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The Way of the Runes

Runes you must seek and staves of counsel
 Most mighty staves
 Strongest staves 
That Fimbulthulr [Mighty Speaker] stained that the great gods
 fashioned 
That were graven and spelled by Hrópt [one who prays].

(“Hávamál”: 141)

THE CURRENT RESURGENCE OF INTEREST in traditional spirituality encompasses the lore of many lands. The teachings of Native Americans have much to offer those who wish to live close to the earth; the Celtic path opens a way to the Otherworld; the orisha religions bring the deities to the human world. In this meeting of traditions, the religious ideas of the Germanic peoples have rarely been represented. Yet today we are seeing an awakening awareness of the spirituality of Northern Europe. The first evidence of that interest has been a sudden influx of books about the runes.

Many first encountered the runes in J. R. R. Tolkien's Lord of the Rings (although it must be noted that Tolkien, who knew the runes very well, shifted them around for his own reasons, so that, for instance, the G rune, for Gandalf, is represented by FEHU [image: Image] rather than GEBO[image: Image]). Here was a sacred alphabet, elegant in form, with the allure of ancient mystery. Furthermore, it was a mystery that belonged to the North, to the old gods of the Anglo-Saxons and the Vikings, whose culture was the foundation of our own. In Old High German, the word run, or runa, means mystery, and those who seek secrets in the runes will not be disappointed. The Indo-European root for the word may be the same reu that appears in the names of the Hindu and Greek gods of the heavens, Varuna and Ouranos, with a sense of supernatural sound. As a spiritual system, the runes are based on a marriage of sound and sense, the use of words to give conscious expression to intuitions that are beyond all human language, and to distill order from the chaos of experience.

But the runes are also a practical, flexible, and effective symbol system with a variety of uses that opens itself to the sincere seeker with amazing readiness.

The most obvious use of the runes is as a means of communication. They are indeed an alphabet—a system of symbols representing sounds that can be used to spell words. However, this usefulness does not account for their attraction. The Latin alphabet succeeded in becoming the medium of global communication even though, or perhaps because, its letters never acquired sacred significance. As a sacred alphabet, runes are much more like Hebrew letters, each having a meaning in itself that transcends its function as a representation of sound.

Like Hebrew letters, each rune has a name of its own and serves as a focus for a constellation of meanings, associations, and symbols. For this reason, the individual runes are powerful tools for meditation. A systematic study of each of them in turn can become an initiation, opening the psyche and integrating the personality. Such a survey also serves as an excellent general introduction to Northern European culture.

Today, the best-known application of rune lore is in divination. Chips or stones marked with the runes are drawn, cast, or laid out in patterns like tarot cards. The complexity of a reading may be affected by the fact that there are fewer runes than there are cards, but a good reader can uncover considerable depth. A tarot card carries more visual information than a rune chip, but like the runes, the cards are named. Reading tarot requires knowledge of the basic, generally accepted meaning of each card and interpretation of the symbolism being used in a given deck, in the light of the reader's own insight. When you read runes instead of cards, you do not have the help of the artist's symbolism in determining meaning. Instead, the simple rune form triggers associations in the consciousness of the interpreter directly. Furthermore, a set of runes can be improvised on chips of wood or slips of paper at need.

However, divination does not begin to exhaust the possibilities of rune lore. References in the Eddas, the sacred poetry of the North, make it clear that one major use for the runes was in constructing charms and spells. The runes can be used singly, combined as bindrunes, or employed in inscriptions. The techniques used by the rune wise for such operations are described fairly clearly. What is never stated, however, is which runes are to be used for which purposes. This, presumably, was the knowledge that was transmitted orally from teacher to pupil, or acquired via meditation or initiation or through direct inspiration from the gods.

Effective use of the runes requires both the old wisdom and the new. A sound grasp of traditional culture and mythology will enable the rune reader to draw on the power invested in runic symbols over the years. But all magic flows through the mind of the maker and must have meaning in terms of his or her personal symbol system as well. We live in a global culture, and where an archetype from another land seems to illuminate some aspect of a rune's meaning, it deserves consideration. The student must not only consciously study the meanings ascribed to the runes by earlier scholars, but must internalize them.

The runes are an expression of the spirituality of Northern Europe, but the culture in which they are currently flowering is diverse and pluralistic. Just as people of all ethnic origins may be attracted to Native American spirituality or the worship of the orishas, individuals from many backgrounds are becoming fascinated by the runes. There has been a great deal of discussion about the value of genetic links in accessing ethnic spiritual systems. Many people find that the magic of their own ancestors is easier to learn. I myself approach the Northern tradition with more confidence because I know that my foremothers did the same.

However, I know many genetically European individuals who are successfully practicing African, Native American, or Eastern traditions. Although followers of Santeria are likely to have Black or Hispanic ancestry, and participants in the Sun Dance must be Native American, there are many individuals who have a natural affinity for the religious practices of cultures with which they have no genetic connection. The gods look at the colors of our spirits, not of our skins. Today, spiritual traditions are becoming as exportable as ethnic foods. If our bodies, whose genetic link to our ancestors is undeniable, can digest egg rolls from China and chilies from Mexico, why is it so hard to believe that we can assimilate variety in nourishment for our souls?

The early Germanic peoples were not racist. When the migrating tribes met the Huns, they reacted to them as they would to any other tribe and fought or interm a rried with them as policy required. The Vikings raided folk of all ethnic origins with equal enthusiasm and took slaves most often from I reland. In “Völuspá” we are told that the first war in the world was between the Aesir and the Vanir. After a confrontation, it was settled not by conquest, but by alliance and treaty. If the Vanir were the gods of a pre- (or even, following J. P. Malory's theories, an “early”) Indo-European earth religion who were adopted by the incoming tribes, then a willingness to adapt and assimilate new racial and cultural elements goes back to the origins of the Germanic people. Another theory holds that it was the worshippers of the Vanir who invaded, bringing with them a more advanced agricultural technology.

A belief in reincarnation is found among many of the early Indo-European peoples. Traces of it occur not only in India, where it became a major tenet of the religion, but among the Celts and in Scandinavia as well. Clans welcomed the spirits of the dead home partly in hopes of attracting them back to the wombs of their women to be reborn, but though it was expected that souls would reincarnate among their descendants, some Scandinavian folktales suggest this was not always so.

One theory current in occult circles is that in the twentieth century people from many races are reincarnating in different cultures in order to promote world understanding. This might explain, for instance, why some Third World people are taking so readily to Western ways and why many Americans are turning to Zen or shamanism. Be that as it may, the fact is that the runes speak to people of many ethnic backgrounds. I accept all those who have heard the call of the Northern gods as my companions on the Way.

ORIGINS

What is the source of this system that attracts us so? On the level of myth, the runes were given to us by Odin. In the “Hávamál” (“The Sayings of the High One”), Odin says,

I know I was hanged on the windy tree
 For nine full nights,
 Stabbed by a spear, offered to Odin
 Sworn by myself to myself,
 Upon that tree that no man knows
 From what roots it rises.



No bread did they bear to me nor horn handed;
 Into the deep I gazed—
 I took up the runes, took them up, screaming,
 Then fell back again.

(“Hávamál”: 138–39)



The myth behind the runes is one of sacrifice. The god whose name means “divine frenzy,” “inspiration,” or “ecstasy,” was himself hanged and stabbed in the traditional fashion in which sacrifices were made to him, experiencing everything, offering everything for the moment of transcendence in which he could manifest into consciousness the words of power. As the shaman in cultures from Siberia to South America goes crying for a vision and brings back his power song to heal the people, the deity who walks between the worlds brings us the runes. In considering the runes' external history, we must not lose sight of their spiritual significance.

Historically, the first known runic inscriptions date from the second century CE (Common Era). Their sophistication argues that runes may have been in use for at least a century before that. Many, though not all, of the rune staves show a kinship with the equivalent letters in the Mediterranean alphabets, which suggests that the idea of such a symbol system, if not the system itself, may have been inspired by contact with the south. Various scholars have put forth convincing arguments for an origin among the Goths on the Danube, Romanized Germans in Raetia (Switzerland), or in Jutland, where the earliest inscriptions have been found (possibly the oldest example is the “Meldorf” brooch, which may date back to 50 CE).

One theory gives the runes an Etruscan inspiration, and puts their origin earlier still, or suggests that they were North Italic in origin, disseminated by the early Germanic Marcomanni or Herulian tribes. An intriguing possibility suggested by Paul Edwin Zimmer is that part of their inspiration comes from the Etruscan alphabet. Interestingly enough, one of the few Etruscan words for which we have a Latin translation is their word for the gods—aisar (Friedrich 1957, p. 138) which sounds a great deal like the Old Norse aesir. If there is indeed a connection, the most probable route for transmission would have been the overland amber routes to the Baltic, which had been used since the Bronze Age.

