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Once, there was no alphabet; then there was. The world’s first alphabet emerged out of the magic of Africa and the mysteries of Egypt. It contained hints of star-watching Mesopotamians and a whiff of ancient Anatolia where feathered maidens once carried the dead toward lights in the sky. In time, Mysteries, hidden in this early alphabet, evolved into secrets of northern rune magic.

Long ago we knew a song to enchant a new world out of the dark. The hope for a return into the light of day is as old as our ancestors. Our dead were once buried in jars shaped like eggs and placed in tombs with faces looking toward the rising sun, cozily joining relatives under the floors of their homes or placed to watch the setting sun. They lay hoping to travel through the dark toward the light, waiting until their souls might shine again.

Thousands of years ago, there was a great melting pot of cultures spanning from the Black Sea by Anatolia, down to Mesopotamia, east toward India, across seas of grass toward China, and west toward Africa and the island of Crete. Traders and travelers wandered along high country passes and over sandy deserts or sailed increasingly sophisticated boats along the coasts of Canaan and out across the Green Sea.

Along with trade goods, they passed along secrets of time, magic, and measurements. Some of these secrets were couched in the symbols that became our first alphabet letters. Adapted by numerous peoples, these letter-symbols provided a common way to write among those speaking multiple unrelated languages. They also encoded a path promising a return to the light.

By 3000 BCE, Egypt had trade routes extending from Mesopotamia through the coastal cities of the Levant, the area eventually known as Canaan, and across the sea to Crete.

Canaan contained the rich coastal cities of an early Semitic people, including Tyre, Sidon, and Byblos. In their own language, their name was Kn’n, which claimed their descent from the biblical Cain. The first son of Adam and Eve, Cain possessed a mark protecting him from death. His descendants were credited with the skills of music, metalworking, and city building. While genetically and culturally related to other early Canaanites, the seafaring culture of their coastal cities quickly became distinct from other closely related tribes including the early Israelites.

By convention, these people were called Canaanites until around 1200 BCE, when the Greeks renamed them Phoenicians. The Canaanites/Phoenicians, like later Northmen, were both traders and pirates of the Mediterranean Sea. Wide-ranging sailors, they were part of an extensive trade between Egypt, the labyrinths of Crete, Greece, Anatolia, and the Near East.

Around 1800 BCE, an unknown person or persons took a handful of Egyptian hieroglyphs from among the thousands and adapted them to the West Semitic language spoken by the Canaanites/Phoenicians. Our first true alphabet is thought to be derived from hieroglyphic pictures which were renamed in the Semitic language.

The oldest examples of these letters were found in Canaan, near the Egyptian trade city of Thebes, and by the copper-turquoise mines of Sinai: areas frequented by the Western Semites. In addition to being traders, merchants, slaves, and skilled workers, they came as migrants fleeing drought to seek the green land of Egypt. Although modern scholars don’t know who invented the alphabet, the Phoenicians are credited with its dispersal:


The Egyptians [. . .] claim to have invented the alphabet, which the Phoenicians, they say, by means of their superior seamanship, introduced into Greece, and of which they appropriated the glory, giving out that they had discovered what they had really been taught. Tradition indeed says that Cadmus, visiting Greece in a Phoenician fleet, was the teacher of this art to its yet barbarous tribes.1

Mythology claims that the Phoenician Cadmus stole the alphabet from his ancestor, a great cow goddess. Some of the earliest letters were found in the temple of the cow goddess, variously known as Hathor, Isis, Io, and Balaat, near the copper and turquoise mines in the Sinai. This cow goddess was considered the protector of metalworkers, sailors, and seamanship, so her protection was important to the seafaring, metal-working Phoenicians. Another of the cow goddess’s great temples, where both Egyptians and Semites worshipped, was in Byblos in Canaanite Phoenicia. This city of writing gives us such words as bibliotheca (library) and bibliography.

Regardless of who was the actual inventor, Egyptian scribes would not have used such a simple alphabet as their great income and prestige came from years of training to write hieroglyphs. After the early letters appeared circa 1800 BCE, they languished until they were transmitted around the ancient world by the Phoenicians, circa 1050 BCE.

