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Editor’s Note

The volume of RMN Newsletter that you hold
in your hands, or which shimmers on a screen
before you, is a thematic special issue Between
Text and Practice: Mythology, Religion and
Research. This collection of articles and
reports addresses a number of themes that
have proven of great interest to our readership
and presents a variety of discussions and
insights. Some contributions illustrate new
methodological frameworks for research on
mythology and religion in earlier periods.
Others elucidate new types of resources and
theoretical tools, and there are discussions of
inclinations, prejudices and problems that
have haunted earlier research, and which may
still impact us today. Together, the works
presented here offer a variety of perspectives
from several disciplines and backgrounds of
scholarship. Their diversity is complementary,
encouraging these works to converse with one
another, to dialogic engagements that will
reach their fullest richness and potential in the
reflections of the reader. We have the hope
that they may also inspire, and that the reader
may then carry these discussions further,
along with the insights that they enable.

The special issue is the product of a
cooperation between RMN Newsletter and the
Academy of Finland project, “Oral Poetry,
Mythic Knowledge and Vernacular Imagination
(OMV): Interfaces of Individual Expression
and Collective Traditions in Pre-Modern
Northeast Europe” of Folklore Studies,
University of Helsinki, led by Professor Lotte
Tarkka. This cooperation has involved
bringing together researchers linked to the
Retrospective Methods Network (RMN) and
researchers involved in the events and
activities of OMV. More specifically, this
special issue has in its background the OMV’s
panel of two sessions organized at the
American Folklore Society’s annual meeting
in 2014 (Santa Fe, New Mexico, U.S.A),
“Mythology as Cultural Knowing I: Texts,
Beings, and Intersecting Categories; II:
Between Historical Experiences and Imaginal

Realities”, as well as some connection with
the international, multilingual conference
“Laulu ja runo — Song and Emergent Poetics
— IlecHs W BUAOM3MEHSIOIIASACS MOA3THKA”
held at the end of 2013 (Kuhmo, Finland).
Contributions developed from these events
are complemented by works by voices
familiar from RMN Newsletter’s discourse
space as well as additional articles that have
been invited through our networks. The
outcome is a rich and stimulating volume.

Between Text and Practice: Mythology,
Religion and Research is organized as a main
body of scientific articles that are comple-
mented by additional relevant review articles
and research reports. Several reports on the
research projects of junior scholars also
connect directly with the overarching theme.
As a whole, these various contributions form
an ensemble that is both diverse and opulent,
with something of interest for all of our
readers.

Of course, this special issue is the product
of only one of many activities current in the
RMN and its daughter networks. A report on
the most recent Austmarr Network can be
found in these pages, and its next meeting will
be held already in October. The Old Norse
Folklorists Network has been no less active: a
call for papers for its up-coming symposium
“The Ontology of Supernatural Encounters in
Old Norse Literature and Scandinavian
Folklore”, to be held in December 2015, can
be found at the back of this volume. RMN
Newsletter is also already organizing another
special issue that centers on metrics and will
appear already this winter. There is no doubt
that the RMN is vibrantly active and we at
RMN Newsletter are proud to be able to
participate, and to help by providing a
channel of communication and platform for
discussion in order to promote and support
these activities.

Frog
University of Helsinki




BETWEEN TEXT AND PRACTICE

Mythology, Religion and Research

Reflections on Texts and Practices in Mythology, Religion, and Research:
An Introduction

Frog and Karina Lukin, University of Helsinki

Mythology and religion in cultures through
history have proven to have enduring interest
for research. This interest was sparked to life
under the aegis of Romanticism, in the
fascination of defining and affirming one’s
own culture through reflection on — and
sometimes the appropriation of — the ‘other’
(e.g. Csapo 2004). The allure of both the
fantastic and horror has played its part, as
well as the intrigue held by the riddle of the
other’s ‘belief” that was somehow bound up
with sometimes incomprehensible symbols
and perplexing practices. This endurance has
brought us two centuries rich with intense
investigations — works, theories and methods
upon which current research builds — and yet
the new perspectives across each of those
many decades has carried with it new
challenges, toppling methodological frame-
works that are ever being built up anew.
Between Text and Practice: Mythology,
Religion and Research has been developed to
wrestle with some of these topics, especially
where they connect with retrospective methods.

Of course, research on mythology and
religion is vast and has advanced in
unnumbered directions. It sought to explore
historical others that belong to the heritage of
the past and cultural others that belong to the
peripheries of the present. Theology entered
into the field of comparison as a frame of
reference for interpretation and gradually
blurred into an object of research, leading to
the evolution of a field of religious studies.
Rather than a discipline crystallizing around
mythology, however, its research has
remained distributed across disciplines,
addressed in anthropology, archaeology,
ethnography and ethnology, folklore studies,

history, linguistics, literature studies, religious
studies, sociology and even psychology and
semiotics — just to mention a few. Within the
reflectivity of a Post-Modern environment,
modern reinventions of mythologies of the
‘other’ have come under scrutiny, from the
use of mythology in the service of nationalism
to reworkings in popular culture. It also
became acknowledged that mythology was
not exclusive to the ‘other’: mythologies of
current, scientific cultures also entered the
field of discussion. Indeed, it is possible to
view the empirical testing of ‘myths’ on the
popular television program Myth Busters as
yet another form of research on mythology.
Amid such breadth and diversity, the scope
and aims of the present volume remain quite
narrow and modest.

The works collected here present a range of
views from different disciplines and scholar-
ships looking at mythology and religion in
different historical periods. Emphasis is on
pre-modern cultures and religions linked to
Northeast Europe, although this frame is
expanded considerably as the time-depth is
increased owing to the sources available and
the range of material under comparison.
Although research presented here connects
with, for example, ethnographic fieldwork,
archaeology and etymology, the contributions
to Between Text and Practice: Mythology,
Religion and Research are generally united by
working with written and oral textual
evidence. Studies and discussions range from
concentration on the analysis of empirical
data to concentration on theory, methods, and
tools and concepts applied in research. A
number of these discussions elucidate issues,
biases and trends of interpretation that have




evolved in the research discourse itself.
Together, these works can be seen as offering
tools that can be used and further developed
in research on these and other cultures.

Texts and Sources
Sources and how we relate them to the past
present challenges that have been subject to
ongoing reassessment across the history of
research. The discipline of philology emerged
around precisely this topic and its offspring,
folklore studies, sought to overcome the
corresponding methodological problems first
of oral texts, and then of oral-derived texts
resulting from fieldwork. The challenges are
manifold, and increase as the sources become
historically remote, sparse, and offer minimal
information. These present first the problem
of a source’s specific representation of a text-
script of performance or description of
religious practice, and then a secondary issue
of how the context-specific representation
relates to the cultural phenomenon that it
(potentially) represents, reflects or refers to.
Especially early sources for the vernacular
religions and mythologies of Northern Europe
tend to offer only brief glimpses from the
perspective of a culturally and religious
‘other’. In practice, this means that the
producers of these sources were constructing
images of their own culture and practices in a
dialectic with those that they sought to
represent, inevitably affecting the elements
and features that they chose to foreground and
how these were interpreted (cf. Lindow 1995;
FROGA; TARKKA — references to articles in this
volume are indicated by the author’s name in
SMALL CAPITALS). Such representations are
almost inevitably ethnocentric, in the sense
that the producers of the texts view their own
culture as superior (Lévi-Strauss 1952; de
Castro 1998). Whether Christian or Roman,
these were often written within a context of
uneven power relations, in which the author
represented the dominant group that was still
in the process of seeking to extend and
exercise power over the ‘other’. However,
such representations might also be structured
by social apprehension and fear (cf. Hiiemae
2004), for example linked to historical events
and encounters that threaten or contest those
power relations, as in a case brought forward

by RubpoLF SIMEK (cf. also af Klintberg
2010), or linked to a concern that those
lacking social, economic, martial or political
power might have recourse to supernatural
means (cf. Stark 2006; Tolley 2009). These
factors make it important to consider potential
factors in the context of the mythic discourse
that gave rise to the source (cf. FROGA).