[image: Image]

If the inspiration was Western Greek, Siegfried Kutin suggests that a possible source was Pytheas, a geographer from the Greek colony of Massalia (Marseille), who was the first representative of Greek culture known to have made contact with a Germanic tribe. At the beginning of the fourth century BCE, Pytheas made a journey during which he investigated the western centers of the amber trade by visiting the Teutons, who held the holy amber isle of Abalos (probably Heligoland), and the Guttones near the mouth of the Vistula (Kutin 1977).

From all this, it should be clear that although we can call the runes ancient with some certainty, the details of their origins and evolution lie shrouded in mists as dense as those that veil the Baltic shores. Interpretation of the earliest inscriptions is equally problematic. R. I. Page quotes D. M. Wilson as saying “that for every inscription there shall be as many interpretations as there are scholars working on it” (Page 1987, p. 10).

Runes were inscribed on spearheads, brooches, shield bosses, wooden staves, combs, and later, memorial stones. Some of the inscriptions indicate the name of the owner or maker of the object, others appear to be magical inscriptions invoking luck or protection. Later on, runes were used for more ordinary communications, to identify or tally goods, and the like. As the Roman Church and European feudalism spread into the northern countries, so did the Latin alphabet. Soon Anglo-Saxon texts were being written in an odd mixture of runes and Latin letters. By the time the sagas were written down, the Latin alphabet had become the means of written communication, and when runes were used, it was generally for magical purposes.

The old Germanic runic alphabet, or futhark (a word formed from the sounds of the first six runes), consisted of twenty-four symbols written in a traditional order. The Anglo-Saxons added nine more to express additional sound combinations, while the Scandinavians eventually ended up with a simplified sixteen-stave futhark. There were numerous variations upon these basic themes, and even within one futhark the forms of the runes could vary. For convenience, the twenty-four runes may be divided into three “aetts,” or eights, named for the runes with which they begin: Freyr's aett, Hagal's aett, and Tyr's aett.

[image: Image]

NORTHERN CULTURE

Although the runes can be studied purely as a magical alphabet, to use them effectively for any purpose other than simple inscriptions it is necessary to understand not only their literal but their symbolic or spiritual meanings. This requires some familiarity with the religious ideas of the people who created them.

When the Romans first encountered the Teutonic tribes, they described the native deities by comparing them to their own. Wodan (Odin) was identified with the Roman Mercury; Tiwaz (Tyr) with Mars; and Thunar/Donar (Thor), the Thunderer, with Jupiter; while Frija (Frigg) filled the place of Venus. The correspondences between these deities are not nearly as tidy as the Romans would have liked to believe, but they do give us a point of reference.

The important thing to remember is that Odin was not only a psy-chopomp—a guide and god of the dead—but he was also the greatest of magicians, mighty in both witchcraft and word magic, and (perhaps because as a wanderer, he accompanied the tribes on their migrations and conquests) a god of kings and warriors and the poets who praised them. Tyr, the original sky god, remained god of judicial combat, and Thor retained his role as weather god and defender. Frigg, with her attendant demigoddesses, ruled as queen. In Scandinavia, the roles assigned to “Third Function” deities by Georges Dumézil (1973)—agriculture and crafts—were fulfilled by the Vanir, the lord Freyr, his sister Freyja (whose character is much closer to that of the Roman Venus), and their father, Njordh, the sea-god. Their presumed mother, Nerthus, was a goddess of the amber coast, who governed the fertility of man, beast, and land as she had done since the first European fields were sown. These gods and their functions are all represented in the runes.

The practice of Germanic religion seems to have allowed for considerable individual initiative. Each tribe or district was united by periodic festivals at which the gods were honored by processions, sacrifice, and communal feasting, but most religious practice was focused on protecting the individual farmstead and maintaining a harmonious relationship with the local land-spirits and guardian spirits of the family. The chief man of a district was responsible for both political and religious leadership (generally he was the one with the wealth to maintain a temple or sponsor the festivals), but individuals were free to devote themselves to particular deities.

Some people developed a private practice as spiritual professionals—healers or weatherworkers or seers. There is a strong shamanic element in many of the techniques described in the sagas. Other practices seem to be typical of the old European agricultural complex, elements of which survived in farming communities until the advent of the automobile. Women in particular were believed to be spiritually talented, and often enjoyed great prestige. The warrior cult of the berserker so familiar from comic books was practiced chiefly in times of extended warf are, or by the professional warriors. Old Norse is rich in words for both male and female spiritual specialists of all kinds.

In this book, Germanic religion, like the Northern gods, will be addressed primarily as it relates to the runes and their uses. However, there are many resources available to those who would like to explore this area further. In Teutonic Religion, Kveldúlf Gundarsson provides an excellent introduction to the deities and beliefs and basic rituals. Probably the most useful general introduction to Teutonic culture is Gods and Myths of the Viking Age, by H. R. Ellis-Davidson, or Myths and Symbols of Pagan Europe by the same author. Also recommended is Our Troth, published by the Troth, a nonracist national organization of individuals and kindreds practicing Germanic religion. Their Web site (www.thetroth.org) offers a wealth of information. For a full bibliography, see the end of this book.

The best way to become familiar with the spirit of the Norse gods and their mythology is to read and reread the Elder (or Poetic) and Younger (or Prose) Eddas. The most available translations are The Poetic Edda, translated by Lee M. Hollander, and the thirteenth-century Icelandic historian Snorri Sturluson's Edda, translated by Anthony Faulkes. The Icelandic sagas, and general books on Viking culture, such as Everyday Life in the Viking Age by Jacqueline Simpson, are also useful in providing a context. The more you can think like an ancient heathen, the better you will understand their runes, so you should read as much and as widely as you can.

In addition to becoming familiar with the primary source material on Northern culture, reading widely in contemporary runelore will also expand your understanding. The discussions of the runes in this book make reference to the principal authors, but you will benefit even more from reading them all yourself and coming to your own conclusions.

A good beginning would be Edred Thorsson's Futhark, Runelore, and At the Well of Wyrd. Tony Willis's Runic Workbook has good material on divination, and Rune Games, by Marijane Osborn and Stella Longland, gives an extensive discussion of the Anglo-Saxon runes. Freya Aswynn's Leaves of Yggdrasil (reissued as Northern Mysteries and Magic) covers the runes with more cultural references and feminine focus than most. I would also highly recommend Gundarsson's Teutonic Magic, not only for its information, but for its meditations. Other books on the subject continue to be published. For more suggestions, check out the bibliography at the end of this book. Read and compare.

EXPERIENCING THE RUNES

When Odin took up the runes, he took something from without, and brought it within. Only by making it a part of himself was he able to share it with others. This book is about making the runelore presented in the first part of each chapter so much a part of your own consciousness that you can use the runes as you use a tool fitted to your hand, or a language you know well. Meditation and study will take you only so far on this path. To walk the Way of the Runes, you must experience the runes as they manifest both in the part of Midgard that lies outside yourself and the worlds within.

Like most, I began learning about the runes by reading. I found them fascinating and sensed that there were a number of levels at which they could be used. Each one seemed to offer a tantalizing glimpse into the human psyche in general and Germanic culture in particular. I spent one summer meditating on the runes one by one, but still they eluded me. In the fall of 1987 I had an interesting encounter with Odin and began to work with him. It was clear that my education in Germanic religion must begin with the runes.

On the principle that the best way to learn something is to teach it, I asked my friends if they would like to study with me. I was extremely fortunate in the group of talented people who responded, including several poets and a graduate student in Scandinavian Studies. Their dedication kept me going when my own energies might have flagged, and their contributions enriched the rituals. As I had hoped, through the runes we gained access to the entire Germanic world. The classes I have taught since then have only deepened this understanding.

Although the group discussions are extremely rewarding, it has become clear that the degree to which participants benefit from the discussions and rituals is determined primarily by how much work they do between meetings. For this reason, although the materials presented in this book include instructions for creating a study group, most of the experiences and exercises can be used alone.

USING THIS BOOK

This book is not intended to be the one, true, and only approach to rune lore. It is a study guide that integrates material from a variety of sources. Each chapter in Part 1 presents the name, shape, pronunciation, and meaning for two runes (also see the pronunciation guide on page 409). Our understanding of their meaning is derived first from their names and then from the Anglo-Saxon rune poem (which includes all the runes in the Elder Futhark plus several additional runes that are not discussed here) and the Icelandic and Norwegian rune poems (which cover only the staves in the Younger Futhark). Thus some of the runes have three sets of verses, while others have only one. However, even when a rune only appears in the Anglo-Saxon poem, the concepts for which it is a gateway may be found in the Eddas, sagas, and histories, and where I have found a relevant passage, I have included it. Since runic studies are an evolving discipline, I have also summarized the ways in which some of the most important modern writers on runelore interpret and use the runes as well as offering my own.

