island of Gotland, and in Iceland), knowledge of the runic script had generally died out in Scandinavia by about 1500.

Tables 1.1, 1.2, and 1.3 in this chapter provide the various futharks with indications of their divisions into ætt-systems, numerical and phonetic values, along with their names and the English meanings of those names. It is unclear as to when these names were originally applied to the runic characters, but it is likely that they were part of the archaic system since these names could have given the continuity and context that allowed the system to thrive for centuries across many tribal boundaries.

How do we know about the existence of the runic tradition? Upon what evidence can we base a history of this kind? To begin with, and what we must constantly come back to, it is the corpus of runic inscriptions themselves that provides the most compelling evidence for the existence of an ancient network of runecarvers. In all there are more than five thousand of these artifacts. The greatest number of these runic artifacts were carved in Scandinavia (especially in Sweden) between about 980 and 1130.

During the earliest period, from the beginning of the tradition to about 750 CE, runic inscriptions were carved in the twenty-four runes of the Older Futhark. It has been remarked that the runic system of sounds formed a “perfect fit” for the Germanic language used by the carvers at the time of the invention of the script. For every sound in the language, there was a sign. In all there are only about five hundred inscriptions known to us from this early period, half of which are found on bracteates (stamped gold medallions) made between about 450 and 550 CE in Scandinavia, especially in Denmark.

The runic tradition may have begun as early as about 150 BCE or as late as about 50 CE. The runic system of writing was ultimately based on one or more Mediterranean scripts such as the Greek, the North Italic, but most especially the Latin alphabet used by the Romans. It was probably the invention of a single individual who was either well placed in an existing network of workers in language—poets, magicians, and storytellers—or who was indeed the creator of a new network that arose based on his invention of the writing system to be used by runemasters among all Germanic tribes.

Historians who study the development of writing systems have determined that the origin of a particular script usually lies somewhere between one and two hundred years prior to the first surviving attestation of that script. For many years it was thought that an ornamented spearhead found in Øvre-Stabu, Norway, and dated to approximately 150 CE featured the oldest extant runic inscription. In 1979 an inscription on a brooch from Meldorf in present-day Germany came to light, which has been conclusively dated to somewhere about 50 CE. The only question in this regard is whether the Meldorf inscription is actually runic or not. Using these dates and the general criteria for the origin of scripts, the time of the invention of the runes would again be somewhere between 150 BCE and 50 CE, with the median falling approximately circa 50 BCE. This would roughly correspond to the time of increased Roman-Germanic interaction that began in the era of Julius Caesar. By the advent of the Roman Empire under Augustus (reigned 27 BCE–14 CE), this cultural exchange had become more intense on economic, military, and perhaps other levels.

Various theories exist as to the manner in which the runic system came into being. These theories fall into two main camps: the autochthonous and the exotic. The autocthonous view contends that the runes were invented totally within the Germanic world and were formed from preexisting holy signs. Adherents of such a theory hold that the runes are of extreme antiquity; they may even claim them to be the origin of the other scripts of the world. Autocthonous theories were believed in by various runologists from Johan Bure to Herman Wirth. As it turns out, there is really no good evidence for an autocthonous origin of the runes. Most scholars recognize that the Mediterranean alphabets such as the Greek, North Italic, or Latin/Roman script are older than the runes and that the runes are based on one—or possibly a combination—of these Mediterranean scripts. A reasonable middle ground, perhaps, between these two theories would acknowledge that the majority of the runes were based on Mediterranean letters but that some of them are of indigenous origin and may have even been based on preexisting signs used by the Germanic peoples before they actually wrote in runes proper. A review of all of these theories is contained in my book Runes and Runology (Flowers 2020).

In any event, most runologists agree that by the early years of the Common Era the Older Futhark of twenty-four runes was established and in use among the many Germanic tribes that were spread over three million square miles of Europe. Runes were probably not found in every tribal group, but they were known to many of them in all parts of Europe and all along the pathways of tribal movements during the great Migration Age (300–550).

The original runic system appeared as it does in table 1.1 (below), which shows the Older Futhark and indicates the sequence of the rune-signs, their basic phonetic values or sounds, and their particular names along with a translation of each name. There are many problems in determining the exact qualities of these rune-names, as no direct record exists of them from the earliest time period. However, because the Old English runes and the Scandinavian Younger Futhark runes had well-established and copiously documented names that indicate a high level of agreement between these systems, most scholars agree that the earlier Proto-Germanic forms of the rune-names can be reconstructed with relative accuracy and that these names—or similar ones—were attached to the signs from the beginning.

The shapes of the individual runestaves were remarkably consistent. A few of them also showed a high degree of variation. This is especially true, for example, of the u-run
[image: image], the k-rune
[image: image], the j-rune
[image: image], the s-rune
[image: image], and the ng-rune
[image: image]. Some of the most important things to realize about the system are that there were twenty-four runes in it, no more and no less; that the runes were arranged in a certain order; and that each rune-shape was characterized by certain visual characteristics that distinguished it from the others. A summary of the system is presented in table 1.1.


[image: image]

The data presented in this table can be considered the bedrock of runic tradition. This is a tradition often fraught with certain problems of detail that have been endlessly argued over by scholars, but most of it is fairly well established as far as most runologists are concerned. A review of the problems associated with the names of the runes is contained in my book Runes and Runology. The next level of solid tradition is formed by the texts of the medieval rune poems, which explain the various runestaves in mythic and cultural contexts. These poems are presented, translated, and discussed in my book The Rune-Poems (Flowers 2019).