Caution is also needed regarding the
verisimilitude of descriptions, as underlined
by MATTHIAS EGELER: verisimilitude may in
fact represent contemporary folklore, such as
legends of  historical ‘pagan’ religious
practices attached to the heritage of the
landscape (cf. af Klintberg 2010: 350, legend-
type T62) or legends of practices of the
cultural ‘other’, such as Sami shamanism
(ibid.: 264-265, types M151-160). Such
circulating plots and motifs may be applied
according to broad, intuitive ontologies that
will generalize it to a category that includes
diverse cultures and religions that we would
distinguish in research (cf. Frog & Saarikivi
2014/2015; Frog 2014a: 442-443), and such
circulating stories of the ‘other’ are
transferred and adapted to new groups as
historical circumstances and contact situations
change (Tanghlerlini 1995). The issues of
relating such evidence to particular cultures
are increased by the ontologies operative in
research (FROGg), which may also presume
abstract and ideal categories of culture in earlier
historical periods. For example, research
tends to operate on the assumption that Celtic
and Germanic religions were as distinct
during the Iron Age as their languages, yet
SIMEK points out that the name or role
designation of one purportedly Germanic
seeress may be etymologically Celtic, which
in turn produces questions of the degree to
which the early source in which she appears
reflects ‘Germanic’ religion according to the
ontologies we tend to assume. It thus becomes
very important to bear in mind the possibility
that these sources are presenting different
types of ‘lore’, and to be cautious about the
categories that we assume both for the
sources, and for our own research.

Additional issues are entailed in religious,
ritual and mythological texts. Texts circulated
in written form may fossilize mythological
conceptions and paradigms from the period




when they were entextualized while the
corresponding models of religion evolve around
them, as in the case of the Hebrew Bible
addressed by ROBERT A. SEGAL. However,
such formalized texts and their uses in
practice may become subject to variation
where a unifying administrative apparatus of
organized religion is not in place, as happened
during the Soviet anti-religious campaigns
discussed by NADEZHDA RYCHKOVA. Variation
is still greater in wholly oral traditions, even
where oral poems may be formally quite
stable in their social circulation. Particularly
in medieval studies, there has been a long-
standing tendency to conflate the isolated
transcription of such a text with tradition.
Especially in the evolving wake of Oral-
Formulaic Theory (on which, see Foley 1988;
Foley & Ramey 2012), perspectives on
variation have, however, been increasingly
penetrating into the discussion and into the
ways scholars imagine such text-transcripts in
relation to what would certainly have been a
multi-modal performance (e.g. Gunnell 1995).
This does not mean that mythological stories
were not historically enduring — such endurance
is unequivocally evident in the vast materials
surveyed in the discussion of Yurl E.
BEREZKIN — but it does mean that caution is
needed when considering an isolated text-
artefact from the Middle Ages in relation to a
tradition which it may (or may not) represent.
In the present volume, discussions addressing
such material tend to maintain a level of
abstraction, looking at plots, motifs and images,
rites and rituals that exhibit pattered recurrence
across a corpus or corpora where they are
manifested in multiple context-specific
entextualizations (e.g. LUKIN). However,
variation in those specific entextualizations
leads to another crux of analysis: the elements
of mythology and religious practice are
simultaneously polysemic (TARKKA) and
ambiguous (FROGa). This leads their particular
semantics and meanings to be emergent in
their specific relation to co-occurring signifiers
of the particular expression, performance or
enactment (see further TARKKA). Thus, a text-
script of a mythological epic or ritual
performance provides challenges no less great
than texts that describe the religion and
beliefs of the ‘other’.

Genres and Registers

Valuable tools in approaching mythology and
religion are the concepts ‘genre’ and ‘register’.
The term genre is especially associated with
folklore studies and literature studies, where it
is used to designate and distinguish text-type
categories or performance-type categories
(e.g. Honko 1989). It is now normally used
with a distinction between etic genres, as
ideal constructs applied cross-culturally by a
researcher, and emic genres, as categories of
text type that are operative in a local
community and may be extensively inter-
penetrating (e.g. Ben Amos 1976; Tarkka
2013). The term register has been developed
through social linguistics and linguistic
anthropology, initially to refer to variation in
language according to situation and
participant roles (esp. Halliday 1978). The
term’s use has gradually extended to the full
range of resources for expressive behaviours
that reciprocally function as models for those
behaviours (esp. Agha 2007). As each term
has extended its field of use, ‘genre’ and
‘register’ have been inclined to converge and
sometimes even become used more or less
interchangeably. They nonetheless remain
complementary tools. Genre places emphasis
on textual products or performance wholes,
which in many cases entails informational
content (e.g. a genre of epic cannot be defined
independent of epic stories) or a performative
enactment (e.g. a ritual performance as a
completed whole affects change in social,
physical or supernatural reality). Register
places emphasis on expressive resources that
may communicate the informational content or
accomplish an enactment but do not include
these, and that may be used outside of the
context of producing generic products or even
generically mixed products. (See also Frog
2015.)

The relevance of genre to studies of
mythology and religion has advanced
considerably especially across roughly the
past half-century. Although the term ‘myth’ is
today quite flexibly applied to, for example,
‘false beliefs’ (cf. Myth Busters), it was
implemented as a term to talk about stories of
non-Christian religions (FROGa). As such, it
continues to be discussed and debated in
terms of a genre of text type (see e.g. Briggs




& Bauman 1992). This, however, proves
problematic because cultural qualification as
‘myth’ is centrally qualitative rather than formal
(e.g. Doty 2000), which also problematizes
viewing ‘myth’ strictly in terms of stories (cf.
Barthes 1972; FROGa). Nevertheless, genre
remains an instrumental concept for discussing
and distinguishing, for example, mythological
epics, incantations, prayers, shamanic songs
and so forth, which may each have distinct
uses, social functions and relations. KARINA
LUKIN illustrates how even across a group of
closely related genres of Nenets epic and
shamanic singing, common images and motifs
may exhibit conventionalized functions
producing distinctive meanings within the
different genres as contexts. EILA STEPANOVA
& FRoG correspondingly outline a structural
distribution of Karelian oral genres and the
groups using them in transition rituals for an
individual’s movement from one community
into another. The frameworks of conventions
that structure a genre are also relevant to
assessing information presented in generic
texts, as EGELER points out regarding Old
Norse literature. Genre proves an important
tool for considering, among other things, the
variation of different elements of tradition
across contexts of use and the distribution of
functional or communicative labour across
genres within a cultural environment (cf.
Honko 1981), as well as considering how a
source of a particular type may shape the
information about mythology or religion that
we seek to extract from it.

Register provides a complementary tool for
attending to how a system of representation
shapes what it represents or communicates,
whether this is the linguistic register of a form
of verbal art or a broad performance register.
Just as equivalent narrative elements may
vary in use according to genre (Honko 1981;
LUKIN), mythology becomes interfaced with
the speech register and performative register
associated with a genre, practice or set of
practices. This interface has the outcome that
mythology may vary considerably across
different registers and the genres or practices
associated with them (see also Stepanova
2012; FROGRA). In parallel to the linguistic or
speech registers of verbal art, FROG has
proposed analysing such variation in terms of

registers of mythology. However, it is
necessary to bear in mind that none of these
registers form closed systems: as LOTTE
TARKKA stresses, verbal art does not exist in
isolation from everyday speech, nor one genre
in isolation from others, and the potential to
transpose generic strategies and their registers
provides a nexus of activity for the generation
and negotiation of meanings. Register provides
a tool for distinguishing and talking about
certain of these resources in relation to others.
The concept is still relatively young: its
potential has only begun to be widely tapped
and explored across roughly the past quarter-
century, while its utility for the analysis and
exploration of mythology and religion is only
just beginning to open (e.g. Stepanova 2012).
However, it provides a potentially powerful
complementary tool to genre.

