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FOREWORD
The Runes Are Spiritual Touchstones
I have known and admired the author Frank Joseph for many years, dating back to a time when I worked for Llewellyn Publications and helped him promote his very first book there in 1992: Sacred Sites: A Guidebook to Sacred Centers and Mysterious Places in the United States. What I observed in him was a painstaking attention to detailed research and a lifelong passion for exploring and unraveling ancient mysteries of myth and magic. Frank would assemble his slides and show actual photos of places he had explored and the visual evidence of ancient truths that have remained hidden to many of us.
Frank Joseph is by nature a curious investigator and truth seeker. He has authored many eye-opening books on ancient mysteries, addressing everything from Atlantis and the Ark of the Covenant to Lemuria and the lost treasure of King Juba. For seventeen years after its inception in 1993, he served as the editor in chief of Ancient American, a popular archaeology magazine.
I recall Frank’s early fascination with the hand-painted rune stones that our acquisitions editor, Nancy Mostad, gave him years ago to spark his interest in his own roots. That really hooked him. His investigation of the origins, significance, and power of the runes might surprise you.
You see, the runes are much older than most people commonly believe; and they are more widespread in their influence around the world than is commonly recognized. The runes date back to the Stone Age in Europe and are probably the oldest written European language. “The English word write,” according to Thorolf Wardle, among the most influential rune masters of modern times, “comes from the Anglo-Saxon writan, which first meant to ‘carve’ or ‘score.’ Writan is akin to German ritze (“score,” “carve”) and Scandinavian rita/rista. Hence, English write betokens the skill of carving runes into wood, stone, and so 
forth—runecraft!”1 The runes represent the ancient gods and goddesses as expressions of cosmic energies, which the Christian church sought to suppress.
What commonly survived, then, of this ancient folk tradition was a watered-down version presented as little more than superstition. The glyphs and the power inherent in their descriptions are much more than that, however. They contain our oldest myths and earliest archetypes.
Frank Joseph’s Gods of the Runes, so magically illustrated by the British artist Ian Daniels, makes the ideograms come to life for you with the original names, meanings, stories, and castings to capture the ritual power in your own reading of the runes.
VON BRASCHLER,
MINNEAPOLIS ORGANIZER OF THE THEOSOPHICAL SOCIETY
AND AUTHOR OF A MAGICAL JOURNAL

INTRODUCTION
Connecting with the God Energy of the Runes
When we see runes today, they still affect us, as they affected the ancient Northmen with a sense of mystery and primitive power. 
ROBERT HIXSON, 
“RUNES WHISPER FROM THE PAST,” FATE
There are many books about the ancient runes and their role in personal divination. Yet modern practitioners miss out on the real basis of their power. Old Norse words associated with these glyphs have become more cerebral than mystical. Not so the original runic magic.
Current labels used for each sign are relative latecomers that replaced the signs’ previous names in the mid-thirteenth century, when the church sought to demonize all forms of pre-Christian spirituality. “The Christianizers of the sixth and seventh centuries,” wrote Thorolf Wardle, “altered the rune names to falsify the holy heathen 
bequest.”1 The runes were originally intended as symbols for specific deities whose particular kind of divine energy might be accessed. In other words, every rune was identified with a specific immortal, the gods and goddesses of the Nordic world.
Gods of the Runes is unique among all other books available on the subject, because it discards the watered-down, postpagan nomenclature still in use, and instead employs the original version, identifying each rune with the deity it was meant to signify. We benefit from this inceptive association, because the runes become personalized in the eternal figures of myth. The runes thus offer an otherwise lost sense of identification with the cosmic energies that inspired Norse divination, while providing a more profound and meaningful interpretation than is available from conventional systems.
In Gods of the Runes, each of the twenty-four ideograms is associated with a specific god or goddess—and the deities are introduced through their own legends to exemplify each rune and illustrate the god’s or goddess’s relation to it. Included are the mythic figure’s astrological period, identifying color, and gemstone. The rune’s positive and negative qualities are then described in the context of its divine patron. In a final chapter, readers become acquainted with ancient spreads used by Norse adepts for character and situation analysis and divination. They discover where and when the runes were conceived—at a time and place radically removed from our present understanding of their provenance.
Runes were and still are elements of ritual. As defined by the great American mythologist Joseph Campbell, a ritual is the reenactment of a myth, and myths are the collective dreams by which a preliterate people preserve the truths most 
important to them.2 A similar conclusion was ascertained a century earlier by another extraordinary scholar—Guido von List, who perceived the runes as ceremonial links to myth: “According to the rule of mysticism, every magical belief moves parallel to mythology, in that the mythic pattern is adopted in analogies to human-earthly processes, in order to reach results similar to those given in 
the myths.”3 Runes are, therefore, perennial archetypes of formative psychic energies recognized many thousands of years ago, but still alive, if dormant, in the modern mind.
