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You may not realize it, but Norse magic is all around you. I don’t mean physically all around you - although it is true that once you’ve learned how to access magic, you’ll likely find that you can do so almost anywhere. However, I’m referring to something a bit more mundane. I’m referring to the way that Norse culture has been woven into our own culture so thoroughly that many of us are likely unaware of its origins. There are some obvious examples, of course. Most of us probably know that the Marvel comics and movies took Thor and his magic hammer from Norse mythology (as well as Loki, Odin, Hela, the rainbow bridge, and many other things). 

We may be less familiar with how Norse magic has found its way into other well-known stories, such as The Lord of the Rings books and films. Tolkien’s pantheon of gods and demi-gods was heavily inspired by Norse mythology, just as his invented languages were inspired by actual Germanic languages. The Prose Edda, an ancient Icelandic text, was a major influence on Tolkien’s work, from names to plot points to the setting itself. (Tolkien’s “middle earth” is just a translation of “midgard”, the Norse name for the realm of men.) 

The Lord of the Rings and Marvel’s Thor are just two prominent illustrations of Norse culture permeating modern pop culture. There are many more books and films that show evidence of Norse culture’s impact, whether through overt retellings or more subtle inclusions. We also use bits of Norse mythology in everyday life - almost literally every day, in fact, since our names for Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday all come from the names of Norse deities. Even the ancient Norse writing system has found its way into modern life - whenever you hit the Bluetooth icon on your phone, you’re looking at Norse runes. 

Although it’s fascinating to observe the fragments of the ancient Norse world that have embedded themselves into our current lives, these bits and pieces only hint at the depth and breadth of both that ancient world and the modern traditions that exist because of it. I suspect you might have picked this book up because at some point you’ve wondered if there was something more to these stories. Maybe you’ve felt a strong connection to the old Norse gods and their stories, a connection you can’t quite explain. Maybe you’ve sensed there’s something deeper waiting for you down this path. Or maybe you’re just curious - which is great, because this book is here to answer all your questions. 

What You’ll Learn From This Book

Like the nine realms of Norse mythology, this book also has nine parts. The first three chapters of the book will go over the history behind the Norse magic you’ll be practicing, including: 


-  a brief overview of ancient Norse culture, where Norse magical practices first began - we’ll discuss what the ancient Norse people believed, what we know about how they practiced these beliefs, and what we don’t know because those beliefs were stamped out or driven underground with the advent of Christianity

-  a quick introduction to the Norse pantheon of deities and the stories which shaped both ancient and modern Norse religious practices - we’ll also cover elements such as the world tree and the nine realms, as well as the main gods which were and continue to be venerated in the practice of Norse magic

-  a synopsis of the development of modern Norse religious practices, explaining how Norse religion made a comeback starting in the 1700s, and has continued to grow in popularity until the present day


The next three chapters will focus on the Norse magical practices themselves. These chapters will cover: 


-  a more in-depth discussion of Asatru, and other paths of Norse spirituality, as well as some of the key philosophical ideas of Norse ideology such as the nine noble virtues, frith, and wyrd

-  Norse magical rituals (called “blóts”) as well as other practices such as deity veneration, ancestor veneration, Norse pagan holidays, and spells

-  an overview of symbols from Norse history, mythology, and religion, including well-known symbols such as Thor’s hammer Mjölnir and Yggdrasil the tree of life, as well as more obscure symbols such as the Vegvisir (the “pointer of the way”) and the Svefnthorn (the “sleep thorn”)


The last three chapters will focus specifically on Norse runes and the ways they can be used for magical purposes. In these chapters you will gain: 


-  a solid background in the fascinating history of Norse runes, including their origins, what they mean, the philosophy behind them, and different ways they were used throughout ancient and modern history

-  practical guidance on how to use Norse runes in your magic, with a deeper look at the magical element of runes, including how to incorporate them into your own rituals and spells, how to use them for binding spells, and how to make your own set of runes

-  knowledge of different methods of divining the future in Norse history and modern magical practices, including learning about the ancient Seidr priestesses that were known for their prophecies, as well as how to practice divination by casting lots and rune casting



All of that may seem like a lot, but don’t worry - we’ll go through it one step at a time. My practice of Norse magic has given me a sense of agency and connection that I was unable to find in other religious traditions, but when I first started this journey I was overwhelmed. This book is the kind of clear, informative, and (hopefully) entertaining resource that I wish I’d had back then. I’m excited to take you on a journey of discovery - let’s get started!
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Picture this: Northern Europe in the early middle ages, a cold and open place near the top of the world, populated by a people that history would remember for its fierce seafaring warriors and the epic tales of their daring adventures. It is not a place known for weakness or mercy, but somehow an idea of nobility and honor still hangs in the air. It’s easy to picture, isn’t it? Our imaginations have been captured by Norse history and its Vikings for a very long time, as evidenced by the way elements of that history have been absorbed into our modern world, as we just discussed in the introduction. But where did these ideas come from? And what do we really know about the early Norse people, the society they lived in, and the magic they practiced? 