Practitioners and Specialists

Of course, mythology does not simply exist
‘out there’ in the ether: people must talk about
it, tell stories, use it in magic or ritual, and
structure their behaviours in relation to the
understandings that it entails — otherwise it
stops being told, stops being remembered, and
disappears or changes into something else.
The same is no less true of religion, which has
no reality independent of people practicing it,
whether in the present or historically. Indeed,
participants in a religion may define it in
terms of the social practices around which
their group identity is constructed (Bell 1992).
Advancing from the perspective that a register
may be considered not only in terms of formal
resources for expressive behaviour but also
reciprocally a model for behaviour, FROG
proposes that:

religion can be broadly considered as a type
of register of practice that has developed
through inter-generational transmission, is
characterized by mythology, and entails an
ideology and worldview (FROG,, p. 35).

This allows looking at, for example,
Christians and non-Christians that share a
common environment as performing their
different religions and religious alignments as
broad registers of practice. Of course, this
broad register of practice would also entail
numerous genres and registers of verbal art
and performance. Within this frame, it




becomes useful to underline that not all
individuals will be equally competent in all
genres and registers (cf. Agha 2007). The
more socially centralized a practice is, and the
more distinguished from unmarked daily
behaviours, the more concentrated the
practice is likely to be in a specialist role. In
such cases, the majority of participants in the
practices would be passive rather than active
tradition bearers (cf. von Sydow 1948: 11-
12), whereas the specialists are positioned as
authorities in the practices, knowledge and
use or negotiations of power (e.g. with the
otherworld) that the practice entails. In other
words, mythology and religion are simply
social phenomena linked to different genres
and registers of practice; many genres and
registers are linked to varying degrees with
specialist roles, and those specialists — not the
genres — become nexuses of competence and
authority in mythology and religious practice.

Specialist roles are necessarily bound up
not only with the social practices themselves
but also with the structures of society in
which they function, and different areas of
ritual activity may be associated with different
specialists. Specialist roles in ritualized
activities draw great interest and attention, but
caution is needed not only in source-critical
scrutiny of information on a specific case (cf.
EGELER), but also on the inferences made
about what the significance is of someone
being identified with such a social role
(SiMEK). Within a cultural environment, there
may be a variety of roles that specialize in
engagements with beings and forces of the
unseen world. Researchers often begin from a
more or less modern, Christian set of
categories like ‘priest’, ‘witch’/‘sorcerer’,
perhaps ‘healer’, and more recently ‘shaman’.
Individuals performing ritual activities or
otherwise acting as intermediaries with the
supernatural then get grouped into these
simplistic categories, which can be hazardously
misleading. A factor that is easily confused in
this regard, as in the cases discussed by
SIMEK, is whether or not the role is identified
with a formalized function in cult practice,
orchestrating and/or mediating interactions with
a god or gods at the center of the religious life
of a community. Not every intermediary with
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the otherworld was necessarily linked to ‘cult’
practice.

It may also be important to distinguish a
potentially exclusive social position of cult
functionary from a specialist institution based
on specialized competence in particular ritual
technologies. In Karelia, for example, activities
that we might interpret as ‘cult’ would be
orchestrated by a much broader category of
specialist,’ who would use his power as an
intermediary with the otherworld in a variety
of capacities (Siikala 2002). In shamanic
cultures, shamans are also generally defined in
terms of institutional roles linked to techno-
logies rather than to cult per se. If viewed as a
broad register of practice, religion may
include cults and larger publically orchestrated
events, but it also includes a diversity of
specialists and ritual activities that are better
approached on their own terms. For example,
Karelian lamenters were ritual specialists in
socially central, public funerary rituals. They
acted in order to ensure that the deceased
would be integrated into the community of the
ancestors, as well as maintaining reciprocal
communication with the otherworld thereafter,
working for the benefit of both individuals
and of the community (STEPANOVA & FROG,
and works there cited). These practices might
be framed in terms of a ‘cult of the dead’, but
such a frame would conceal as much as it
reveals about living practice. Similarly,
driving religious practice and its priests from
the public sphere effectively drives that
religion into the private sphere, which may
entail non-specialists assuming specialist roles —
becoming specialists for the community, as in
the case discussed by RYCHKOVA — in order
that the essential rituals of lived religion are
maintained. Beginning from general and
simplistic categories may be a practical
reality, but the dynamics of religion in social
practice only exceptionally reduce to simple
black and white terms.

Knowledge and Imagination

Mythology can be approached as a category
of knowledge (cf. Doty 2000: 55-56). This
may be knowledge of the past and future
beyond the present world, or knowledge of
the social, empirical and supernatural worlds
along with the paradigms whereby they are




organized and operate (FROGa; cf. LUKIN).
Mythic knowledge is organized and structured
through discourse, but not all views in a
community carry equal weight (Honko 1962:
126). It nests in genres and registers whereby
it is communicated, implemented and
manipulated, and it centers in specialists
authorities. Both poetic systems and the
structures and paradigms of mythology can
also function as memory technologies,
providing frameworks that can be capitalized
on in order to crystallize mythic knowledge
both at the level of individuals and in social
transmission (Lyle 2012: 9-20). In parallel
with these are also ritual technologies that
equally are a form of knowledge that requires
refined competence, such as rite techniques
combined with singing or incantations to
produce an ecstatic trance and to organize the
ensuing experience with the supernatural
(Siikala 1978; Frog 2014b: 202-205; as
‘technology’, see Frog 2013). Mythic
knowledge and technologies interface in a
cultural environment, forming links between
mythology, language-based technologies of
verbal art and ritual technologies of practice
that enable prayer, sacrifice, or other activity
to achieve its intended goal in contact with
the otherworld. Religion can be viewed as
organized around forms of knowledge.
Recognizing these as forms of knowledge
allows their spread across cultures, reflected
in vocabulary (Tadmor 2009), areal patterns
in rite techniques (Siikala 1978) and narrative
traditions, to be addressed in terms of
“information exchange” (BEREZKIN, pp. 68).
From that position, such information
exchange can then be considered in relation to
networks of exchange of other types of
information, such as seafaring and metal-
working technologies (cf. Frog 2013: 68-72).

Mythic knowledge and knowledge of
technologies are not evenly distributed in a
community: non-specialists will in general
have a less sophisticated and less elaborate
base of mythic knowledge (cf. Wright 1998:
esp. 72—73), which will normally be dependent
on specialist authorities rather than repre-
senting a synthetic understanding (Converse
1964). Mythic knowledge is also not uniform,
and thus an individual’s mythic knowledge
will vary in relation to the genres and registers
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in which he or she has competence and the
areas in which he or she develops them
(Stepanova 2012; 2014). This means that
variation in mythic knowledge is not on a
simple spectrum, but rather that a single
individual will have degrees of knowledge
relative to different genres and registers as
well as relative to the different fields of
practice in which these are applied. Such
variation is also of considerable importance
for source-critical assessments, especially for
pre-modern sources. Just as such sources may
present legends of the ‘other’, the authors
may also have had no more than the most
basic rudiments of knowledge about traditions
they mention or describe. It is often doubtful
whether a specialist would refer to the
tradition with the same words, describe it in
the same way, or even draw attention to the
same features.