In stripping away the veneer of confusing complexity that has accreted on the subject for the past eight centuries, the runes reappear in their pristine simplicity, just as they were meant for everyday use by ordinary men and women. No longer the esoteric property of self-styled rune masters, they are here restored to their original function as a popular means of connecting with potent psycho-spiritual forces within and outside ourselves. Gods of the Runes is the most authentic and, therefore, effective version of Old Norse divination—the rediscovery of runic origins, the runes’ dormant powers, and their modern relevance.

1
Rune Quest
Exploring Methods of Divination
A rune is literally a mystery containing the secrets of the inner structure of existence. Every character that we call a rune is a storehouse of knowledge and meaning.
NIGEL PENNICK, 
THE COMPLETE ILLUSTRATED GUIDE TO RUNES
In 1993, I was painting a cat. Actually, it was the plaster cast of an Egyptian statue representing Bastet, the cat goddess of pleasure. Painting casts of ancient artifacts was my hobby at the time, but this latest project was something special. It was intended as a gift of appreciation to a valued friend. Nancy Mostad, the acquisitions editor at Llewellyn Worldwide, a Saint Paul, Minnesota, company, had been instrumental in the publication of my first book, Sacred Sites: A Guide to Sacred Centers and Mysterious Places in the United States, the previous year.
Aware of her devotion to both the goddess in particular and cats in general, I wanted to surprise her with the two-foot-tall Bastet statue. I spent some three weeks painstakingly completing the multicolored necklace, earring, stand, and other features. At last, I carefully installed its glass eyes, which gave the figure a startlingly lifelike appearance. Bastet was carefully loaded in the front seat of my car, and we drove from my home near Chicago to Lakeville, a Saint Paul suburb, where Nancy and I planned to have dinner with a mutual friend. Before the table was set, I placed in front of her the tall object, veiled by a cloth. Nancy had an active sense of the mysterious, and I enjoyed conducting minor melodramatic exercises such as this one. After completing some overblown narration about “the living deities of ancient Egypt,” I whisked off the concealing cloth to reveal the proud, bejeweled, sacred white cat goddess in all her painted, plaster glory.
[image: image]
Fig. 1.1. Bastet as the white cat
Nancy was dumbstruck, perhaps for the first time in the life of this otherwise formidable young woman. I beamed with pride, sure that she had been profoundly moved by the wholly unexpected expression of gratitude for her efforts on my behalf. That, however, was only partly the cause of her speechless amazement. Her only response was to hand me a small, cloth bag. It was tied and covered with abstract patterns that were vaguely reminiscent of traditional folkish designs from northern Europe. I undid the knotted string. Inside the bag was a collection of pebbles, individually different, yet generally similar in size, and all apparently water-worn. Each one was emblazoned with a Norse rune, skillfully painted blood red.
Unbeknownst to me, for the previous three years, whenever Nancy visited (in her case, “made a pilgrimage to” would be closer to the truth) a sacred site on what she referred to as the North Shore—somewhere along the Minnesota coast of Lake Superior—she carefully selected a particular kind of rock that she needed to make her rune stones. After she collected the proper number, she hand-painted all twenty-four, then sewed a bag for them. She had only recently completed her project, and she chose my Lakeville visit as an opportunity to present it. Unaware of our separate labors, we had worked simultaneously to create sacred objects for one another, and independently decided to give them to each other at the same time. Our meaningful coincidence added a mystical dimension to the exchange of statue and runes that substantially enhanced their personal significance. Also, Mardal-Freya, the Norse goddess of love and divine keeper of the sacred mysteries, is symbolized by a pair of white cats (see the front cover of this book). I could not have hoped for a more magical introduction to the occult practices of the Vikings, their ancestors, and their descendants.
Some years before this most appropriate encounter, I was developing a growing fascination for divination and its kindred phenomenon: synchronicity. This latter twist of the paranormal was also the title of a book by Carl Gustav Jung, the man who coined the 
term.1 He wrote at length about an ancient Chinese prognosticating system, the I Ching, or Book of Changes, which was founded on the belief that humanity and the cosmos share the same life energies and are more closely interrelated than external appearances suggested. An individual human being and blade of grass are linked in an all-encompassing matrix that is more experienced than seen. The identical motions of an infant spiraling out of its mother’s womb or a galaxy spiraling and swirling around a black hole in outer space respond to the common rhythms of nature. Determining the patterns of one must reveal those of another.