Understanding the runes also requires a knowledge of the spiritual and cultural context in which they developed and were used. The sections on each pair of runes are therefore followed by a section titled “Study and Experience” in which I discuss related myths, history, and customs. This section also contains suggestions for experiential and ritual work that will help you to internalize the runes' meanings.

In part 2 you will find rituals for group use based on each pair of runes. Of course there are other ways to arrange the material, by studying one rune at a time, for instance, or by addressing the runes in different combinations (a useful approach if you are working through the runes for a second or third time). Just as in divination, in which their meanings shift according to their arrangement, you will find that the runes cast new light upon each other's meanings with each new pairing.

You can choose to use this book in a number of ways. If you are working by yourself, you can study each rune at your own pace, reading the discussion, meditating on the rune, and doing as much of the ritual work as you can. However, you will find that your motivation increases if you can gather a number of like-minded friends and meet once a month to discuss the results of your studies and to complete your assimilation of the runes by doing the group rituals that appear in part 2.

You can practice the exercises during the meetings or choose to wait until you are familiar with the entire futhark before trying them. I strongly recommend that you do as many of the exercises and rituals as you can. Simply reading about the runes will only give you an intellectual appreciation. If you are to use them effectively, your runecraft must come from the heart.

SOURCES

The most popular and poetic translation of the Elder Edda is by Lee Hollander, and you may prefer to substitute his version for my translations when doing the rituals. Caroline Larrington gives a more literal translation.

Another useful version is the one by James Chisholm, which includes the Old Norse original. My usual source for the Younger Edda is the version by Anthony Faulkes. The translation I have used for the Norwegian and Icelandic rune poems is from 1887, found in Appendix B of The Old English Rune Poem by Maureen Halsall. The modern English versions of the verses from the Rune Poem itself, however, are my own translation. Except for those selections otherwise cited, songs, spells, and verses are my own.
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TAKING UP THE RUNES: As an Individual or Group

THE FIRST MEETING OF A RUNE STUDY GROUP, or the first time you set apart to formally begin your study of the runes, should be used for organization and orientation.

A possible first meeting outline is as follows:


	Introductions, in which each person summarizes his/her background and reasons for wanting to study the runes.

	Identify what resources are available and decide how to acquire additional materials.

	Decide on how your study will be organized.

	Summarize the history of the runes.

	Discuss ways of working with the runes between meetings.

	Ritual: Meditation, “Taking Up the Runes.”

	Celebration and grounding.



INTRODUCTIONS

If you are working alone, use this time to write down your understanding of what the runes are and your goals in studying them. You will find it very interesting to compare this description with your perceptions at the end of the course of study. In a group, everyone should be given the opportunity to (briefly) state what they are hoping to get out of the class.

RESOURCES

The group needs to find out what resources it has already and which books or other materials it should acquire. Clearly, everyone will need a copy of Taking Up the Runes and some of the other rune books. A bibliography that includes recommended materials on the runes appears at the end of this book. Some people may already own useful items that are not in the bibliography. If you are working with a group, the resource problem can be eased if each member buys some of the books and reports on relevant content at each meeting. I would, however, recommend that anyone seriously studying Germanic culture acquire copies of Ellis-Davidson's Gods and Myths of Northern Europe (reissued as Gods and Myths of the Viking Age) and the Elder and Younger Eddas. Everyone should also have a notebook in which to take notes on discussions, collect handouts, record the results of individual work, and so on.

ORGANIZATION

Decide the following questions now:


	In what order will you work through the futhark?

	When will you have your meetings or study times?

	What will you do during meetings or study sessions? (Discussion, ritual, both, etc.)

	Will one person lead the group, or should a different member take responsibility each time?

	Do you want to encourage people to wear any kind of distinctive clothing?



Scheduling

Our rune study groups have found it most convenient to start at the beginning of the futhark and address two runes each at a monthly meeting, thus covering all twenty-four, with introduction and graduation, in fourteen months. This section is organized into “meetings” on that assumption, with suggestions for discussion and texts for group rituals, as well as activities and rites for a student working alone.

There is something to be said for both approaches. The solo student can set his or her own pace; however, working with a group, even a small one, helps keep you focused and motivated. Working alone, you are free to concentrate on the aspects of the runes you find most interesting. On the other hand, having to accommodate everyone's interests may result in a more balanced coverage of the subjects, and the insights of other group members can be illuminating.

Obviously this is not the only way to go about it. The information can be used by an individual as a guide to meditation and reflection, and with some adaptations, the group rituals, as well as the solo rites, can be worked alone. Certainly, anyone intending to lead a rune study group should work through the book ahead of time. If you are studying alone, you may find it possible to go through the course more quickly—at the rate of one rune a week, for instance. You will also derive some benefit from simply reading the book.

Some may prefer to have a separate meeting to discuss each rune and develop a ritual for each one, or do the rituals presented here every other meeting. Others may decide to use Thorsson's concentric diagram of the runes (on p. 74 of Futhark) as a guide and work from the inside of the circle out, or from the outside of the circle in. Any two runes drawn at random will illuminate each other. You may decide to work through the futhark from FEHU to OTHALA the first time, and choose some other arrangement for a second round. If you do choose another approach, the rituals included in this section can be used for inspiration.

Obviously the most appropriate day for such meetings or for rune work in general is Wednesday (Wodan's Day), but weekend meetings will allow you more time.

Dress

Whether you are working alone or with a group, you may find that dressing appropriately helps you to shift into a Norse mode of consciousness. The psychology of costume is well known. We dress up for an evening out, or put on running shoes to go hiking, and find ourselves already getting into the mood of the thing simply by getting ready. The association of a given action with a certain mode of dress or even a piece of jewelry can help condition the mind and speed up the process of shifting gears to begin your task. You will find that if you always put on, for instance, a copper disk engraved around the edge with the futhark when you are about to work with the runes, simply slipping the necklace over your head will help you to concentrate. Some groups go a bit farther and create Norse-style tunics to wear at rituals, while others favor a pendant or necklace with an appropriate T-shirt.

If you would like to do some sewing, my book Germanic Costume includes history, illustration, and patterns. It is available from The Troth, Box 472, Berkeley, CA 94701 for $10.

HISTORY

The group leader should summarize the history and development of the runes found in the “Origins” section on page 4 of the Introduction to this book. Add material from any other sources you may have, especially Runes, by Page, and Thorsson's Runelore. Read them yourself if you are working alone.

At the end of the discussion, or during the potluck that follows the ritual, remind everyone that the runes to be studied next month are FEHU and URUZ. Each person will need to bring a bank deposit slip to class for the ritual. They should prepare by reading the discussions of these runes in their rune books and following up as many of the suggestions for further reading and experience as they can. If you are working alone, you may begin reading the study section for FEHU/URUZ as soon as you have finished the ritual in this chapter.

BETWEEN MEETINGS

Rune-related activities to be done between meetings include reading, setting up an altar, meditation, making and consecrating your own rune staves, and seeking experiences that relate to the runes. Keep a file or notebook in which you record your experiences after each exercise.

Altars

A rune altar can be as simple as a section of dresser or shelf covered with a plain cloth on which you set a candle or votive light, cards on which you have drawn the runes you are working with, the disks or staves of those runes, and any appropriate pictures or other items, such as a head of grain or statuette of a cow for FEHU, a picture of an aurochs for URUZ, and so on. Norse god images are becoming available from companies such as Mythic Images and JBL, and pictures can be photocopied from books of mythology or from the libretto of Wagner's Ring of the Nibelungs, illustrated by Arthur Rackham (These are now in the public domain. Copies can be downloaded from the Troth Web site, www.thetroth.org).

Meditation

The runes must not only be studied, but internalized. Before beginning meditation with the runes, you need to learn to relax and focus your attention. To relax, sit in a balanced position which can be maintained without muscular tension or any effort of will. A good choice is a comfortable straight chair in which you can sit with your palms resting upon your knees. Those who are flexible or have experience in Eastern forms of meditation may find that sitting cross-legged works as well. Before sitting down, stretch to loosen your muscles.

Deepen your focus by counting your breaths. With practice, you can condition yourself to enter a focused state through a specific breathing pattern. I have found that breathing in to a slow count of four, holding for two beats, letting the breath out to the count of four and pausing for two more beats works well.