Medieval Norse society, like many others at the time, was built around local social structures, rather than a widespread central culture. Therefore pagan practitioners did not have religious organizations or institutions, as we might think of with churches and official religious denominations today. Instead, each region or tribe had specific practices that would have varied from place to place. These practices were not often written down, as the Norse peoples used oral traditions of information storing and sharing, rather than written. We know from archeological evidence found in graves and other sites that religion formed a large part of the ancient Norse way of life, but reconstructing exactly how that religion was practiced is harder. (Wilkes, 2021) 

Therefore, remember as you read through this chapter that we’re drawing a picture in broad strokes. We’ll look at what we do know - and also a little bit about what we can’t know and why.

What’s an Edda? 

I’ve already mentioned the Prose Edda, an inspiration to J.R.R. Tolkien, and a major source of information on Norse mythology. The Prose Edda was written around 1220 CE by an Icelandic poet and historian named Snorri Sturluson. (Lin, 2017) The Prose Edda was Snorri’s most famous work, and it claimed to tell the story of the entire lifespan of the Norse world (or “midgard”, as the Norse called it), from how it began to how it would end. Snorri was a practitioner of Christianity, writing about a time that was over before he was born - so it is not a firsthand account, and by no means can be considered infallible or always accurate. However, it is the most detailed and well-known account of Norse mythology and the religious practices of the Norse people. (Wilkes, 2021) 

The origins of the name “Edda” are not known. Snorri used the word in another poem, where it referred to a “great-grandmother”; it is possible this term became associated with Snorri, and then later with the work he was most known for. Other theories include “Edda” as a corruption of Oddi, Snorri’s hometown. Somewhat confusingly, the Prose Edda contains quite a bit of poetry; the “prose” descriptor was added after Snorri revised it to include prose commentary on the poetic elements. It was also called the Younger Edda due to its drawing on older sources while adding Snorri’s own touches. These include a prologue that mentions the Christian stories of the Garden of Eden and Noah’s Ark. (Lin, 2017)

This was not unusual - in fact, many accounts of Norse religious practices were made by Christian writers who were writing about events that had taken place several centuries earlier. To followers of Christianity, all non-Christians were “heathens”, and it is unfortunate that most of our written records of ancient Nordic religions come to us from writers who were likely to have been judging the beliefs of these so-called heathens. This has led some scholars to speculate that many Norse stories as they came to use were overly influenced by the Christianization of Scandinavia, or perhaps even complete fabrications. Other schools of thought put more credence in these early accounts, and many scholars strive to split the difference, looking to use these texts as a path to enlightenment about early Norse practices, without assuming that they give a complete or totally accurate picture. (Näsström, 1999)

There is also a second famous Edda known as the Poetic Edda. The Poetic Edda was discovered in the 17th century by a bishop who collected Norse literature. It contained many similarities to Snorri’s Edda, and was called the Poetic Edda because, rather simply, unlike Snorri’s it contained no prose. It was also called the Elder Edda because it was believed to be the older of the two texts. Historians believe that the Elder Edda was compiled around 1270 CE. It has never been determined who compiled it. (Lin, 2017) The Poetic Edda is another major source of our knowledge about the Norse gods and goddesses, and it also contains stories of other ancient Norse heroes and the enemies they fought against. (Wigington, 2018)

In addition to the Eddas, there are also some mentions of Scandinavian culture in Arabic sources, stories passed along from those who had traveled to Scandinavia. The most famous of these is Ahmad Ihn Fadlan, whose writing we’ll get to a bit later. Outside these sources, the best information we have is from archeology, such as jewelry bearing symbols or likenesses of the Norse gods (NMD, n.d.e), and from literature. Besides the Eddas, we can also learn about Norse and Viking society through early Scandinavian literature called sagas. The sagas were epic stories that usually centered around a few main characters and all of their exploits. 

Perhaps the most famous of the sagas is the Volsunga Saga, about a family of heroes (the Volsung family, which is where the saga gets its name). The most famous Volsunga characters are a dragonslayer named Sigurd and a Viking shield maiden named Brynnhildr. You may recognize versions of these from more modern culture, like Wagner’s famous “ring cycle” operas. Two other well-known sagas are the Laxdaela Saga and the Orkneyinga Saga. The Laxdaela Saga is about a woman named Guðrún Ósvífursdóttir and a man named Keltill Flatnose (truly); it is about the love triangle these characters get involved in, as well as a number of other common saga themes like battles and fate. The Orkneyinga Saga is - you might have guessed - about the history of the Orkney Islands. (Wigington, 2018) 

Because these are literary rather than non-fiction accounts, we cannot look to them for factual information about daily life. However, they can tell us something about what the medieval Norse people believed, including what they valued and how they thought about the world around them. And for our purposes, this is the most important part. We want to know the roots of the worldview that we’re embracing when we choose to practice Norse magic. 

From Aesir to Ragnarok - Early Norse Religion

The most powerful Norse gods such as Thor and Odin were known as “aesir”, a word which was likely derived from one of two roots - “ansaz”, which is a pillar or pole, or “ansuz”, which means “life.” Either of these origins suggests that the gods were seen as an intrinsic part of the world. They were also called “regin”, which meant ruler. (McCoy, n.d.f) So despite not having direct Norse sources about their religious practices, we can see from their language where they placed their gods in the hierarchy of existence. Nordic people
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