To trace the outlines of that subtle link that connects the visible and invisible nexus between the microcosm of humankind and the macrocosm of the universe, the I Ching is composed of sixty-four symbolic hexagrams. Each hexagram comprises two three-line pa kua, or trigrams. The eight basic trigrams, each with its own name and meaning, are stacked one above the other in various combinations to form the sixty-four hexagrams. Line by line, the individual hexagrams are built up from the bottom by successively casting lots. Solid and broken lines signify the cosmic male and female principles, respectively. The interaction of this yin-yang duality, as the fundamental creative power, explains all coming changes that the individual diviner casts by lot.
The I Ching is very old—it is said to have been discovered by the legendary emperor Fu Hsi in the twenty-fourth century BC, when he noticed the hexagram pattern on the shell of a tortoise emerging from the Yellow River after a destructive flood. The earliest archaeological evidence of the I Ching were oracle bones from the Shang dynasty, circa 1500 BC. Three hundred years later, the I Ching’s first known practitioner, Wen Wang, is believed to have invented the prognosticating hexagrams. Any divination method able to operate in continuous use for the past three or four millennia has certainly stood the test of time for millions of modern-day practitioners.
Though obviously part of a sophisticated system, the I Ching was nevertheless based on superstition, I had always assumed. I was all the more surprised, then, when I read of Jung’s high regard for classic Chinese divination. The most important pioneer of modern psychology in the twentieth century used his long-term investigation of Fu Hsi’s hexagrams as the basis for Synchronicity, because, the Swiss scholar insisted, they 
worked.2 He reported that in randomly throwing the coins (originally, dry yarrow stalks), they often fell into logical patterns that corresponded to current circumstances or psychological conditions, and they accurately foretold coming events in the life of an individual diviner. Jung’s emphasis, of course, was on a subconscious relationship between coincidental arrangements of inanimate objects (the I Ching coins) and their perceived meaning to the person casting the hexagrams. Such is the stuff of synchronicity.
Though I was reservedly open to the possibilities of Jung’s discussion, I was nonetheless intrigued enough to pursue my own research through an appropriate divination vehicle. I tried duplicating his alleged success with the I Ching, but it struck no sympathetic chord with me, and my results were negligible. Friends urged me not to despair, however. They argued that everyone had to find a method suited to his or her individual personality. From the broad variety of fundamentally similar tarot decks available, the Mythic Tarot, which uses images from Greek mythology, was suggested, considering my interest in such legendary 
material.3
I studied and practiced with the cards, eventually attaining some degree of competence over time. Not infrequently, they did indeed reflect the current condition of my life and correctly foretold events in the immediate future. I usually consulted them before traveling, only to discover that the cards often indicated circumstances beyond the possible realization of any subconscious wish-fulfillment. Previous to one such overseas’ journey, the cards informed me that I would undergo a sense of profound loss in the Canary Islands. They refused to be more specific, but urged me to go on the trip in any case. Some three months later, having just stepped off my ship onto the Canary Island of Tenerife, I realized that I had left in my cabin an item of significant personal value. All search efforts to find the object were in vain, and only after experiencing the pain of its disappearance did I recall that the tarot reading had accurately predicted my situation.
At such moments, the persuasion of rational explanations deteriorated before a growing impression, formed by so many similar experiences, that the deck had to be operating on a level other than that of mundane cause and effect. Prevailing logic to the contrary, Jung’s suspicions seemed to me confirmed: some unseen yet demonstrable connection between the apparently unrelated elements of mere cards and future events existed after all.
Although too many examples of the tarot’s accuracy argued convincingly for its validity, I began to feel uncomfortable with the system. Despite a deepening respect for its undeniable efficacy, I gradually withdrew from using it. A negative, nameless uncertainty generated by the deck made me shrink from a kind of dank, unfamiliar darkness that I perceived about its corners, with the tarot’s unsettling images of the Hanged Man, Death, and the Devil. To be sure, the cards allowed a competent practitioner to see far—perhaps too far—into the future. But I could not escape the same sort of revulsion described by Joe Fisher, who eventually killed himself after dabbling too deeply in medium-ship: “No matter how hard I tried, I could not shrug off a cloying sense of contamination which could neither be pinpointed nor 
explained.”4 Learning that others had reacted with a similarly nonspecific dread of the tarot, I finally put the deck aside.