Another method is to use the runic yoga system called stadhagaldr, developed by Thorsson and based on the theories of Kummer and Marby, in which the runester forms the rune shapes with his or her body. This system is fully described in Thorsson's first book, Futhark.

Inscribing

One way to internalize the runes is to physically inscribe them on your body. This is a good way to begin a runic meditation. You can scratch the rune on your skin with a fingernail or inscribe runes with consecrated oil (something like oil of wintergreen or cinnamon that leaves a tingle on the skin), with water, or with saliva. When working with the runes one at a time, you can draw them on your forehead over the “third eye,” at the base of the throat, over the solar plexus, or on the palms of your hands. Take a moment to feel the shape of the rune upon your skin. As the sensation fades, draw it inward and absorb the rune shape into your own essence.

Envisioning

As you study each rune, draw or paint it (usually in red on a white background) large enough to be seen clearly from a few feet away, and set it up where you can contemplate it. This rune card can be used as the starting point for a number of visual exercises.


	Stare at the rune card intently; then cover it with a blank piece of paper and wait for its complementary image to appear there.

	Stare at the rune card for a few moments; then shut your eyes and visualize it against a blank background.

	Once you can maintain the image internally, imagine it pulsing with light and then changing color. Practice transforming it from one color to another until you can do this at will.

	Hold the image of the rune in your mind. Visualize it first pulsing, then expanding, until it becomes a doorway. At first you may do no more than look through the door and note what you see, then shrink the rune to close it again. As you look through this door, quiet your mind and allow images to appear. Do not try to force the vision, or worry about whether you are seeing the “right” things.



With more practice, you can step through the doorway and explore the world to which the rune is the portal. But remember to pay attention to where you are going and memorize the landmarks. You will be more comfortable if you can retrace your steps precisely in reverse order. If you become disturbed or frightened by anything you see, visualize the rune again and snap back through it into your body. An additional protection is to visualize or draw the rune ELHAZ ([image: Image]) between you and anything disturbing.

Intoning

Runes are both sounds and symbols. Intoning the runes is the first step in spellwork—galdr, or incantation. To internalize the sound of the rune, sing it. The early 20th-century Armanen tradition of runic study developed a technique known as runic yodeling, which conjures up bizarre images of wizard s in lederhosen perching on mountaintops as they warble runes. Nonetheless, the idea is a good one, although I prefer a sonorous and sustained intonation in the style of Hindu mantra singing rather than a shout. Your chanting does not need to be loud, and unless you are working outdoors or alone in the house, it is best to aim for intensity rather than volume. Hindu tradition identifies several levels of chanting, ranging from chanting aloud to the prayer of the heart, in which the mental vibration of the mantra unites the worshipper with the god. The runes can be intoned in all of these ways. For an impressive demonstration of the potential in runic galdr, listen to the CDs produced by Aswynn.

To chant a rune, visualize it, take a deep belly-breath, and let the outflow of the air carry the sound. Choose a note that falls comfortably within the middle range of your voice. Usually the vowel sounds will be held longest, but save enough breath to finish up the final consonants.

You may find that different runes demand different notes, up and down the scale. You will certainly discover that various sounds vibrate in different places in your body. You can also learn to direct this vibration to different areas. Some runes relate naturally to certain parts of the body—ANSUZ to the mouth and throat, for instance. This principle also has applications in healing. A rune sound can become the first part of a meditation. Continue intoning the rune, visualizing it pulsing in time to the vibrations of your voice, until the rune is all that you can see and hear. Bring the chanting to a climax and then let it fade.

Ingesting

A method which works well as the end of a meditation sequence and can also be used in group ritual is to inscribe the rune on something that you eat or drink. In the sagas, the usual method is to write the runes on a piece of wood or bone and scrape them off into a drink. Other delivery systems include writing the rune on a piece of paper in a water-soluble, nontoxic substance such as juice, and washing it off into a beverage. Writing a rune on a piece of crystallized sugar is a possibility, as is scratching it into a cake of hard chocolate and scraping it off. Runes can be drawn in liquid, sprinkled into it, or inscribed in the air and projected into it with the energy from the palm of the hand.

Runes can be eaten as well as drunk. Aswynn reports getting good results when she first studied the runes by eating cakes with the runes inscribed on them. They can be scratched into a cookie or cracker, set into it with raisins, drawn on it with frosting, juice, honey, etc., or the dough can be molded into the shape of the rune.

Whether you are eating or drinking, it is important to do so with intention and attention. As you consume the rune-inscribed food or drink, visualize the rune and feel its energy expanding through your system.

Crafting Runes

Rune sets made from stones, chips, or cards are now widely available. However, while you are studying the runes you will find it useful to make or at least to consecrate your own. The advantage of the runes over other divinatory systems is that this is relatively easy. In fact, if you are caught somewhere without your set and you need to do a reading, you can easily make some from pieces of cardboard When you make your own runes, your energy goes into them and they will respond to your need.

According to the Roman writer Tacitus, the ancient Germans cast lots made of fruitwood for divination (Germania, trans. 1942). Norwegian folk tradition as reported by Jane Sibley (1989) includes divination with a set of rune sticks about four inches long. Osborn and Longland (1964) recommend making a practice set from wooden tongue depressors. However, today the most common form for runes is that of small pieces which can be drawn, laid out, or mixed up easily, and are of a convenient size to carry in a pouch.

The most common materials for rune sets are wood and stone. They can also be made out of metal, clay, or bone. My first set was made from plasticine baked in my oven, which preserved my fingerprints in the surface. If you have a good saw, you can cut round cross-sections from a branch to make rune disks. Oak, ash, rowan, yew, beech, and birch are all sacred trees. Fruitwood can be used as well. Cross-sections of antler are another possibility. If you cut the wood from a living tree, remember to explain to the tree what you are doing and ask its permission; thank the tree and offer some of your blood or saliva to the stump after you have cut your branch. Ideally, wood for magical purposes should be cut during a waxing moon.

A section about an inch and a half in diameter and a quarter-inch thick is a convenient size. The bark can be left on or removed. Another option is to buy a bag of wood “buttons” from a woodworking or fine lumber store. These are the round disks of wood inset in furniture to cover countersunk screws, about the size and shape of checkers, made of natural hardwood such as beech, birch, or oak. Stones are heavier to carry, but have a good feel. Some people have made runestones by engraving the polished rocks sold for games of Go. Another source is water-smoothed “skipping” stones found on the beach or in streambeds.

The Eddas contain references to scratching or incising, carving, and burning the runes. For carving, woodworkers' tools, a graving tool, or a small, sharp penknife can be used. Runes can also be burned into wood or bone with a wood-burning tool. Electric engraving tools meant for inscribing serial numbers on metal to prevent theft are available cheaply from hardware stores and can be used on metal, bone, or stone. The inscriptions on Scandinavian runestones were often colored red, and it seems probable that the references to coloring, dyeing, or staining the runes refer to this practice. Painting the runes after you have incised them will also make them more visible.

If you already have a set of consecrated runes, you may choose instead to create a wand or staff on which the runes are graven as your work for this study.

Consecrating Your Runes

You can consecrate your runes in a number of ways. The red color used to stain the runes on Viking runestones suggests blood, a primary source of magical energy. In folk magic, all bodily fluids are considered powerful. Ethical considerations aside, these days it is not generally practical to use the blood of animals, but the one source of blood we are free to use is our own. Women have an advantage here, since moon blood is especially powerful, but pricking one's finger with a sterile needle will provide enough blood to stain one or two runes. Mixing your saliva with the red paint with which you will go over the incised runes will also create a physical connection. Water-based acrylic paint wears well. You can use a dry cake of watercolor or powdered poster color, or grind your own pigment from stone.

Here's one way to bless the runes you are making. Make sure you will not be disturbed and collect your materials. Lay out a clean white cloth with a candle and matches, salt, and a small bowl of water. You will also need the rune/s you are consecrating, an incising tool, pigment, brush, and/or a needle, and (if your runes are wooden) furniture wax or another sealant. Perform this ceremony during a waxing moon, or (if you are a woman) when your moon blood is flowing, or on a Wednesday:


	Carry the lit candle clockwise around the space to sain (sanctify and purify) it. Say something like:
Life light, sun bright,

with sacred fire I sain this site!


	Invoke Odin as master and giver of the runes, and Earth (Erda) as Mother and source of your materials, since the purpose of this rite is to evoke the spiritual pattern expressed by the rune into manifestation in the physical wood or stone.

	Set the rune disk on top of the salt in the dish. Settle yourself comfortably and focus as you do when preparing for meditation.