In time, these early Semitic letters became the twenty-two letters that are the ancestors of all true alphabets. The earliest letters were not placed in a settled order until around 1300 BCE when they appeared in their present order in the Canaanite city of Ugarit.2 By 1050 BCE, the letters became the alphabet known as Phoenician and its close cousin, Old Hebrew.

In this alphabet, each letter names an object and supplies a single sound. For instance, the first two symbols are Aleph, meaning “ox,” with the sound of a, and Beth, meaning “house,” with the sound of b (see “Symbols and Meanings of the Ancient Scripts,” page 9). Although the Hebrew version kept the names and order of the early Phoenician symbols, the pattern of the letters was widely adapted by numerous peoples. In addition to providing the technology of writing, the order of the symbols hides alchemical secrets. That is, the attributes of each object chosen to represent the letters tell an evolving story of a passage through the dark into the light of another day. Each symbol represents a chapter in the secrets taught to a few initiates, possibly transmitted through trade guilds.

Associated with both writing and secretive mystery traditions, the Semitic alphabet from Egypt eventually supplied the mythic pattern, the “spells,” underlying Germanic runes. As a caveat to scholars of ancient alphabets, I have no interest in describing how the original alphabet physically morphed into all the alphabets of the ancient world. My interest is in why the symbols chosen to represent the letters were placed in a specific order, with each position being associated with stories describing an evolving path through life and the afterlife.

When the Phoenicians transmitted the alphabet letters along with trade goods, they also transmitted the Mysteries of resurrection—the return from the dark—with which the letters are closely associated.* Like their ancestor Cain, the alphabet included a mark (Tau, the twenty-second letter) promising that death would pass them by. Their alphabet and its associated mystery traditions were adapted by the Greeks. As mentioned earlier, they had renamed the Canaanites, Phoenicians, a word derived from phoenix, which hints at these secrets. The phoenix, which appears in both Egyptian and Greek mythology, is a glowing firebird that rises, eternally reborn, from the blackened ashes of its destruction.

In Egypt, this resurrecting phoenix is associated with the palm tree, phoenix dactylifera, which bears the dates (dactyls) of each new calendar year. As a symbol representing the returning year, the palm tree is said to produce a new branch each month—twelve over the year. In Egypt, the phoenix, known as the Benu bird, returns after each Deluge to enchant a new world into existence. Benu is also the name for the palm tree midwifing Egypt’s sun each new morning.†


Egypt, a country obsessed with light after each passage through the dark, was surely the source of the Mysteries encoded among the alphabet symbols:

[Egyptians were] the first to broach the opinion that the soul of man is immortal, and that, when the body dies, it enters into the form of an animal which is born at the moment, thence passing on from one animal into another, until it has circled through the forms of all the creatures which tenant the earth, the water, and the air, after which it enters again into a human frame and is born anew. [Greek writers borrowing from Egypt] put it forward as their own.3

The palm represented eternal life, her fingers (dactyls) returning souls through childbirth. Later we will explore the use of birth runes (bjargrúnar) inscribed on the midwife’s palms. In Greece, the palm midwifed the moon (Artemis) followed by her sun (Apollo): “The [palm-tree] played midwife [to] Apollo and Artemis.”4 Among later Jews, the palm (Tamar) gave birth to the line of Judah, with the firstborn (Peretz) bursting forth like the moon.

Just as the seasons of a revolving year, the dates of the calendar, and the stars traveling the revolving sky always appear in a set order, so do alphabet letters. Order will prove important in understanding why each specific symbol was chosen as a letter. Each letter represented an object, and the first sound of the word for that object (e.g., the first sound of Aleph/ox is a), can write any number of words. In addition to representing sounds, an object can function as a mnemonic for a proper spell. A properly spelled word demands its letters in order.

Each letter-object of the Phoenician/Old Hebrew alphabet was determined by its numbered place in the order. The numbers are the key to finding our way through the labyrinth of alphabet myths. Numbers have roots in the lunar-solar cycles of the sky, and it is well accepted that ancient myths used the sky to illustrate their tales. Among later Jews, religious texts (Torah) are carefully transcribed. Not a single symbol can be changed or reordered without the mis-spell invalidating the Torah scroll.