Divination appeared to be real, if immoral, in a way beyond what my conscious mind could grasp, let alone explain. Yet the phenomenon pursued me. My sister Chris, who was unaware that I had given up on such forms of prophecy as indefinably icky, presented me with a new deck as a birthday gift. The animal Medicine Cards were altogether different from the spooky tarot, 
however.5 They featured the attractive images of deer and otter, butterflies and swans, hummingbirds and horses—forty-four creatures in all, each one associated with its own psycho-spiritual inflection. These natural archetypes were not so powerfully efficacious as their darker counterparts in the Major and Minor Arcana, but they were more, as Chris described them, user-friendly. For all their affability, however, the animal Medicine Cards seemed to lack range or depth. Moreover, they sprang from a Native American tribal view with which I could never personally identify, however much it merited admiration and respect.
The deck was a modern contrivance in which its well-intentioned creators endeavored to distill in written words and representational art the various traditions of a preliterate people who were uninterested in anything of the kind beyond simple petroglyphs. When I worked with the animal Medicine Cards, I sometimes felt like an outsider looking in on another, exclusive mind-set. I dreaded resembling a pathetic Indian wanna-be, like too many lost white Americans who looked for spiritual guidance, and I could not imagine a real tribal elder or shaman using them to achieve illumination.
Why, then, should anyone else, unless the deck was meant to appeal to Pale Faces who did not know better? In the end, my disenchantment with the cards was completed by a deepening sense of cultural alienation. I was no more able to embrace them as an important part of personal guidance than a Native American conscious of his or her own spiritual background could be expected to follow the tarot. Giving me the mythic version of the tarot, featuring ancient Greek imagery, had been my friends’ attempt to offer something with which I might more easily identify than the Chinese I Ching. Here, too, however, was the odor of inauthenticity and compromise. Acrylic renderings of the River Styx, Prometheus, and Pan tried to cover the original, underlying forms, but the grimmer outlines of Death, the Hanged Man, and the Devil always showed through the modern veneer.
Like the animal Medicine Cards, this tarot did not trace back to ancient origins, but instead was a modern contrivance. The tarot is, however, steeped in a very old and powerful esoteric tradition unsuspected by many of its practitioners—namely, the quest for the Holy Grail. A comparison of symbolic content readily demonstrates that the cards illustrate Wolfram von Eschenbach’s medieval story Parsifal: the Fool meets the same characters in the Major Arcana—a Magician (Klingsor) and a Fisher King and the Queen of Zazamanc (the deck’s Emperor and Empress). He becomes one of the Lovers seeking Justice through Temperance—likewise names for various tarot cards. The first suite in the Minor Arcana, the Suite of Cups, is a fourteen-card representation of the sacred Grail itself. In the beginning of Wolfram’s epic, Parsifal is equivalent to the Page of Cups, later becoming the Knight of Cups who encounters the Grail lady, Repanse de Schoye, the Queen of Cups. Gawain’s vision in the Grail of Christ crucified appears as the Hanged Man, while Amfortas, the king of Monsalvat, the Grail castle, is a true King of Cups.
The Grail romances, beginning with Chretien de Troyes’ version around AD 1175, were mostly composed from the late twelfth to fifteenth 
centuries.6 Their popularity continued throughout western Europe into the early 1400s, when the tarot was invented as a kind of underground device to preserve and promote the Grail quest’s non-Christian spirituality, rightly suspected as heretical by church authorities. Modern commentators Helen Mustard and Charles Passage point out that “the Grail of the romances is found in a castle, not in a church; a king, not a priest, is its keeper; a female carries it, contrary to all church usages relative to the Eucharist; the Holy Grail does not appear in literature or in art prior to Chretien’s time; nor did the Church ever recognize the Holy Grail as a valid 
Christian relic.”7 Prelates were particularly disturbed by the tarot’s thematic resemblance to the proscribed ideology of the Knights Templars, long associated with the Grail. Not coincidentally, Parsifal had been composed at a time when the order was in full career. Wolfram himself hints in Book 1 that he was a knight of the Templars, whose esoteric principles he thinly shrouded in fiction.
Despite its appealing origins in the Grail romances, the tarot, like the animal Medicine Cards and the Chinese I Ching (which was at least culturally authentic), seemed to me too alien for personal use. Joseph Campbell had cautioned Westerners to look for spiritual clues in their own European background, and I was already considering the Norse runes in this context when Nancy Mostad presented them to me. Unlike the previous systems I investigated, something inside me resonated instantly and positively to their sight and touch. Her kindness in personally making them for me and the magic of the meaningful coincidence that brought them into my possession combined with at least some previous knowledge of the ideograms to make them uniquely appealing. I was already familiar with the Elder Futhark, as the twenty-four characters are known for their first six runes (the th is formed by a single glyph).