	Draw the rune on your forehead, chant its name, and visualize it vividly, continuing until awareness of this rune and its meaning drives out all else. Take up the disk, and as you continue to murmur the rune name, incise it. Add your blood or saliva to the pigment and color the rune, stating that you are doing this as an offering and a link, so that the rune will speak truth to you. When the rune disk has been inscribed and stained, hold it against your heart or forehead or between your palms, breathe on it, etc., while impressing upon it the image of the rune you have visualized.

	Name the rune, using your own words or a charm like the following, based on the description of the awakening of humankind in “Völuspá” 18.
Child of (name the wood or stone)

I claim you,

With Önd I awaken you,

With Odhr I inspire you,

With Lá and Læti and Litr I enliven you,

As the sons of Bor gave life to humankind.

As this water sprinkles you,

To you this name I fasten;

From henceforward (Rune name)

shall you be.

Önd is spirit, the breath of life; Odhr is inspiration, or sense; and Lá, Læti, and Litr are shape, movement, and health; sometimes translated as soul, sense, and being. Sprinkling with water was used in pre-Christian naming rituals in the North.


	If the runestave is made of wood, or a watersoluble paint is being used, it should be finished by sealing it with wax or a coat of thin lacquer; though this may be done later. When you have completed the naming rite, thank the gods and open the sacred space by turning counterclockwise.

	Keep your runes in their own bag, preferably made from a natural material such as linen, wool, or leather. You may also keep in the bag a casting cloth of plain white silk, linen, or cotton.



THE GROUP RITUAL

The central part of the ritual for this meeting (which you will find on page 263 in the second part of this book) is a pathworking, or guided meditation, describing a journey to the Worldtree to encounter the runes. If you are working alone, you may want to read the meditation onto a tape and play it during your ritual. Allow about four long beats between the in and out breaths at the beginning, and pause where there are gaps. You may then also sing the futhark song included with the ritual.


Chapter 2



[image: Image]



FEHU and URUZ

FEHU AND URUZ WORK WELL AS A PAIR because they both have to do with the manifestation of productive energy. In the case of FEHU, this force is primarily directed toward growth and wealth, luck and love, while URUZ is both more powerful and more abstract, governing physical health, or even the manifestation of divine energies on the physical plane.

THE FIRST RUNE: [image: Image] FEHU

Pronunciation: “FAY-hu”

Meaning: Wealth (Cattle)

[image: Image]

FEHU is herds and fertile fields

Freely, Freyr finds wealth for friends.

The Ancient Meanings

“Wealth” is the first and most basic meaning for the first rune in the futhark in all the old rune poems. It was the origin of the English word “fee.” However, the word itself originally meant livestock, especially cattle. Latin made the same associations—our word “pecuniary” comes from the Latin pecus, a cow—demonstrating that for the early Indo-Europeans, wealth was not only transferable, but could move under its own power. Like the Celts, the early Germanic peoples were a cattle culture. Dairy products were a staple of the diet. The most valued beasts were kept through the winter in one end of the communal longhouse. The animals which could not be fed until spring were sacrificed to honor the gods and feed the people. One way or another, wealth was counted in cows.

However, prosperity can be a mixed blessing. The Anglo-Saxon rune poem is the most sanguine:



[image: Image] [feoh] byþ frofur fira gehwylcum;
 (Wealth be by all very much welcomed;)
 sceal ðeah manna gehwyle miclun hyt daelan
 (Each man shall deal it out freely,)
 gif he wile for drihtne domes hleotan.
 (If he will from the Lord get approval.)

In the Norwegian rune poem, the fact that wealth is not always a blessing is also made quite clear.



[image: Image] [Fé] vaeldr fraénda róge;
 (Wealth causes trouble among re1atives;)
 f⊘ð ulfr í skóge.
 (The wolf is raised in the forest.)



And the Icelandic poem agrees:



[image: Image] [Fé] er fraenda róg
 (Wealth is trouble among relatives)
 ok flaeðar viti
 (and fire of the sea)
 ok grafseiðs gata.
 (and path of the serpent.)



Probably the most dramatic example of wealth causing trouble among relatives in Germanic literature is the story of the treasure that Siegfried wins from Fafnir (who has taken the form of a dragon to guard it). It has already caused several deaths before he gets it, and impelled by greed, his wife's brothers finally kill him. Their refusal to reveal its hiding place leads to their deaths in the end. In the Nibelungenlied, Siegfried's murderer, Hagen, finally dumps the gold into the Rhine, an exploit still celebrated by a statue in the city of Worms.

Perhaps the advice offered in the Anglo-Saxon poem can help one avoid the problems predicted in the Northern verses. If wealth is shared while its owner is still living, there will be nothing for the heirs to fight over. In Iron Age society, generosity was the greatest of virtues. In the “Hávamál,” several verses underline the connection between cattle-wealth and the right use of prosperity.



Full-stocked folds had Fitjung's sons,
 Who bear now a beggar's staff;
 Wealth is brief as the wink of an eye,
 Of friends, 'tis most false.
 The unwise man, if he should get
 Wealth or woman's love,
 His arrogance grows but not his sense—
 On he goes, deep in delusion.

(“Hávamál”: 78–79)

The moral is clear—wealth is to be guarded, but not hoarded. Nor should it lull one into a false sense of security. Welcome though it may be, it must be taken as a gift of the gods. Neither the fruits of the earth nor the love of others can ever be owned (the last verse implies a special warning not to treat women as property!). They are loaned to us only, to be used productively and shared with others. True riches are the wealth the soul gains from a life well-lived.

Modern Meanings

Meanings ascribed to this rune by modern commentators range from the mystical to the practical. Willis believes that the kind of wealth represented by cattle is that which grows when cared for, which can produce more money when wisely invested, but that the rune sometimes means the need to conserve resources. Thorsson, on the other hand, sees in the rune motion and expansion of power, mobility, luck, and fertility.

It seems logical to associate this rune with the Norse deities of wealth and prosperity, Freyr and Freyja, whose names begin with the same sound. Their names mean “Lord” and “Lady” in Old Norse, and one wonders if the “Lord” in the Anglo-Saxon rune poem originally referred to a similar figure (the term, drihtne refers to the leader of a war-band, and both Freyr and Freyja had a warrior aspect as well).

Freyr and Freyja are the second generation of the Vanir, the other clan of gods. They govern the fertility of the land and the creatures that live upon it, especially the increase of flocks and herds. As fertility deities, their influence extends naturally into the area of love, on the one hand, and commerce, on the other. In this context, Aswynn suggests that the rune should also be connected with Njordh, god of commerce on the sea.

In earliest times, Freyr's animal may have been the deer (the “horned beasts” herded by Robin Hood). Certainly the rune has the appearance of the antler, which will be Freyr's only weapon at Ragnárok, the final battle with the Giants. Freyr's sword was the payment given to Skirnir to win the giant-maid Gerd as the god's bride. She finally agreed to tryst with him at the sacred barley field. Clearly the complex of motifs associated with the Vanir is rich in associations with fertility, and bread and beef are still the staple foods of the Northern Hemisphere.

Today, wealth is represented not by cattle, but by money, which is also a symbolic form of energy. Money gives power, but it becomes useless if it is conserved too tightly. For the community to prosper, money and energy have to move on.

If horned beasts belong to Freyr, gold is an attribute of Freyja. Her best-known possession is the necklace Brisingamen, acquired by exchanging sexual energy for the skill of the dwarf smiths. When she searched the world for her lost lover, she was said to have wept tears of gold. The first episode in the conflict between the Aesir and the Vanir occurs when a Gullveig (“Intoxication of Gold”), who is usually considered an aspect of Freyja, enters the hall of the High One.

The war I remember, the first in the world,
 When Gullveig with spears was gashed
 And in the hall of Hár she was burned.
 Three times burned, three times reborn,
 Often and again, yet ever she lives.

(“Völuspá”: 21)

After this demonstration, the gods decide that making a treaty with the Vanir is the better part of valor, and Freyr and Freyja go to Asgard in the exchange of hostages. Is Gullveig inherently dangerous, or are the problems caused by the gods' hostility? The power represented by Gullveig is a basic human drive, and although greed can cause serious problems, when gold delights instead of destroying, even its enjoyment can be a positive thing. To be productive, the force of FEHU must be kept in motion by the exchange of GEBO or the harvesting of JERA.

Gundarsson points out that the word “fire” is often used in kennings for gold, as in “fire of the dragon's bed” or “fire of the creek.” At certain times a flame was believed to burn above burial mounds in which treasure was hid. Whether in the form of gold (symbolizing and facilitating the exchange of energy among living things) or the sexual energy that is the immediate cause of physical fertility, FEHU carries a fiery power. It can represent the life force, or hamingja.