TARKKA elaborates on the fact that
imagination is fundamental to the operation of
mythic knowledge. The ‘imaginal’ is a quality
that has received increasing attention in
research on myth (e.g. Doty 2000), but this
has tended to blur into characterizing myth by
features of the fantastic or irreal. The role of
imagination has long been marginalized in
research and has remained under-theorized.
Imagination is the key to both the social
construction of the unseen fields of existence,
in this world and beyond, and also for relating
the symbols of mythology to this world and
social life. Unseen worlds that exist in the
present, extending from the known, and also
those worlds that exist before or after present
time, are constructed through discourse —
through verbal and performative arts and
through people talking about them. As
TARKKA stresses, the image systems from
which these are developed draw on the
known, the seen, the familiar, which provides
a platform for the identification of features
that set the ‘other’ apart, making it different,
uncanny. The ‘other’ thus shares parallels in
the structures of Kkinship relations, social
organization, dwellings, transportation, tools
and dishware, conventions of hospitality, and
so on, while at the same time, key features are
absent or inverted. LUKIN fore-grounds the
elementary role that the experiential intimacy
of these familiar images play in shaping the




meanings of mythic images of the otherworld
and of the other, and how those mythic
images reciprocally shape the meanings and
significance of experiencing their empirical
counterparts. Meaning is construed through
this dialectic relation between the imaginal and
the empirical. This extends from convergences
of experiential reality and its mythic-image
counterparts to symbolic correlations and
juxtapositions:

otherworld imagery lays bare and simplifies
the structures, characteristics and values of
the reality that is familiar and observable,
of the reality that corresponds to our horizons
of expectation (TARKKA, p. 28).

This process cannot operate independent of
the human capacity of imagination.

Historical Change and Stratification

Mythology exists in the present of its users,
and religion exists through the practices of
those who live it. The meaningful present of
tradition emerges from the inherited symbols,
structures and practices of the past being
adapted to current needs and circumstances, a
process that transpires in dialectic with
internal innovations and external influences.
That meaningful present is construed in
research through the formal elements of the
tradition — images, motifs, rites, plots, rituals —
and meta-discourse surrounding them. Evidence
of their use and representation, patterns
indicative of convention as well as their
contestation, forms data on their collective
significance, functions, social meanings and
meaning potential (cf. Siikala 1990: 197).
These formal elements both provide shared
frames of reference and are, at the same time,
resources for expression, communication, and
the exercise of power. Rather than being
static, they are in constant flux: internal
innovations and acculturated external models
constantly increase the inherited resources
available, while the same process affects the
neglect and obsolescence of others, which
gradually fall out of use. As a consequence,
mythologies and religions are in perpetual
processes of historical stratification (cf.
Siikala 2002). More radical changes of
reinvention or displacement may lead whole
genres and registers to break down and
disappear. However, this may disperse stories,
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symbols and practices rather than causing them
to disappear: socially significant tradition
elements that have become charged with
emotive power may instead be acculturated to
the new social (e.g. RycHkovA) and religious
(e.g. Harvilahti 2013) environment, or adapted
to new contexts, uses and social functions
(e.g. Fowler 1987; Frog 2011; cf. Dégh 1995:
97, 125-127, 218-219). They become resources
in mythic discourse, where their meanings,
interpretations and  valuations  become
contested and negotiated amid the fits and
starts of cultural change, and in the
accompanying tendency of groups to develop
a new status quo (cf. FROGA). These processes
are not abstract, even if they may be discussed
abstractly: they are social and semiotic
phenomena that occur through interactions of
embodied individuals under their particular
historical circumstances. Historical stratification
is a condition fundamental to mythology and
religion, but it must be stressed that stratifi-
cation is always a condition relative to a
present moment, and in that moment, “earlier
historical layers of meaning are of no more
significance than later ones” (TARKKA, p. 22).
Historical change and stratification are of
pivotal concern for many investigations into
mythology and religion in earlier periods. A
long-standing issue has simply been the
methodological obstacle of approaching
information about vernacular traditions in
post-conversion environments. As EGELER
emphasizes, the potential value of such sources
are themselves dependent on certain types of
continuities or ongoing mythic discourse that
functions as knowledge about the past in the
present of the sources — whether or not it is
rooted in historical events that it purports to
describe. The process of change and stratifi-
cation may itself be the target of research,
focusing on particular cases or mythic
discourse in such circumstances as a process
(FROGA). Attention may also turn to
continuities, which for oral cultures must rely
on comparative evidence. Working with a
database of astounding scope, BEREZKIN
illustrates that mythological narratives and
models for thinking about the world can
readily have continuity extending back to the
Stone Age. Situating the frame of comparison
at a global scale, these comparisons present




evidence for the history of the spread of
knowledge, both carried in immigrations and
through contact networks (as well as having
the potential to yield negative evidence of
knowledge displacement or loss). Long-term
continuities attest to continued social relevance
of the knowledge or traditions, while wide-
spread connection with mythology suggests
ongoing cultural significance. However, this
does not indicate that continuities entailed the
same relevance: the meanings and meaning
potential of such traditional elements change
more quickly than the elements themselves
(Siikala 1990: 188). Care must be taken not to
presume that continuity of form and relevance
indicates a continuity of meaning. As SEGAL
illustrates, even a stable written text may
remain at the center of religious practice
while understandings change around it: this is
evident in the ontologies of beings operative
in the Hebrew Bible and linked to the era of
its formalized entextualization, in contrast to
the categories through which it is interpreted
today. The same problem manifests in
comparing ritual roles (e.g. Dumézil 1988), or
considering possible continuities between the
types of roles attested in sources scattered
hundreds of years apart (SIMEK).

Stratification also has more subtle relevance.
The tension between continuity and change is
ever in an ongoing process of resolution,
whether this is a slowly changing process
within a more or less stable cultural environ-
ment, or under conditions of more rapid and
aggressive impacts of religious conversion or
anti-religious campaigns. However, deeper
understanding of synchronic uses, variation
and juxtapositions of mythology often
requires some perspective on backgrounds of
the inherited or borrowed patterns of use. In
addition, these processes are not uniform, but
rather transpire and are negotiated locally and
in networks producing different dialects of
mythology and religion (Siikala 2012). At the
same time, they develop in connection with
different practices and specialists so that
variation and change manifests differently in
different genres and registers (FROGA), which
may be key to understanding variation in
mythology between genres or their distribution
of labour in the present of ritual practices
(STEPANOVA & FROG; cf. also Honko 1981).
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Research, Ahead and Behind
Mythology and religion are addressed by
countless disciplines and the number of
approaches and the variety of phenomena that
can be addressed only seem to increase with
time. However, it is imperative to remain
aware that, just as these phenomena exist in a
present rooted in and shaped by their past, so
too is the research on them, even if that
inherited past may vary considerably across
disciplines and across the cultures or religions
under investigation. This rooting in the past
has played an instrumental role in the
structuring of current research, its orientation,
interpretations and relative valorizations of
source materials, methods, theories, and so on
(FRoGg; cf. Kuhn 1970). This problem is fore-
grounded in TARKKA’s discussion of
imagination, that was simultaneously identified
as central to mythology and oral poetry while
being devalued, peripheralized and remaining
under-theorized in the same research across
the 20" century. Inherited ways of looking at
material also shape the way that we are
inclined to interpret source material, such as
interpreting vague early references to
Germanic women connected to the super-
natural through a later (and no less obscure)
institution, or presuming their connection to a
cult, as in the material discussed by SIMEK. It
is essential to return to these topics and
reassess them from a current perspective, lest
we become trapped, operating within our own
mythology of the mythology and religion
being investigated — lost within a ‘meta-
mythology’ (FROGg).