As discussed earlier a Phoenician, the shining Cadmus, carried the alphabet and its hidden Mysteries to Greece. He had traveled there to look for his sister Europa, who had been kidnapped by Zeus in the form of a bull and carried to Crete.*

Early Crete had a script known as Linear A, which has not been translated. Before adopting the simple Phoenician shapes, Mycenaean Greeks† adapted the Cretan symbols to write Greek in Linear B. The Mycenaean civilization declined and was eventually destroyed between the eleventh and ninth centuries BCE, and the Phoenician alphabet replaced Linear B circa 1200 BCE.5

Thrace and the Norsemen

The kingdom of Thrace (also known as Thrudheim),6 is named after the goddess Thrace, sister of Europa. Thrace, claimed by the Norse god Thor as his homeland, was located on the western side of the Black Sea. Although Odin, Thor’s father, learned the secrets of runes near the Black Sea, he did not learn a builder’s trade. He hired a giant Cyclops to build a palace fort there from huge stones using a technique known as Cyclopean masonry.

A fortress bearing a similar description was discovered in Bulgaria, which is on the border of Greece and is thought to prove that Thrace was a part of the Mycenaean civilization:

An ancient fortress which is 3,000–3,200 years old and was built with the so-called Cyclopean masonry has been found [. . .] in Bulgaria’s Rhodope Mountains, near the [. . .] border with Greece, and is taken as evidence that Ancient Thrace was part of the Mycenaean Civilization. The previously undetected fortress is roughly dated to 1,200 BC, i.e., to the time of Ancient Troy and the Trojan War.7

Phoenicians and Egyptians are closely associated with the Mystery traditions of Greece. According to mythology, the Thracian king Eumolpus, claimed by Greek historian Diodorus Siculus to be Egyptian, was thought to be the founder of the Eleusinian Mysteries. These, like other such myths, promised hope for a life after death. Celebrated for hundreds of years in Greece, these rites were based on the story of Persephone. The daughter of Demeter (one of the many names of Earth as goddess) had been carried away to the Underworld to stay for half the year while the sorrowing earth lay barren. Demeter’s return to the world above represented the return of spring—and life.

Thor, a son of the earth goddess Jörd eventually traveled north from Thrace with the Norse gods known as the Aesir and Vanir, whom we will describe later in this book.

Transmission of the Mysteries

The early alphabet was often associated with craftsmen, such as potters and metalworkers, who apparently transmitted the alphabet informally:

The isolated settings of these discoveries [. . .] suggests that writing was distributed through travel, the communication of mobile craftsmen. We will see extensive evidence of this two centuries later when traders spread the alphabet to the Greek world.8

Along with the alphabet, these craftsmen passed along the Mysteries, which in addition to promising enlightenment if not actual resurrection, transmitted such skills as winemaking, metallurgy, alchemy, mathematics, masonry, and astronomy.

The secrets of metalworking, like other Mysteries, were closely guarded by the initiates, and many of the earliest alphabet inscriptions were written on metal weapons. But although this new alphabet was primarily used to mark ownership, there is another path hiding among the symbols chosen to represent each letter, as I hope to demonstrate. This path, forgotten in the mists of time, was transmitted only to a few, possibly through initiation into the craftsmen guilds.

After acquiring the Semitic letters, the Greeks changed their names. Aleph as “ox” became the Greek letter alpha, Beth as “house” became beta, and so on. Although the early letter-objects were transformed into meaningless sounds, the Greeks acquired a form of Kabbalah which included numbered letters as gematria with multiple attributes for each letter. The later rune alphabets contain a similar versatility which will be described in detail in the upcoming chapters.




*The Greek word mysterion implies both of a secret rite and initiation into these secrets.




†The word Benu in Egyptian means both “purple heron” and “palm tree.” Phoenix also translates as “purple,” the color of Phoenician dye.




*Cadmus means the bright “east,” and Europa is thought to derive from Semitic erev meaning “evening.” Morning and evening stars appear and set in the east and west, respectively, so Cadmus and Europa were the twins of sunrise and sunset.




†The Mycenaeans, along with people from Crete, took part in the war against Troy and defeated the city with the ruse known as the Trojan horse. Troy is another story that helps to illustrate the runic secrets. The war began after Helen (wife of Menelaus, the king of Sparta) was stolen away to the labyrinth of Troy.
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The tables that follow provide the symbols, names, and meanings of the Phoenician/Old Hebrew Alphabet as well as the Elder and the Younger Futharks. Our oldest alphabet, Phoenician/Old Hebrew gave names to each symbol. Runes (the FUThARKs), among other writing systems adapting the first alphabet, named their letter-symbols after their own word hoard. But significantly, they followed an identical path through the world of life and afterlife until a return to the light of earlier Mystery traditions.