Interpreting and Using FEHU

FEHU is always a rune of productivity, though the context may vary. Spiritual or artistic creativity, physical fertility, or the ability to create or to maintain wealth can be indicated, or it may signify an improvement in one's finances or health. If FEHU is surrounded by runes of caution, it may indicate a need to conserve physical or emotional resources, or suggest poverty and an inability to use the resources at hand. If you are using FEHU in a spell or invocation, be sure to specify which kind of fertility you mean, or you may find that it is your “flocks and herds” (especially cats) that are increasing instead of your bank account. Inscribe this rune in gold ink on your checkbook. In spells, pair this rune with GEBO to promote exchange.

FEHU is also one of the runes used in gardening, when you are trying to encourage your plants to flower and grow. Write it on a stave (or on the back of the plastic tag with the name of the plant that comes stuck in the flowerpot) and stick it into the ground. Other runes that can be used for this purpose are: URUZ, JERA, and INGWAZ, for reasons which will be obvious when we come to discuss them.

FEHU can be used in any work having to do with the Vanir in general, or with Freyr or Freyja. Inscribe it on the forehead to increase attractiveness and sexual vigor (but formulate your intention clearly so that you will get love rather than fertility, unless, of course, you are trying to conceive). FEHU is one of the runes used to invoke passion, productivity, and prosperity in a couple being married.

When FEHU appears in a rune reading, it can refer to any of the above, depending on the nature of the question and the runes that surround it. For instance, if it was the first rune in a group of three drawn to illuminate someone's present situation, it would probably indicate that the activities implied by the other two would prosper. For example, FEHU, MANNAZ, and OTHALA would be a very good combination for someone about to set up a new household. It is generally considered to be a fortunate rune.

THE SECOND RUNE: [image: Image] URUZ

Pronunciation: “OO-rooz”

Meaning: Aurochs (Wild Ox)

[image: Image]

URUZ, Aurochs, urges earthward

Spirit strength to shape creation.

The Ancient Meanings

Continental and Scandinavian sources differ on the meaning of this rune, but most modern commentators have followed the Germanic interpretation, which is that URUZ refers to a wild member of the cattle family—an aurochs, the wild cow, or perhaps a bison (the European woods bison, or wisent). Northern meanings are less conclusive. The Norwegian rune poem gives the word the meaning “slag,” while the Icelandic makes it “rain” or “drizzle.” In German, Ur is also a prefix designating something as original or primordial.

The Anglo-Saxon rune poem gives the clearest description.



[image: Image][ur] byþ anmod ond oferhyrned, (Aurochs is fearless and greatly horned,)
 felafrecne deor, feohteþ mid hornum
 (A very fierce beast, it fights with its horns.)
 mære morstapa; thæt is modig wuht.
 (A famous roamer of the moor, it is a very courageous animal.)



Here, the beast referred to is definitely the aurochs, the ancient, wild, long-horned black ox of Europe, which could measure as much as six feet at the shoulder. Tacitus refers to killing a wild cow as a rite of passage among the young men of the third-century Germanic tribes. The aurochs is portrayed in Paleolithic cave paintings, and survived in Europe until 1627, when the last known animal was killed in Poland.

The Icelandic rune poem gives a different interpretation.



[image: Image][úr] er skyja gratr
 (Drizzle is weeping of the clouds)
 ok sakara þerrir
 (and destruction of the hay-harvest)
 ok hirðhis hatr.
 (and abhorrence of the herdsman.)

In this version, we have what appears to be a straightforward description of what happens when it rains at the wrong moment during the growing season. The Norwegian rune poem quoted below is even more obscure. Is the movement of reindeer over the snow being compared to the way slag rises to the top of molten iron, or are the two statements parallel interpretations of the word Ur? If the latter, at least we have in the reindeer another large, horned beast to add to the collection.

[image: Image] [úr] er af illu jarne:
 (Slag comes from poor iron:)
 opt l⊘ypr ræinn á hjarne.
 (Often the reindeer runs over the hard-frozen snow.)

At first glance, all of these interpretations would seem to be to be contradictory However, a synthesis of modern commentators leads to some ingenious interpretations involving the ways in which wild energy can be brought into manifestation.

Modern Meanings

All of the modern writers on the subject follow the aurochs interpretation for the meaning of this rune. For Thorsson, URUZ is Audhumla, the primal cow who was born when the cosmic fire met the primal ice. Her licking released the first being, Buri, from the ice, and her milk fed the giant Ymir, from whose body the world was made. Thus, URUZ is the archetype, the pattern of creation whose energy shapes matter, the wild force of creation. He notes that the horns of the ox point up, but the rune points down, releasing spiritual energy into manifestation.

Gundarsson relates the “slag” and “drizzle” of the Scandinavian rune poems to the endless process of patterning, cleansing, and reshaping that is the work of URUZ. It is the power drawn up by the Worldtree only to be released back into the Well of Urdh. This twin power of shaping and nourishment is symbolized by the two beasts that graze on the upper limbs of the Tree, the goat Heidhrun, who gives enough mead to satisfy all Valhalla's heroes, and the hart Eikthyrnir, from whose horns flow the liquid that fills the cauldron-well of Hvergelmir, source of all rivers.

Aswynn's interpretation also focuses on this rune as a source of primal earth energy, a creative force that breaks down old forms and builds up new ones. For her, it also has implications of courage and endurance, and the correct application of aggressive energy. She feels that this energy is a vital part of the healing process.

The opinion of Willis is similar. He interprets the rune to indicate the use of energy and courage to move into a new state or position or to make a change and identifies the rune as one of vitality, health, and fighting spirit.

Osborn and Longland point out that with URUZ, the domestic cattle of FEHU have become wild oxen, fiercely defending their territory. They remind us that horned helmets were worn for religious ceremonies (never in battle) during the early period (the curved horns on the helmets of Bronze Age votive figures are shaped like those of the aurochs), and they suggest that horns signify the penetration of the other world. In URUZ, the momentum of FEHU can be harnessed to advantage.

A closer look at the Norse creation mythology reveals some interesting conjunctions of imagery. In the Younger Edda (“The Deluding of Gylfi”), Snorri tells us that the various worlds, or states of being, came into existence gradually. Before Midgard (our Earth) was made, Muspelheim, the world of fire, and misty Niflheim existed. When the rivers flowing out of Niflheim “came so far from their source that the yeasty venom accompanying them hardened like slag, it turned into ice. Then . . . a drizzling rain that arose from the venom poured over it and cooled into rime.”

A little later we learn that where the frost met the warmth of Muspel it thawed and became the primal giant Ymir and also the cow called Audhumla, who licked away the rime to reveal the first god. In the Younger Edda, we therefore find the slag and drizzle of the Scandinavian rune poems transformed into the archetypal cow of the Anglo-Saxon poem.

Students of Kabbalah will note that many of the characteristics of this rune are reminiscent of Chokmah and Binah, the second and third sephiroth on the Tree of Life. Chokmah is the Divine Wisdom/first vibration/Word, that acts upon the inert matter of Binah to produce creation (as the active fire and inert ice combine to produce Audhumla, who releases the forces that will shape the world. The horns of the ox form a U, producing the sound of the rune. Interestingly enough, the first letter of the Hebrew alphabet is Aleph, the ox (although probably the domestic variety).

Horns were a common feature in early temples—actual bull's horns in Neolithic goddess shrines and the stone “horns of the altar” in Crete and the Near East. They are usually interpreted as representing the male principle, although female wild cattle are also horned. Celtic art includes both horned gods and horned goddesses. Horned headdresses had a ceremonial significance in many cultures, including Sumerian and Egyptian. Bronze-age votive figurines discovered in Scandinavia sometimes have horned helmets, and Celtic horned helms have been found; however, there is no evidence that horned helmets of the sort popularized by cartoons were ever worn by the Vikings in war.

The American equivalent of the aurochs is the longhorn cow, or possibly the bison. The symbolism of the rune is, in fact, strongly reminiscent of Plains Indian concepts of “Grandfather Buffalo.” Buffalo was the major source of food and materials for the plains tribes, not owned, but hunted on equal terms. White Buffalo Calf Woman gave the Sioux their sacred pipe and basic religious law. In Africa the wilder aspects of this energy are suggested by the water buffalo path of the orisha Oya. Note also the similarity in the shape of the rune to the traditional representation of Nut, the Egyptian sky goddess who arches over the earth, supporting herself on her hands and feet. Drops of milk from her breasts formed the Milky Way, and her cosmic maternity is like that of the cow Audhumla.