The inheritance of earlier research includes
a multitude of infrastructures, such as methods
and systems for organizing and analyzing
materials, and the wealth of resources in
which material has been catalogued and
analytically assessed as a platform facilitating
further research. These infrastructures have
been subject to ongoing development and
revision. Many of them took shape across the
first half of the 20™ century, when the
methods, aims and working theories of
research were quite different. Their basis may
therefore  be neither  well-suited nor
methodologically viable for use with current
research questions within current methodo-
logical frameworks. Just as it may prove




necessary to reassess and theorize concepts
such as ‘imagination’ or the appropriateness
of identifying certain women mentioned in
early sources as ‘cult functionaries’, it may
also be methodologically relevant to reconsider
whole typological systems and to develop
alternatives. This is done here by BEREZKIN,
who offers an alternative to tale-type (Uther
2004) and motif (Thompson 1955-1958)
indices, developing a system of categorization
that is better suited to the particular research
goals for which it is used. Of course, if
advances in research are to influence the
scientific community, they must connect with
current models and understandings, whether
through the internal innovation of what is
known or through its extension into new areas
and in new directions: new knowledge can
only be accessed via a bridge from what is
known. Thus, reassessments and displacement
of inherited models, perspectives and
interpretive frames must be situated in relation
to those frames. An additional strategy for
advancement is capitalizing on the diversity
of disciplines and approaches to bring their
multiple perspectives to bear on the target of
analysis. This is the strategy advocated by
EGELER: bringing together and triangulating
the methods and understandings available
from different categories of data linked to
different disciplines is a methodological
strategy that is especially relevant where
evidence under scrutiny is extremely limited.
Such triangulation is more likely to produce
findings that are sustainable across disciplinary
perspectives, and findings that are more
historically enduring. The dialectic between
current research and inherited disciplinary
resources presents a framework for innovation
and advancement in a variety of ways.

The history of research discourse is
characterized by changes in broad paradigms
that provide general frameworks according to
which more particular methodologies (e.g. the
Historical-Geographic Method) are structured
and implemented.® Investigations into the
mythologies and religions of earlier cultures
were long dominated by emphasis on their
formal elements — stories, rituals, cosmologies —
and their reconstruction into ideal forms.
Attention gradually shifted to their relation-
ships to society, both in terms of social
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structures as well as psychology, and more
recently to processes of change, variation and
contextual meanings or significance. These
directions are continuously evolving, and
although they may seem natural or even
inevitable in retrospect, the clues anticipating
them are notoriously difficult to read from
within the discourse.

The present collection is too modest to
propose generalizations anticipating trends in
the future, but it may be worth noting
explicitly the potential of ‘knowledge’ and
‘imagination’ as new key concepts being
applied in studies here (TARKKA; LUKIN;
FROGA; BEREZKIN; and cf. KANERVA). In
addition, ‘mythic discourse’ has become a
significant frame of reference (even if the
term is not used), attending to practice and the
activity of people (FROGa; TARKKA; EGELER,;
STEPANOVA & FROG; RYCHKOVA; cf. GUYKER),
rather than projecting idealized images of
static and atemporal religions and mythologies.
Such approaches also take broader views of
mythology than simply ‘stories’, turning
attention to the ‘mythic’ (FROGA; LUKIN;
TARKKA; cf. KANERVA). A variety of attention
is also given to ontologies operating in
vernacular cultures and texts which may not
correspond to those familiar to researchers, or
to those that are inferred and assumed when
approaching research materials (FROGg; SEGAL;
SIMEK; STEPANOVA & FROG; and also
KANERVA; MIKOLIC). Corresponding attention
is given to typologies and categories used in
research (BEREZKIN; FROGA; and also
TARKKA). This extends to the analysis of
variation in the use of formal elements across
genres as categories of discourse (LUKIN), or
in the distributed use of genres in cultural
practices (STEPANOVA & FROG). Another site
receiving attention is the more general
dialectic construction of the unseen world in
relation to experiential reality (TARKKA), and
how the meanings of each are constructed in
relation to the other (LUKIN). Of course, the
attention given to these topics is interfaced
with, and complementary to, comparative
studies of formal elements of folklore data (cf.
BEREZKIN; FROGp), or focused reconstructive
attention given to particular elements of
mythology, such as a particular god (cf.
HELLERS; MIKOLIC). Such research is an




integrated part of studies that attend to the
topics and phenomena mentioned above and
do not marginalize them.

We make no claim that some or any of
these points mark or anticipate future trends
or trajectories of research. Perhaps, however,
you may encounter thoughts and perspectives
among these pages with which you are not
already familiar, something with the potential
to invite looking at familiar data or traditions
in new and different ways, something that can
carry your own research in unforeseen
directions.

Frog (mr.froglat]helsinki.fi), PL 59 (Unioninkatu 38 A),
00014 University of Helsinki, Finland.

Karina Lukin  (karina.lukin[at]helsinki fi), PL 59
(Unioninkatu 38 A), 00014 University of Helsinki,
Finland.

Notes

1. Such as the annual sacrificial festivals described by
Stark (2002: 117-119), noting that the sources
generally do not elucidate a connection between the
person overseeing the ritual and the broader
category of specialist, even where this is clearly
known (e.g. Inha 1999 [1911]: 370-373).

2. Jukka Korpela (2014) has, for example, argued that
Iron Age cultural structures and worldview were
still maintained of in parts of Karelia into the 19"
century. These conditions were essential for the
maintenance of the mythology and practices rooted
in the Viking Age or earlier were upheld in
conjunction with the associated ritual specialists
until the traditions were documented in the 19" and
20™ centuries (Siikala 2002; Frog 2013).

3. The view of the relationship between ‘paradigm’ and
‘methodology” used here distinguishes a
methodology as an ideological arena within which
individual researchers operate, entailing views and
valorizations of research materials and questions
put to them, methods, theories, research tools,
argumentation  strategies, and so forth -
methodology corresponds more or less to the
proverbial ‘box’ in which we ‘think’; a paradigm is
here considered a broader structuring framework
entailing core operating principles, implicit
theories, valuations and priorities as a historical
pattern according to which contemporary
methodologies are organized — i.e. a paradigm
extends beyond and unites the (sometimes
competing) ‘boxes’ within which groups of
researchers ‘think’ and operate.

Works Cited

Agha, Asif. 2007. Language and Social Relations.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Barthes, Roland. 1972 [1957]. Mythologies. New York:
Hill & Wang.

15

Bell, Catherine. 1992. Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Ben Amos, Dan. 1976. “Analytical Categories and Ethnic
Genres”. In Folklore Genres. Ed. Dan Ben Amos.
Austin: University of Texas Press. Pp. 215-242.

Briggs, Charles L., & Richard Bauman. 1992. “Genre,
Intertextuality, and Social Power”. Journal of
Linguistic Anthropology 2(2): 131-172.

de Castro, Eduardo Viveiros. 1998. “Cosmological
Deixis and Amerindian Perspectivism”. Journal of
the Royal Anthropological Institute 4(3): 469-488.

Converse, Philip. 1964. “The Nature of Belief Systems
in Mass Publics”. In Ideology and Discontent. Ed.
D. Apter. London: Free Press. Pp. 206-261.

Csapo, Eric. 2004. Theories of Mythology. London:
Blackwell.

Dégh, Linda. 1995. Narratives in Society: A
Performer-Centered Study of Narration. FF
Communications 255. Helsinki:  Suomalainen

Tiedeakatemia.

Doty, William G. 2000. Mythography: The Study of
Myths and Rituals. 2" edn. Tuscaloosa: University
of Alabama Press.

