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THE
GODDESS
CASTS THE RUNES



“A revelatory reimagining of the runes that reclaims them from the grip of patriarchal myth and returns them to their roots in Goddess lore and Earth-centered wisdom. With profound insight and spiritual depth, each rune is illuminated through the lens of the Triple Goddess, offering readers not only a richer understanding of the Elder Futhark, but also a path back to the Divine Feminine.”

–NICOLETTE MIELE, AUTHOR OF
RUNES FOR THE GREEN WITCH AND
THE RUNES AND ROOTS ORACLE
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The runes have long been associated with the Germanic cultures of northern and western Europe. The oldest runic symbols yet discovered were inscribed on the Meldorf Brooch, an artifact unearthed on the west coast of Jutland, in what is now Denmark, dating from the middle of the first century CE. By 250 CE, runic symbols were found throughout Germanic regions, inscribed on what appear to have been talismans. By the Middle Ages, the runes had been consolidated into a kind of writing system, although one that was never in wide use. It was the rise of the Vikings during the eighth century that brought the runes to the attention of the larger world, and today many people think of the runes mainly as symbols used by the Vikings.

During the nineteenth century, Europeans experienced an occult revival and some groups in Germany saw the runes as Aryan symbols of a so-called “Master Race.” The runes were later appropriated by the Nazis in the twentieth century to signify their national and racial superiority. In a few instances today, some runes are still used to symbolize white supremacy beliefs.

But the runes have another story to tell. This brief history of the runes is by no means complete, for it does not include the ancient feminist origins of the symbols that would eventually coalesce into the runic system. Understanding the runes’ beginnings enables us to fully understand their rich, complex meanings and their importance to us today.

The purpose of this book is to provide an ecofeminist, Earth-based perspective on the runes that takes into account salient principles of feminism, environmentalism, and the sacredness of the Earth as well as the archaeological, mythological, spiritual, and etymological origins and significance of the runes. It reclaims the runes for the Mother Goddess, whose grace and power these ancient symbols were originally created to honor. We will learn how these symbols were developed by our ancestors over a span of tens of thousands of years, and how they reflect the totality of human experience—life’s blessings, challenges, and relationships—making them a repository of the wisdom our ancestors gained from uncounted generations of living on this Earth. We will also learn how this wisdom applies to our current world as we cast the runes to answer today’s life questions.

IN THE BEGINNING

Humans are believed to have originated in Africa; as the Earth’s climate changed and the glaciers receded, our ancestors migrated into new regions that were previously uninhabited. Although humans developed many variations as a result of this diaspora, such as physical appearance and adaptations to new landscapes, their languages and cultures remained “genetically related,” in the words of linguists and archaeologists. In time these related languages and cultures spread throughout Europe and much of Asia, and this vast inter-continental, racially diverse swath of the planet became known as the Indo-European region. Linguists now divide Indo-European languages into ten distinct, though related, branches, among them Germanic, Celtic, Italic, Greek, Slavic, and Indo-Aryan. Studies of early Indo-European cultures document a common cultural heritage as well, such as matri-focal social structures, Mother Goddess veneration, and practices of Earth-based spirituality. As we shall discover, the runes manifest this shared linguistic and cultural heritage in surprising ways.

Some scholars have characterized the runes as “embryonic writing” or, at best, as a rudimentary alphabet derived from the writing systems of the Greek and Roman civilizations. But the symbols that would become the runes existed long before these alphabets were developed. Furthermore these symbols were not created to be tools for literacy. To begin with, the word rune means “secret” or “mystery,” suggesting that runes were meant to represent esoteric concepts. Evidence from archaeologists shows us that the runes resemble a number of ancient ideographs—picture symbols that represent ideas. These ideographs have been unearthed at Neolithic sites throughout the Indo-European region and appear to have been used for ritual purposes such as blessing, healing, and protection. It would be many thousands of years before these symbols would be consolidated into the wisdom system we now call the runes.

THE RUNES TODAY

Today we know the runes as a collection of twenty-four symbols that comprise the Futhark. The word Futhark is made up of the beginning sounds of the first six runes—F, U, Th, A, R, and K—in the same way that we derive the word alphabet from the first two letters of the Greek system, alpha and beta. If you were to explore the half dozen or so runic systems that had been developed by the time of the Middle Ages, you would find variations among them in terms of names and shapes. But since we are examining the runes from the perspective of Mother Goddess lore and exploring their primordial, Earth-based origins, we will only be looking at the oldest system, known as the Elder Futhark.

Unlike some of the later runic scripts, the runes of the Elder Futhark are made using only straight lines. This is because the runes were originally carved onto hard surfaces like bone, wood, or stone and it was far easier to make straight lines on these materials than to carve circles or curves. In this regard, the runes are like stick figures that symbolize ideas.