URUZ is the result of a series of transformations that take place in the liminal space where opposites meet. From the chaos of creation, order emerges, personified by the Divine Cow, but it is an order that depends on the tension of opposites. URUZ is energy and sustenance that has to be fought for, and it provides the energy to defend and preserve one's community. However, in a natural society there is a cooperative and religious relationship between hunter and prey; each takes risks for survival, and the hunt is a transformative experience for both. When the uplifted horns of the wild ox sink earthward, the wild energy is changed into available resources, and there is food for both body and soul. This is also the energy that is used in healing, a powerful flow that revitalizes the patient by strengthening the will to live.

Interpreting and Using URUZ

In some contexts, this could be a rune of manifestation—physical resources becoming available, spiritual energy producing results, or the need to organize and pattern energy so that it will be usable. Its position may say something about the physical energy or health of the subject. It could also imply the need to take an active role in getting or protecting resources, including nutrition, and if necessary, to take risks, to be willing to change. In a negative position it might mean that there is difficulty in making a change or a need to get rid of the past. URUZ works to help other forces to manifest. Magically, URUZ is the act of pouring out an offering from the sacred horn. As a rune associated with the slow melting of glacial ice, it may indicate a need to pay attention to the direction in which one is expending one's energy.

In spellwork, URUZ can be used to increase energy or to make potential available, drawn on the forehead, for instance, when one is tired. It helps the powers of other runes to manifest on the physical plane. Combined with FEHU, it promotes growth and prosperity; combined with LAGUZ, it would get things moving or perhaps bring rain. Combined with TIWAZ, it could help bring swift justice.

FEHU AND URUZ: STUDY AND EXPE RIENCE

How we can experience the power of these two runes in our lives? How, for instance, does one manifest the prosperity of FEHU? The principles of sympathetic magic would suggest that acting as if you have abundance will encourage it to appear. Obviously one must exercise some discretion—do not go into debt on the assumption that buying a new car will help you to win the lottery! You might, however, manage to get dressed up and go out to dinner, or treat yourself to a hot tub or a massage. Pamper yourself. Do something sensuous. Better still, reevaluate your life to identify areas of abundance you may not have been aware of. Are you rich in friends? In health? In creativity? Money in the bank is not the only kind of prosperity.

To explore URUZ, read about the Norse creation myth in Ellis-Davidson's Gods and Myths of the Viking Age or in the Younger Edda (at the beginning of “The Deluding of Gylfi”), and compare it to modern cosmology. Look back at your own beginnings. What is the earliest thing you can remember? At what point do the mists that hide your past begin to thin? Try to identify the events in your life that have contributed most to making you the person you are today. Experience the strength of URUZ by engaging in some strenuous physical activity. Go hiking on a stormy day and pit yourself against the elements. Evaluate your own state of health and make plans to improve it. Draw the URUZ rune on your forehead for energy.

Studying and meditating on appropriate aspects of Norse mythology and culture will also help you to understand these runes. To begin, let's look at the Vanir.

The Vanir

In the prologue to the Younger Edda, Snorri Sturluson tells how the Aesir migrated from the Near East through Germany to Scandinavia. Whether this represents some memory of a Bronze Age movement northward or only the arrival of new ideas and technology from the south has been debated. The Scandinavian archaeological record indicates cultural changes, but relatively little physical change in the population from the first settlements in the Mesolithic on.

On the other hand, there was considerable movement on the Continent—the Goths, for instance, are first heard of living just above the Black Sea. Snorri identifies Odin's original realm as Troy (!), and his history of the Aesir may well preserve some memory of continental migrations, just as the Old Norse version of the Siegfried story, Volsungasaga tells the story of the war between the Burgundians and the Huns.

References to the conflict between the Aesir and Vanir in “Völuspá” (21–23) may reflect the process by which the religions of the migrating Germanic tribes and the sedentary folk they found were combined. In the story, a woman called Gullveig, who is believed to be one of the Vanir, comes to the hall of Odin; the gods spear her and three times attempt to burn her, but she survives. It is unclear whether the conflict in which the Vanir break the Aesir battle line occurs before or after Gullveig's visit, but as a result,

Then came the Powers to their judgement seats,
 The most holy gods, and for this held council:
 Whether the Aesir should were-gild pay
 Or all the gods should the offerings share?

(“Völuspá”: 23)

The Aesir decide that since they can't even destroy the goddess, much less the Vanic army, they had better make an alliance, which is confirmed by an exchange of hostages. These hostages are the god Njordh and his children, Freyr and Freyja. According to Snorri, “He brought about a reconciliation between the gods and the Vanir.”

Njordh is a god of prosperity with power over the sea. He protects merchants and fishermen. His name is cognate with that of Nerthus, a Germanic goddess described by Tacitus in his Germania. According to Roman observations, Nerthus was a goddess of abundance whose shrine was on an island, and whose image was borne in a cart around the countryside to promote a good growing season. Snorri also tells us that Freyr and Freyja are Njordh's children by his sister. I conclude that they must therefore be the offspring of the Germanic earth-goddess who, in the tradition of territorial goddesses, remained in her homeland when her consort moved northward.

In these two pairs we appear to have two generations of deities. Like Poseidon and Demeter, Njordh and Nerthus govern man's use of the fertility of the sea and the soil. A later myth emphasizes Njordh's connection to the earth by wedding him to the Jotun-maid Skadhi; however, her elemental mountains are less compatible with his realm than the sea-girt isle of Nerthus, and the marriage does not last. Freyr and Freyja appear to have more to do with animals—Freyr was honored by stallion fights and has as his weapon an antler, and one of Freyja's bynames is Syr, the Sow. Their personalities are fully developed, and they play a significant part in the legends of Asgard.

Freyr decided when there should be rain or sunshine and controlled the fruitfulness of the earth. He was invoked for peace, plenty, and the prosperity of men. Other Scandinavian fertility gods such as Frodhi and Ing may have been local forms of Freyr, or equivalent deities whose functions were later assimilated to the greater persona. Freyr's images show him with an erect phallus, and his sacred animals were the stallion and the golden boar, Gullinbursti, on which he rode. He also had a magical ship, Skithbladnir. His servant, the magically adept Skirnir, won for him as wife the beautiful Jotun-maiden Gerd. His palace is given as Alfheim, which makes him lord of the Alfar, the semidivine spirits of the ancestors who dwell beneath the earth in their mounds.

Freyja was, according to Snorri, “the most renowned of goddesses.” She was a goddess of love and war, who chose half of the slain to dwell in Sessrumnir, the many-seated hall. Her husband was the shadowy figure Odh, who may in truth be Odin, to whom she taught the magic called seidh. Freyja had many names, Mardoll of the Sea, Horn the Weaver, Gefn the Giver, and Syr the Sow. Her chariot was drawn by cats, but at times she also rode one of her worshippers, Ottar, in the shape of a boar. In addition, she could fly in the form of a falcon. Her most treasured possession was the necklace Brisingamen, for which she paid the price of a night with the four dwarf smiths who made it. Freyja's epithet was “Vanadis,” goddess of the Vanir, and as such, she may be considered the chief of the Disir, the female ancestral spirits who watched over the family.

In many ways Freyja recalls the great goddesses of love, war, and sovereignty of the early Middle East whose chariots were drawn by lions. But she also shows characteristics that are wilder. Of all the goddesses she has the greatest number of animal epithets and often seems to share their elemental nature. To many who worship her today, she is the lady of the beasts as well as the great lady who enjoys the love poetry of men.

A Ritual for Abundance

Whether or not you are working with others with whom you will join in the group ritual at the end of this section, you may want to do some individual ritual or spellwork with each rune. A solo ritual for prosperity, working with FEHU, could begin with the procedure for establishing sacred space provided for the group ritual, or you could simply carry a lighted candle around the room. For the actual working, you will need a bowl of fertile grain (or a mixture of grains, such as barley, wheat, rice, millet, oats, rye, etc.) and a pot of good soil. To make sure that some of those seeds will actually grow, you may want to include a packet of seeds sold for gardening.

Arrange all your materials on a linen cloth on a box or table—somewhere you can reach while sitting comfortably. Invoke Freyr and Freyja and offer them the grain. State very clearly that as each seed in the bowl, once planted, has the potential to multiply, you desire your own work to be fruitful and bring you abundance. Focus on the seeds and visualize them sprouting and flourishing, then visualize your own prosperity as customers, contracts, or some other appropriate form. Affirm that this will be so. Sing the rune into the bowl and draw it through the seeds with your finger. Then plant some of it (at least nine grains) in the pot. When you have finished, open the circle.