Thirty years before, while I was still a teenager, I visited a rare-book store and had been fortunate enough to find the elegant, cloth-bound, twin volumes (one in burgundy; the other, scarlet) of The Viking Age, which describes the runic script in 
detail.8 Paul Du Chailu’s late-nineteenth-century classic became one of my favorite books. Thanks to him, I scribbled runes all over my high school notebooks and anything else that seemed suitable. Observing my runic passion, a friend gave me a replica of a Viking ax, the long handle of which I immediately inscribed with such appropriate statements as, “May the will that wields me be as strong as my steel,” “Ask my name—It is Skull Splitter,” and “Die handling me against your enemies and see the Aesir [the Norse gods].” Clearly, the runes still had a power to evoke in me strong imagery—and they seemed to me to have an indefinable magical quality all their own.
When Nancy gave me the set she made, however, I knew little of their role in divination; I consulted all available volumes of instruction that told how the runes were to be properly read. These texts were written by leading modern authorities, but I did not neglect several earlier sources. Every rune master or rune mistress added his or her own inflection on the study, but it was satisfying to learn that they all conformed to a general uniformity of interpretation, which imparted a fundamental validity to the system each described. I felt far more comfortable with the runes than any other divination method, and I achieved if not spectacular results, then at least some small measure of gratifying success through following their practice. Yet even they made me feel uneasy in a way I did not understand, although to a far lesser degree than the tarot or animal Medicine Cards. There was something unfulfilled or incomplete about the runes; almost as though they were somehow off-kilter. I was reacting with an instinctive knowledge that my rational mind could not comprehend.
Re-reading and expanding my rune library or consulting with runeologists failed to dispel this persistent disquiet. I nevertheless continued to use the runes in the hope that some level of growing competency would eventually overcome my nameless angst. Events, however, moved me down a less logical path that would lead to the root of my runic discomfort and beyond to a wonderful revelation about the runes, their real origins, and ultimate purpose. That path opened up while I made plans to visit western Europe and North Africa as part of my research for a book I was writing about 
Atlantis.9 I wanted to collect local traditions that described the lost civilization and the Great Flood alleged to have destroyed it. In Scandinavia, rural folklore was said to still preserve ancient memories of a primordial cataclysm, the Ragnarok, or the Breaking of the Gods, with its Atlantean overtones of a former age of greatness that sank beneath the waves and ruined palaces that came to rest on the ocean floor.
The runes were far from my conscious mind, however, as I prepared for an exciting quest overseas. In the process of forming an itinerary, though, a name began circulating through my thoughts. Unsummoned, it repeated itself over and over in my mind, like the refrain of an annoying melody caught in an endless loop: “Roskilde, Roskilde, Roskilde.” I guessed it was somewhere in Denmark, but that was all. Still, for almost a week, its name continued to circle around my waking hours like a pesky insect, until I finally did some reading about Roskilde.
I learned that a Viking ruler, Hroar, founded his capital there, in eastern Zealand, near a number of sacred springs, or kilde, in the early eleventh century. It remained the seat of Danish monarchies for the next four hundred years. Contemporary with Hroar were several sailing vessels, including a magnificent long-ship found almost perfectly preserved near the head of the Roskilde Fjord during the mid-twentieth century. A large museum displaying the thoroughly restored flotilla was opened to the public in 1969. While none of this may have had anything to do with runes or Atlantis, I determined to go to Roskilde, if only to satisfy an abiding interest in Viking culture and to learn why (if any cause existed) the inexplicable repetition of its name apparently urged me to visit the place.
I arrived in Bergen, Norway, from Aberdeen, by Scottish ferryboat, then I traveled south to Kristiansand. Another ferry took me to the northernmost tip of Denmark, at Skagen, from which I explored the rest of the country, including Roskilde, just outside Copenhagen. Half expecting some profound revelation as I disembarked from the local train, I was not disappointed by the Viking Ship Museum’s one-hundredtwenty-foot vessel. It was hard to believe that its nearly pristine timbers, so gracefully curved into the capacious hull and exquisitely fashioned into bow and stern posts, were a thousand years old. Whatever blast of spiritual illumination I anticipated was obscured by awe of the splendid woodcarvers’ genius and maritime technology fused into this medieval masterpiece. Here, indeed, was the harmonious blending of art and science from which our culture could still learn much.
Yet Roskilde did, after all, provide a revelation that disclosed secrets about the runes that I could not find in any book. Visitors to the Viking Ship Museum naturally focus on the star attraction for which it is named, but they often overlook the hundreds of other, less dramatic Viking age relics on display in vacuum-sealed glass cases along the walls of the adjacent salons. In one of them, among the
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