Linguists question whether there was ever any significance to the order of the runes within the Futhark. This order, however, has remained constant for well over a thousand years, suggesting that there was an original significance to its sequence. The runes have also traditionally been divided into three equal segments called aettir (AY-teer). Aettir is an Old Norse word meaning families or kinships, leading us to conclude that the runes in each segment are related to one another in a specific way.

The runes have commonly been depicted as residing in rows, which is the conventional way of ordering letters that are used for writing. But the runes were not originally created to be tools for literacy and were—in earlier times—found in sequences, carved into such shapes as circles and undulating loops. As I learned more about these earlier rune depictions, I began to conceive of each aett (singular form of aettir) as an arc rather than a straight line, with the three aettir arcs together making a complete rune circle.

Traditionally, each aett has been linked to a particular Norse deity—the first aett is linked to Freyja, the second to Heimdallr, and the third to Tyr. However, since the intention of this book is to reclaim the runes for the Mother Goddess, my convention is to name the three aettir arcs for the Triple Goddess—the triad of Maiden, Mother, and Crone. The characteristics of the three members of this triad help us better understand the deeper meanings of the runes that reside together within each arc.

The first arc, containing the beginning eight runes, belongs to the Maiden. The Maiden radiates the eagerness to embrace life. Her perspective is joyous, and she declares with wonder, “Look what I have! Look what I can do!” The Maiden possesses her gifts simply because she is alive, and she exudes confidence and joie de vivre—the joy of being alive. The runes in this arc represent the fundamental blessings we receive from Mother Earth because we are her beloved children. These blessings generally pertain to us personally, although we share them with others. The Maiden Arc can be called the Birthright Arc, and contains the gifts of wealth, energy, connection, agency, purpose, knowing, gratitude, and desire.

The second arc, comprising the middle eight runes, is the Mother Arc. Although the runes in this segment warn of challenges, these problems are given to us by the Mother to help us, not to harm us. Her perspective is stern but caring. In other words, the hardships represented by these runes are meant to guide us to become stronger, wiser, and more resilient. In a sense, they help us grow up. That is why this segment can also be called the Challenge Arc. These runes appear to be wholly negative and can make us exclaim, “Oh no! Not another learning experience!” However within each of these runes resides a valuable lesson. The problems caused by disruption, need, immobility, time, death, mystery, defense, and truth can help us mature, if we are willing to let them.

The third arc, the Crone Arc, contains the final eight runes. Like the Crone, this arc is filled with savoir faire—the knowledge of just what to do in any situation. The Crone holds the gifts of all the runes in her compassionate heart, and she endows this final arc with guidance, support, partnership, unity, wisdom, fertility, opportunity, and totality. She blesses us with the desire and the ability to take responsibility for our lives, build strong relationships, and foster cohesive communities. Thus this final segment can also be called the Relationship Arc. It instructs us in the many ways we can serve our friends, families, communities, and the world around us.

DEEPER MEANINGS

Up to this point, we have been examining the historical aspects of the runes. But the most important questions remain: Why did our ancestors create these symbols, and what purpose did these images fulfill? An initial answer might be that as human consciousness developed people wanted images that could represent their evolving awareness of the world around them, especially images that signified the mysteries of life and death. The awe that was dawning on the human mind needed expression, and so people began drawing images that honored the source of their awe. These images manifested their veneration for the Mother Goddess and illustrated the understandings, experiences, and practices that would, in time, become known collectively as Earth-based spirituality.

The Mother Goddess of our ancestors was seen as the Divine Entity who created life and endowed it with strength, compassion, and wisdom. As our ancestors worked at conceptualizing this thing they called life, they observed that human life was born out of female bodies. Furthermore they recognized a parallel between human mothers and the Earth Mother, who produced all forms of life out of her body. Thus it followed that the original Divine Creator would be personified as the Mother. Our ancestors, of course, understood the necessary contributions made by males to the process of conception, but it would take tens of thousands of years before male gods would come to replace the Mother Goddess as the supreme creator of life.

To further help us identify the Mother Goddess hidden in the runes, we need to look at them from the perspective of what scholars call “feminine energy.” Nel Noddings explores this concept in her book Caring, where she discusses what she terms the “three R’s” of feminine energy—relatedness, receptiveness, and responsiveness—and looks at how these energies help structure cohesive and collaborative social systems. Relatedness is the understanding that everything is connected to everything else. Receptiveness is what helps us be open to and experience that connection. Responsiveness enables us to act on these connections. In addition, Noddings suggests that the fundamental impulse of feminine energy is to “tend and befriend,” an impulse that nurtures a community and holds it together. This impulse is in contrast to what she calls the “fight or flight” tendency of male energy, which, although important in certain situations, does not in itself nurture a community and bind it together.
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