	
Phoenician/Old Hebrew Alphabet

(circa 1050 BCE)





	
Number


	
Symbol*


	
Name


	
Meaning





	
1


	
[image: image]


	
Aleph


	
Ox





	
2
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Beth


	
House





	
3
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Gimel


	
Camel or rope





	
4
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Dalet


	
Door





	
5
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Hey


	
Window





	
6
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Wau


	
Nail





	
7
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Zain


	
Weapon





	
8
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Heth


	
Gate or fence





	
9


	
[image: image]


	
Teth


	
Wheel or coil





	
10
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Yod


	
Hand





	
11
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Kaf


	
Palm of hand





	
12
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Lamed


	
Ox goad or rod of the teacher





	
13
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Mem


	
Water





	
14
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Nun


	
Serpent or fish





	
15
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Samekh


	
Prop or fish





	
16
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Ain


	
Eye





	
17
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Pe


	
Mouth or commandment





	
18


	
[image: image]


	
Tsade


	
Hunt or fishhook





	
19
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Qopf


	
Monkey





	
20
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Ros


	
Head





	
21
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Shin


	
Tooth





	
22
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Tau


	
Mark





	

* Note: These are identical to the shapes of early Hebrew (Ketav Ivri).


















	

Elder Futhark Runes

(circa 150–800 CE)





	
Number


	
Symbol


	
Name


	
Interpretation





	
1
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Fehu, Feoh, Fe


	
Cattle or wealth





	
2
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Uruz or Ur


	
Aurochs, ore, rain, or dross





	
3
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Thurisaz or Thurs


	
Thorn or giant





	
4
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Ansuz, Ass, or Os


	
High god or mouth





	
5
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Raido, Rad, or Reið


	
Ride or wheel





	
6
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Kenaz, Kaun, or Cen


	
Pine torch, ulcer, or canker





	
7
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Gyfu


	
Gift





	
8
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Wunjo or Wynn


	
Joy or white





	
9
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Hagalaz


	
Hag god (Hel), hail, or heal





	
10
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Naudiz or Nyd


	
Need





	
11
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Isaz, Is, or Iss


	
Ice





	
12
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Jera, Ger, or Ar


	
Harvest, plenty, or year





	
13


	
[image: image]


	
Ihwaz or Eihwaz


	
Yew tree





	
14
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Perth


	
Lot or dice box





	
15
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Algiz


	
Elk (horned deity) or elk sedge





	
16
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Sowilo, Sol, or Sigel


	
Sun or victory





	
17
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Tir, Tiwaz, or Tyr


	
God of the North Star





	
18
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Berkano, Beorc, or Bjarkan


	
Birch





	
19
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Ehwaz or Eh


	
Horse





	
20


	
[image: image]


	
Mannaz


	
Man





	
21
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Laguz, Logr, or Laukaz


	
Lake or leek





	
22
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Ingwaz


	
Earth god, also known as Ingvi-Frey





	
23
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Dagaz


	
Day





	
24
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Othala


	
Homeland or inheritance
















	
Younger Futhark Runes

(circa 800–1100 CE)





	
Number


	
Symbol


	
Name


	
Interpretation





	
1
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Fé


	
Wealth or money





	
2
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Úr


	
Shadow, slag, or rain





	
3
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Thurs


	
Giant





	
4
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Óss


	
God or estuary





	
5
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Reið


	
Ride





	
6
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Kaun


	
Ulcer





	
7
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Hagall


	
Hail





	
8
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Nauðr


	
Need





	
9
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Ísa/Íss


	
Ice





	
10
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Ár


	
Plenty, good harvest, or year





	
11
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Sól


	
Sun





	
12
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Týr


	
One-handed god





	
13
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Björk or Bjarkan


	
Birch





	
14
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Maðr


	
Man or human





	
15
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Lögr


	
Sea, water, or lake





	
16


	
[image: image]


	
Yr


	
Yew
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