Dumézil, Georges. 1988. Mitra-Varuna. Trans. Derek
Coltman. New York: Zone Books.

Foley, John Miles, & Peter Ramey 2012. “Oral Theory
and Medieval Studies”. In Medieval Oral Literature.
Ed. Karl Reichl. Berlin: de Gruyter. Pp. 71-102.

Foley, John Miles. 1988. The Theory of Oral
Composition: History  and Methodology.
Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Fowler, Loretta. 1987. Shared Symbols, Contested
Meanings: Gros Ventre Culture and History, 1778—
1984. Ithaca: Cornell University Press.

Frog. 2011. “Snorri Sturluson qua Fulcrum:
Perspectives on the Cultural Activity of Myth,
Mythological Poetry and Narrative in Medieval
Iceland”. Mirator 12: 1-29.

Frog. 2013. “Shamans, Christians, and Things in
between: From Finnic—Germanic Contacts to the
Conversion of Karelia”. In Conversions: Looking
for ldeological Change in the Early Middle Ages.
Ed. Leszek Stupecki & Rudolf Simek. Studia
Mediaevalia ~ Septentrionalia 23. Vienna:
Fassbaender. Pp. 53-98.

Frog. 2014a. “Myth, Mythological Thinking and the
Viking Age in Finland”. In Fibula, Fabula, Fact —
The Viking Age in Finland. Ed. Joonas Ahola & Frog
with Clive Tolley. Studia Fennica Historica 18.
Helsinki: Finnish Literature Society. Pp. 437-482.

Frog. 2014b. “Parallelism, Mode, Medium and Orders
of Representation”. In Parallelism in Verbal Art
and Performance: Pre-Print Papers of the Seminar-
Workshop, 26™-27" May 2014. Ed. Frog.
Folkloristiikan toimite 21. Helsinki: Folklore Studies,
University of Helsinki. Pp. 185-207.

Frog. 2015 (in press). “Registers of Oral Poetry”. In
Registers of Communication. Ed. Asif Agha &
Frog. Studia Fennica Linguistica. Helsinki: Finnish
Literature Society.

Frog & Janne Saarikivi. 2014/2015. “De situ linguarum
fennicarum aetatis ferreae, Pars I”. RMN Newsletter
9: 64-115.




Gunnell, Terry. 1995. The Origins of Scandinavian
Drama. Woodbridge: D. S. Brewer.

Halliday, M.A.K. 1978. Language as Social Semiotic.
London: Edward Arnold.

Harvilahti, Lauri. 2013. “Ethnocultural Knowledge and
Mythical Models: The Making of St Olaf, the God
of Thunder, and St Elijah during the First Centuries
of the Christian Era in the Scandinavian and Baltic
Regions”. In The Performance of Christian and
Pagan Storyworlds: Non-Canonical Chapters of the
History of Nordic Medieval Literature. Ed. Lars Boje
Mortensen, Tuomas M, S. Lehtonen & Alexandra
Bergholm. Turnhout: Brepols. Pp. 199-219.

Hiiemée, Reet. 2004. “Handling Collective Fear in
Folklore™. Folklore (Tartu) 26: 65-80.

Honko, Lauri. 1962. Geisterglaube in Ingermanland.
FF Communications 185. Helsinki: Suomalainen
Tiedeakatemia.

Honko, Lauri. 1981. “Traditionsekologi: En
Introduktion”. In Tradition och Miljo: Ett
kulturekologiskt Perspektiv. Ed. Lauri Honko &
Orvar Lofgren. NIF Publications 11. Lund: Liber
Laromedel. Pp. 9-63.

Honko, Lauri. 1989. “Folkloristic Theories of Genre”.
Studia Fennica 33: 13-28.

Inha, 1.K. 1999 [1911]. Kalevalan laulumailta.
Helsinki: Suomalaisen Kirjallisuuden Seura.

af Klintberg, Bengt. 2010. The Types of the Swedish
Folk Legend. FF Communications 300. Helsinki:
Academia Scientiarum Fennica.

Korpela, Jukka. 2014. “Reach and Supra-Local
Consciousness in the Medieval Nordic Periphery”.
In Fibula, Fabula, Fact — The Viking Age in
Finland. Ed. Joonas Ahola & Frog with Clive
Tolley. Studia Fennica Historica 18. Helsinki:
Finnish Literature Society. Pp. 175-194.

Kuhn, Thomas S. 1970. The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions. 2™ edn. International Encyclopedia of
Unified Science: Foundations of the Unity of
Science 11.2. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Lévi-Strauss, Claude. 1952. Race and History. Paris:
UNESCO.

Lindow, John. 1995. “Supernatural Others and Ethnic
Others: A Millennium of World View”. Scandinavian
Studies 67(1): 8-31.

Lyle, Emily. 2012. Ten Gods: A New Approach to
Defining the Mythological Structures of the Indo-
Europeans. Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge
Scholars Publishing.

Siikala, Anna-Leena. 1987 [1978]. The Rite Technique
of the Siberian Shaman. Helsinki: Academia
Scientiarum Fennica.

16

Siikala, Anna-Leena. 1990. Interpreting Oral Narrative.

FF Communications 245. Helsinki: Academia
Scientiarum Fennica.
Siikala, Anna-Leena. 2002. Mythic Images and

Shamanism: A Perspective on Kalevala Poetry. FF
Communications  280.  Helsinki: ~ Academia
Scientiarum Fennica.

Siikala, Anna-Leena. 2012. Itdmerensuomalaisten
mytologia. Helsinki: Suomalaisen Kirjallisuuden
Seura.

Stark, Laura. 2002. Peasants, Pilgrims, and Sacred
Promises: Ritual and the Supernatural in Orthodox
Karelian Folk Religion. Helsinki: Finnish Literature
Society.

Stark, Laura. 2006. The Magical Self: Body, Society
and the Supernatural in Early Modern Rural
Finland. FF Communications, 290. Helsinki:
Academia Scientiarum Fennica.

Stepanova, Eila. 2012. “Mythic Elements of Karelian
Laments: The Case of syndyzet and spuassuzet”. In
Mythic Discourses: Studies in Uralic Traditions.
Ed. Frog, Anna-Leena Siikala & Eila Stepanova.
Helsinki: Finnish Literature Society. Pp. 257-287.

Stepanova, Eila. 2014. Seesjarveldisten itkijoiden
rekisterit: Tutkimus &anelld itkemisen kaytanteista,
teemoista ja kasitteistd. Kultaneiro 14. Joensuu:
Suomen Kansantietouden Tutkijain Seura.

Tadmor, Uri. 2009. “Loanwords and the World’s
Languages: Findings and Results”. In The
Loanwords in the Worlds Languages: A
Comparative Handbook. Ed. Martin Haspelmath &
Uri Tadmor. New York: de Gruyter. Pp. 55-75.

Tanghlerlini, Timothy R. 1995. “From Trolls to Turks:
Continuity and Change in Danish Legend
Tradition”. Scandinavian Studies 67(1): 32-62.

Tarkka, Lotte. 2013. Songs of the Border People:
Genre, Reflexivity, and Performance in Karelian
Oral Poetry. FF Communications 305. Helsinki:
Academia Scientiarum Fennica.

Tolley, Clive 2009. Shamanism in Norse Myth and
Magic I-Il. FF Communications 296-297.
Helsinki: Academia Scientiarum Fennica.

von Sydow, C. W. 1948. “On the Spread of Traditions”.
In C. W. von Sydow. Selected Papers on Folklore
Published on the Occasion of his 70™ Birthday.
Copenhagen: Rosenkilde & Bagger. Pp. 11-43.