Since true prosperity can only occur in the context of a prosperous community, package the remainder of the seed mix to send to friends. Carefully tend the pot of grain that you have planted, and each time you water it, repeat your visualization. Collect the seed heads when the plants ripen and save them for luck pieces or to plant in later rituals.

A Love Spe11

The Vanir, Freyja in particular, can also be invoked to bring love into your life. You will need a (preferably green) candle; a stick about three feet long (ideally of fruitwood cut during the waxing moon); a knife; flowers in a vase; some red yarn; a square of fine linen or silk about four inches on a side, needle, and thread; and a bowl of love herbs.

If there are no herb stores in your area, try a generous pinch each of sweet herbs such as lemon balm, basil, thyme, cardamom, cinnamon, cloves, and lavender—all culinary spices you can find at a grocery store—and some dried rose petals. If you do have access to an herb store, however, get one ounce each of several of the following, given by Scott Cunningham as having appropriate associations in British tradition: betony (Latin, betonica officinalis; Old English, betonice), seed of columbine (aquilegia canadensis, lion's herb), gentian (gentiana lutea, mearealla), lady's mantle (alchemilla vulgaris, bear's foot), lavender (lavandula, elf leaf), lobelia (lobelia inflata), meadowsweet (spiraea filipendula, bridewort), periwinkle (vinca minor, maagdepalm, blue button), southernwood (artemisia abrotanum, lad's love or maid's ruin, aprotanie), vervain (verbena officinalis, æscthrote), yarrow (achillea millefolium, yearwe), thyme, and almost any of the mint family. If you are a man, add juniper berries or rue (herb of grace, rude). Ideally, you should have nine kinds of herbs.

Arrange these things on a linen cloth. Carry the candle around the room to establish your sacred space, sit down, and spend a few moments relaxing and focusing, gazing at the flowers. Then close your eyes, and visualize the goddess. To many, she is all golden beauty, but she appears to others as dark—breathe her name softly, adding descriptive phrases—“Freyja, Lady of Love, come to me, Freyja, queen of cats, come to me, Freyja, Brisingamen's bearer, Freyja, blessed in beauty, etc.” until an image is clear.

When you have made contact with the goddess, tell her what is wrong with your love life. Ask her help in understanding what you truly need and how to obtain it; in her presence, you may see things differently. Do not, however, ask her to make the object of your affections love you. Relationships formed by force rarely last long or end well. What you should be asking for is to find someone with whom love will be mutually rewarding.

As soon as your need is clear, open your eyes, take the stick, and carve FEHU, [image: Image], for love; URUZ, [image: Image], to bring it into manifestation; NAUDHIZ, [image: Image], for the force of your fate; and JERA, [image: Image], that all may come to pass in its right season, on the bark, intoning each rune as you cut it. You may anoint the runes with a little of your saliva or blood when you are done. Take the flowers and tie them to the top of the stick with the red yarn.

Now pour the herbs into a mixing bowl. As each one goes in, chant its name and stir it with the rune-carved stick, saying, “Betony, [etc.] bring love to me.” When all the herbs have been put into the bowl, draw the runes through them with the stick, then stir nine times, chanting:

Runes root deep as plants in ground,
 Holy herbs to help be bound—
 Uruz, Nauðiz, Jera, Fé,
 Bring my own true love to me!

When you have done this, pour as much of the herbal mixture as will fit into the square of cloth and stitch it up into a closed packet. You may stitch or draw the runes on the cloth. Wear this pouch next to your skin until the next new moon, and after that on appropriate occasions, such as when going out on a promising date. After undoing your circle, take the remaining herbs and the stick to a wild place where the rising sun will fall upon it, dig a hole, and pour the herbs in, then set up the stick above it and go away without looking back.

A Spell for Strengthening

The first rite involving URUZ is one of awakening and affirmation. Basically, it involves indulging yourself in a healing bath. At a time when you can be sure you will not be interrupted, preferably just before you go to bed, purify your bathroom with the smoke of vervain, rosemary, or your favorite herbal incense. Turn out the bulb and light a few candles. Run the bathwater warm, but not overwhelmingly hot, and add a spoonful of salt for purification and a pint of infusion of mugwort or mint, or a few drops of rosemary oil (all strengthening herbs).

Lie down in the bath, and imagine that you are the primal ice being melted by the warmth of Muspel's fires. Let the scented water relax each limb. As the tension leaves each muscle, consciously release it. Float, needing nothing, wanting nothing. When the water begins to cool, get out of the tub.

Draw the URUZ rune on your forehead. Then take a rough towel and rub life back into your limbs. As you do so, imagine that it is the rough tongue of Audhumla, the great cow, licking you free from all that keeps you weak or frozen, as she did Ymir. As you dry each part of your body, say something like:

This is my foot, strong to stand;
 (this is my mouth, strong in speech, etc.)
 By Auðumla freed,
 By Erda fed,
 By Loður led,
 Thus I reclaim it.

Erda is of course the earth goddess. Lodhur is one of the mysterious trinity of gods who gave life to humankind. His contribution was health and strength. When everything is dry, put on clean nightclothes, drink a cup of warm milk, go to bed, and sleep well.

A Spell to Dispel Illness

If the previous ritual is not enough to energize you, try the following procedure, which uses the energy of URUZ on health problems. Set up your sacred space and light a red candle. You will also need a hammer or stone with the URUZ rune drawn on it (or better still, a drinking horn), a bowl of ice cubes, and a clean cloth.

Begin by identifying those things that are standing in the way of good health for you, not only known health problems, but aspects of your lifestyle that may make it hard for you to stay healthy. Then pick up one of the cubes of ice and give it the name of the problem. If the difficulty is in a particular part of the body, touch the ice to the place until you feel the chill.

When you have named an evil, put the ice cube on the cloth on a hard surface and pick up the hammer, stone, or horn, point down. Wrap the cloth around the cube so pieces won't go flying, and smash the ice, saying something like:

Ox, Ox, by stone and stock,
 By hoof and horn, remove this block!
 If it be in the limb, if it be in the skin,
 If it be in the blood, if it be in the bone,
 If it be in the head, if it be within,
 Stamp on it, trample it into the stone!

Repeat this process until all the blocks have been dealt with. After you have completed your working, dump the smashed ice at a crossroads or throw it into running water. This spell can also be used to break up other kinds of blocks and barriers. Be careful, however, as releasing this much energy can sometimes have an effect that is as traumatic as the problems it dispelled.

THE SECOND MEETING

The second meeting of a rune study group, like the first, is likely to be to some extent introductory, since the group will still be settling in, and this will be the first meeting at which you are actually discussing the runes. It will probably be useful to review the organizational decisions made at the first meeting and summarize the procedure for the evening. In general it works best to divide the meeting into two halves. The first half, of approximately an hour to an hour and a half, should be devoted to discussion. The group may want to try doing the stadhyr (runic yoga) described by Thorsson in Futhark, intoning the runes, or projecting the energy of each rune to a partner (palm to palm) at this time. After a break, the second part of the meeting can be devoted to the ritual.

Encourage participants to share their own interpretations and insights into their meanings. Those who have been reading other rune books can present the interpretations of the writers with whom they are working, and the group can try to identify where the sources agree and where they differ, and speculate on why. Look for “cognate” meanings—archetypal parallels from other cultures with which they may be familiar that illuminate the runes' meaning. This goes for an individual working alone as well, except that you will have to do it all yourself.

A good plan is to spend about a half hour exploring each rune, and then discuss the way they interact. For instance, in considering FEHU and URUZ together, one might look at the balance between generosity and conservation, or the relationship between the herd of domestic cattle and the single wild cow with its suggestions of controlled domesticated energy versus wild force. How does the physical fertility granted by FEHU differ from the primal energy that URUZ brings into manifestation?

Group members may also want to discuss ways in which the forces represented by these two runes can be experienced. You may find that as you study the runes each month their influence begins to affect your life.

Additional discussion can also be spent on aspects of Norse culture or mythology that relate to some issue brought up in the discussion of the runes. This would, for instance, be an excellent time to introduce the Vanir. In addition to the material in this section, you should look at the discussion of Freyr, Freyja, Erda, and the Vanir as a group in Gods and Myths.

After the discussion, or during the potluck that follows the ritual, remind everyone that the runes that will be studied next month are THURISAZ and ANSUZ. They should prepare by reading the discussions of these runes in the next chapter and following up as many of the suggestions for further reading and experience as they can.

The Group Ritual

If you are working with a group, the group ritual for these runes is on page 273. It incorporates imagery associated with the runes FEHU and URUZ to draw into manifestation the abundance and prosperity that are the gift of the Vanir. Everyone will need to bring a deposit slip from his or her checkbook or a piece of play money to the ritual.
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