THE ANGLO-FRISIAN FUTHORC

Sometime during the fifth century runemasters practicing along the shore of the North Sea in the tribal territories of the Ingvaeones—the Saxons, Angles, and Frisians—began to add supplemental runes to the existing futhark to account for linguistic changes that were occurring in their dialects of the language. To some extent this addition of new signs to the system seems also to have been motivated by how the dialectal-phonological changes were causing the sounds contained in the distinctive names of the runes to be altered. For example, the Proto-Germanic word for a “god,” *ansuz, became ōs in Old English, so the name of the fourth rune now began with an “o-” rather than an “a-.” These changes did not cause a fundamental revolution in runic ideology—that is, in the way runes were thought to function and the purposes for which they were used—as would be the case with the transformation of the Older Futhark into the Younger one in Scandinavia. Rather, the Anglo-Frisian model was a highly conventional response to language change: new signs were added to the old system to extend it in a practical way. This spirit of innovation, the willingness to add and invent new runes, would be a continuing hallmark of the Anglo-Frisian runic tradition. The Anglo-Frisian system went through two major phases: a sort of pre–Old English phase in which the supplemental runes appear to have been just that, and not seen as a fundamental reform of the system; and then a later phase that was more formally understood as a tradition of its own. But the Anglo-Frisian system does not appear to have ever been understood in an entirely fixed form, such as the Older or Younger Futharks were. The Frisian runes were in use in Frisia (present-day Holland and adjacent regions in northern Germany) from about 425 to perhaps as late as 900 CE. While the Anglo-Saxon Futhorc is well attested, we have no independently recorded Frisian Futhorc either in epigraphical or manuscript form, but the evidence clearly shows that both of these futhorcs were part of a common North Sea runic tradition, having evolved from the same source or set of practices.

Despite the fact that the runic tradition began within a pagan, or pre-Christian, context, it survived the Christianization process and even thrived in a Christian context, cultivated by men in ecclesiastical roles in English culture for centuries. As a result, runelore was widely recorded in a lively manuscript tradition mainly produced by Anglo- Saxon monks, often working in Continental monasteries. However, the culture shock brought on by the Norman Conquest in 1066 proved to be the death knell for the runic tradition in England.

The best general survey of the Anglo-Saxon runic tradition remains An Introduction to English Runes by R. I. Page (1999), while my little book Anglo-Frisian Runes: A Concise Edition of Old English and Frisian Runic Inscriptions (Runestar, 2019) provides an overview of the whole corpus of epigraphical evidence. New English inscriptions are constantly being discovered by metal detectorists in Britain.

A summary of the Anglo-Frisian system appears in table 1.2.


[image: image]




THE YOUNGER FUTHARK

The system of twenty-four runes, as seen in table 1.1, was used in ancient times from the dim beginnings of the runic tradition to about 750 CE in both Scandinavia and Germany. At that time, there was a smooth and regular transition to the sixteen-rune system of the Younger Futhark in Scandinavia. In this table, as in those for all the other systems, the numerical value, name, phonetic value, shape, the exoteric meaning (the literal translation of the name), and the esoteric meaning (the underlying significance of that name in the runic context) are given.

The sixteen-rune system of the Younger Futhark was historically in use throughout the Viking Age, which lasted from about 800 to 1100 CE. Some knowledge of this system was preserved in secret throughout the Christianized medieval period, even though cultural forces attempted to destroy the runic tradition in its true form. The Younger Futhark is an unusual and conscious reformation of the Older Futhark system. It is highly unusual that at a time when the Scandinavian dialects were becoming linguistically more complex and developing more sounds, the writing system used to represent this language was simplified by reducing 
the number of signs available to represent those sounds. This is almost unheard 
of in the history of alphabets. What made this possible was the fact that the 
runes were not being reformed by or for those who were interested in maintaining a utilitarian script. The rune-row was reformed by men who were more akin to priests (the runemasters) than to scribes or grammarians. The signs were reduced in number, according to an orderly method in which the symbolic and phonological values of the runes that were eliminated were absorbed by the remaining ones. Thus, a streamlined system was created.
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TABLE 1.I. THE OLDER FUTHARK

Shape
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Name

*ehu
Haruz
“purisaz
*ansuz
*raids
*kenaz
*gebs

*wunjo

*hagalaz
*naudiz
“ra
“eihwaz
*perbrd
velhaz
*sowilo

“berkans
Tehwaz
*mannaz
oguz
vingwaz
*dagaz
“3pila

Translation of Name
livestock/money
aurochs (wild bison)
thurs (a giant)
a2 god (*Wobanaz)
wagon/chariot
torch
gift (sacrifice)

joy/pleasure

hail(-stone)
need (distress)
ice

year (harvest)
yew tree

fruit tree

elk

sun

the god *Teiwaz
birch(-goddess)
horse

man, human being
water

the god/hero Ing
day

ancestral inherited property
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TABLE 1.2. THE ANGLO-FRISIAN FUTHORC

Sound

io/eo
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Shape
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Name
feoh
ar
bom
as
rad
cén
grfu
wynn
hzgl
njd

gér
£

eolhx
sigel

beorc
eh

mann

Exoteric Meaning
cattle, wealth
wild ox

thorn
agod (or mouth)

() ride, riding
torch

gift

oy

hail

need

ice

year

yew
dice-box/“pear”
elks/sedge reed
sun

Tiw/sign or glory
birch/poplar
warhorse

man (human being)
sea

the god Ing

day

ancestral property
oak

ash

bow

serpent
earth-grave
fire-twirl (2)

cup, chalice

stone

spear
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