Wright, Robin M. 1998. Cosmos, Self, and History in
Baniwa Religion: For Those Unborn. Austin:
University of Texas Press.




Picturing the Otherworld: Imagination in the Study of Oral Poetry
Lotte Tarkka, University of Helsinki

Abstract: This article advocates a reassessment of imagination in the study of oral poetry, theorizing imagination as a
tool for research. It addresses imagination’s role in constructing unseen worlds through oral poetry, which dialogically
structures understandings of the experiential world. It argues for a unified approach to imagination operating in mythic
and other discourses. Kalevala-metre poetry provides an illustrative case.

The otherworld is by definition beyond the
scope of empirical experience. Knowledge
and understandings of the otherworld, its
topography, inhabitants and significance are
not random and purely spontaneous: they are
socially constructed and communicated through
discourse. Anchors of this knowledge are
forms of verbal art or oral poetry linked to
mythology, ritual and magic. In practice, of
course, the deictic opposition between ‘us’ or
‘ours’ and ‘other’ leads to the symbolic
correlation between the remote, empirically
inaccessible otherworlds and the environ-
mental or social spaces that are ‘other’, such
as the forest or a neighbouring village.
(Tarkka 2013: 327-428.) These ‘others’ may
also be conceived through the lens of the
supernatural in dialectic with empirical
experience, yet the supernatural qualities and
attributes ascribed to them belong to the
sphere of the imaginal® (see Frog 2015). In all
cases, imagination provides the essential
bridge between discourse and knowledge or
understanding.

Research has a long history of interest in
mythology, the supernatural, and the traditions
of oral poetry through which these realms of
discourse and understanding have been
communicated. Like any other symbolic action,
oral poetry works by creating new, otherwise
unimaginable couplings between language
and the world. As these connections inter-
twine, the unseen and inexplicable is clothed
in concrete images and is thus rendered
observable, conceivable, and understandable.
At the same time, the everyday and that which
is manifest in the world are linked with
images in such a way that their familiar
meanings become obscure and open to
question, infusing them with new meaning
potential. A central position in the creation of
poetic meanings is the imagination.

In recent decades, imagination has received
increased attention for understanding functions
of verbal art and how it operates in society.
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The vitalization of imagination as a tool has
nevertheless maintained a divide between the
entertainment of fantasy and poetic meaning
potential on the one hand, and understandings
of the mythic, unseen world on the other. The
present article discusses this problem through
the case of research on Finno-Karelian
traditions. It reviews the discussion of
imagination through the history of scholarship,
where it has been under-theorized. It then sets
out an approach to imagination, especially
following the work of Mark Johnson (1987),
and illustrates its utility as a tool against
empirical data. Finally, the article argues that
the divide between the mythic and the
fantastic or poetic is a specious construct
rooted in the research history, and that better
theorizing of imagination makes it possible to
observe a particular poetics operating in the
creation of meaning through imagery against
a mythic sounding board.

Imagination and Fantasy in Early Finnish
Research

The preliminary connotations of imagination
are already observable in the process of
inventing the Finnish written language, where
it is called kuvatuslahja [‘the gift of picturing’],
or kuvaisaisti [‘image-sense’], following the
terminology established by Elias Lonnrot in
his pioneering Swedish—Finnish dictionary
from 1866-1880 (L6nnrot 1958a: 830; 1958bh:
76). Here, imagination or fantasy has to do with
images, the senses and human dispositions.
According to a more recent dictionary
definition, imagination is the “capacity to
form internal images or ideas of objects and
situations not actually present to the senses”
(Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. ‘imagination’),
but in philosophy, psychology, and art studies
the concept has been the subject of intense
and long debate (see e.g. Johnson 1987: 141-
166; Iser 1993; Petterson 2002). In the
imagination, images and ideas may be
combined without being continuously subjected




to a reality-check; imagination is thus free up
to a certain point. A basic premise in the
study of verbal expressions, such as poems, is
the notion of the communicability of imagi-
nation in a way that is conditioned by the
translatability of the imaginative into language.
Thus, the study of imagination has to take into
account the boundaries set by language and its
conventions that are set by culture. Lonnrot
(1840: 1) points out the imperfection of this
conversion process: “in speaking of matters of
the mind and thought,” “figuration may only
take place through the voice and the word,
deficiently, like all other kinds of description
in the world.” Lonnrot’s position can be
looked on as a foundational view of how this
has been understood to take place within the
field of Finnish folk-poetry research.

Finnish folklore studies took shape within
the project of Romantic Nationalism. The
collection, archiving, publication, and study
of folklore focused on the oral poetic tradition
that was still practiced in the peripheries of
the Finno-Karelian culture area in the early
19" century. This tradition, namely poetry in
the Kalevala-metre, provided the source
material for Lonnrot for his compilation of the
Finnish national epic, the Kalevala (1835;
1849). The poems of this epic, indeed the
mere existence of such a proof of civilization,
fuelled the national imagination, and its
influence ranged from art and education to
politics and commerce. The publication of the
epic resulted in extensive campaigns of
folklore collection. Initially the study of this
poetic tradition concentrated on the literary
epic, and, in line with the intellectual climate
of the time, the main question was whether
Lonnrot’s epic reflected ancient mythology or
ethnic, and thereby national, history. The
scientific study of folklore only started to
prioritise Lonnrot’s sources and other oral
poems as scholarly research material in the
early 20" century. The study of Kalevala-
metre poetry was dominated for decades by the
so-called Finnish or Historical-Geographic
Method, which aimed at the reconstruction of
the poetic tradition through comparative study
(esp. Krohn K 1918; cf. Krohn K 1926; see
Frog 2013). Starting from the 1960s, the
historicising  interest was increasingly
challenged with sociological and anthropo-
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logical insights. These foregrounded the study
of poetry as a social phenomenon and as an
aesthetic and ideological resource for the
people who sang the poems.

In the study of Kalevala-metre poetry,
imagination has been linked above all with
three issues: a) the birth of poems and poetry
through individual or collective creativity; b) the
origin of mythic concepts; and c) the figure-
ative nature of poetic language. Imagination
and fantasy have, however, remained residual
categories: no attempts have been made to
analyze and theorize them, and the attempts to
envisage them have resorted to metaphor:
imagination is pictured, for example, as ‘a
borderless realm’ (daretdn valtakunta) which
‘flies’ (lentdd) (Setdld 1932: 606) or which
‘billows free and broad’ (vapaana ja laajana
lainehtii) (Hastesko 1910: 5). Traditions of
interpretation of the poetry have long been
bound up with nationalist ideology and a call
for a nation to have a history (see e.g. Siikala
2012: 22-23). The imaginative faculty or
fantasy received a dubious reputation: there
was no national need for it, and it even
became an obstacle to reconstructing the
history of the nation through the epic poems.
This bias, which Satu Apo (2015) identifies as
romantic historicism, has influenced particular
genres in the history of research, favouring
some, and rejecting others, particularly those
characterised as fantasy-based entertainment.
Most traditions of Finnish folk-poetry research
were motivated by the quest for the real:
poems were supposed to tell of historical
events, past ethnographic reality, or of myths
that in antiquity were believed to be true and
therefore equally conceived of as represent-
ations of an ethnographic reality. In the eyes
of the researcher, these ‘ancient’ beliefs were
naturally ‘fantasies’ (kuvitelmat) (e.g. Harva
1948: 50, 53). Used in this way, the word
fantasy has a pejorative dimension which
points to a false or warped interpretation of
reality, the superstition of ‘other’ people (cf.
Frog 2014: 438-441).

Although imagination rarely functions as
an analytical concept, the international
groundbreaking text of Finnish folk-poetry
research, Kaarle Krohn’s Die folkloristische
Arbeitsmethode (1926), defines the research
object of folklore studies by means of




imagination: according to Krohn, folkloristics
investigates:

das Volkwissen, soweit es: 1) traditionell, 2)
von der Phantasie bearbeitet und 3) echt
volkstimlich ist” (Krohn K 1926: 25, original
emphasis; cf. also Hautala 1957: 32-33.)

the lore of the folk, insofar as it is 1)
traditional, 2) moulded by the imagination,
and 3) genuinely of the folk.

Krohn even calls the object of research
Volksphantasie [‘folk fantasy’] (1926: 21—
22). It becomes clear from reading Krohn,
however, that imagination mainly relates to
the aesthetic or poetic form of texts: poetry is

first and foremost the sphere of the
imagination. Kalevala-metric epic poems
could be formed ‘within the native

imagination without any other basis in reality
than the singer’s own internal and external
vision,”? and poems could be developed and
linked ‘merely by means of the imagination’
(pelk&n mielikuvituksen avulla) (Krohn K
1932: 25-26). The more artistically-minded
folklorist Martti Haavio later advocated that it
was a researcher’s responsibility not only to
elucidate the materials and poetic patterns
used by a poem’s composer, but also to attend
to this aesthetic and creative process: since he
is dealing with ‘the birth of a work of art, one
should take note of the poet’s imagination and
skill”®* (Haavio 1952: 213). Although imagi-
nation or ‘fantasy’ remained intuitively rather
than analytically defined, its significance for
research was underlined already from the first
half of the 20" century.

The association of imagination with poetry
and creativity is a Romanticist notion. The
Greek word poiesis, from which it derives,
points to the ability of poetry to create
something new, and especially to create “new
kinds of worlds” (Oesch 2006: 87). Typically,
imagination has been seen as freedom of
expression and creation, and poetry thus
becomes ‘the shoreless, borderless realm of
the imagination, where the flight of imagi-
nation is limitless and unbounded’* (Setala
1932: 606). Imagination is both the prime
mover of poems and the impulse that makes
them change and thus depart from their
ori%inal form and meaning. Already in the
19" century, Julius Krohn (1885) emphasized
that amending Kalevala-metric poems or poetic
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motifs with various materials, either learned
or invented, calls for an exceptional ‘poetic
gift, an open eye, which embraces nature, life
and the human soul, and an imaginative power
which creates clear and beautiful images’
(1885: 585, cf. also 587). Rather than being a
characteristic of all people, creativity was a
talent of the few, the chosen of ancient bards,
or the collective of the Volk. This romantic
gift was natural and unbound to subjects, or
essentially itseleton — ‘unconscious of self’
and ‘selfless’— since individual performers of
folk poetry did not have ‘the slightest poetic
gift of their own’ (v@hintdk&dn oma
runolahja) (Krohn J 1885: 583).

In depicting the Karelian ‘creative linguistic
instinct’ (luova kielivaisto) and ‘mind prone
to dreaming’ (haaveilulle herkka mieli), Kaarle
Krohn positively valued this tendency to
produce variation: the eastern rune-singers
had not only preserved the poetry, but had
‘added to it with inexhaustible imagination,
and brightened it with the unquenchable
flame of feeling’® (1914: 352). In his own
words, Krohn (1918: 132) clung to this
‘theory of free development’ (vapaan
kehityksen teoria), especially as regards
Kalevala-metre poems, because he ‘believed in
the special quality of the Karelian imagination.”’
Later, as the idea of gradual evolution gave
way to the idea of devolution, and Krohn
came to emphasize the poems’ western
Finnish origin, the positive connotations of
imaginative creation were attached to the
particular time and place of the poems’ origin:
the subsequent changes were renderings of
mechanical thought and the laws of poetic
metre (esp. in Krohn K 1926). ‘The time
when something new is created was past’8 and
imagination had withered into an ability to
‘select’ (valikoida), ‘assemble’ (kokoonpanna)
and ‘ornament’ (koristella) (Krohn K 1918: 130).

In addition to its position in the discussion
of poetic quality and creation, imagination has
served as an explanatory or interpretive
concept in the study of folk belief and
mythology. As opposed to legends based on
historical events, myths were ‘tales created by
the imagination’ (mielikuvituksen luomat
tarut) (Krohn K 1932: 22-24). Personi-
fication, typical of folk belief, has in
particular been seen as a product of the




imagination (e.g. Krohn K 1914: 351). The
problem of ‘believing in’ religious ideas has
also been elaborated upon in this light. F.A.
Héstesko (1910: 2-3, 5) argues that religious
ideas ‘born [...] with the help of the
imagination, but based on belief,® do not
really belong to the sphere of the imagination
in the true sense — the imagination does not
need ‘the support of make-believe’ (luulottelun
tuki). Especially interpretations of nature-
myths foregrounded the role of the
imagination in the generation of religious ideas,
concepts and images. For example, E.N.
Setdla emphasised that myths of the world
pillar as a pillar or axle at the centre of the
world which supports the universe (mailman-
pylvaskuvitelma) are not ‘in essence matters
of belief” (pohjaltaan uskomuksellinen). They
are based on ‘folk knowledge’ (kansantieto)
and ““scientific” folk observations’ ( ‘tieteelliset’
kansanhavainnot) of the immovable North
Star, which ‘has set the folk imagination
going and simultaneously given cause for
religious imaginings.”'® (Setala 1932: 596—
597.) For Uno Harva, the original core of the
nature-myth ideas was ‘the very mental image
awakened by the phenomenon of nature’ (itse
luonnonilmién herattama mielikuva) together
with the vernacular explanation of the
phenomenon’s origin (Harva 1948: 72). These
initial forms were mixed with ‘additional
traits from other stories and folk tales’™
(ibid.). Imagination was therefore seen as both
the ability to mediate observations and mental
images as well as the narrower capacity to
generate ‘contaminations’ and ‘interpolations’
in poems. Imagination was thus the creative
power of the poet who first composed a
nature-myth poem, a power which no
successor could surpass even with boundless
imagination of his own (Setéld 1932: 583).
The problem of imagination has been
discussed by Finnish folklorists in the context
of the Sampo-Cycle and the sampo in
particular. The sampo is a mythic symbol of
prosperity and growth that is produced by
men and lost because of the inability to share
its produce (e.g. Tarkka 2012). Setél& argued
that rune-singers did not ‘know’ what the
sampo was: for them, the platonic idea or
‘proto-image’ (perikuva) of the sampo was
alien, but they tried through their
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imaginations to envision it through ‘images’
(kuvat) that would capture its essential traits.
These images always remained deficient, nor
were they able to communicate logically the
idea of what they sought to represent (Setélé
1932: 18, 26, 191). The sampo of the rune-
singers was for Setdld a ‘fantasy’ (kuvitelma),
whose meaning had become ‘obscure’
(héamartanyt), lending these images of the
sampo several different ‘Gestalts’ (hahmot).
Both rune-singers and researchers have
attempted to analyse the multiplicity of these
Gestalts through ‘imagination and knowledge’
(mielikuvitus ja tieto). (ibid.: 25.) Setéla
emphasised that, unlike the rune-singers,
researchers’ responsibilities lay in investi-
gating the prototypical images, not the
fleeting reflections created by the imagination
(Setdla 1932: 20).

In the discussion of the sampo, although
knowledge and rationality were favoured over
interpretative creativity, the question of
imagination is articulated. The suspicion
expressed towards imagination and the
imaginative reflects two traditions of thought.
In the first, the meaning of a symbol equates
to its supposed original meaning, which
imaginative reworking obscures (e.g. Setdla
1932: 25-26). In the second, imagination is
defined as the inclination of the human mind
to grasp “objects through their images,
shadows and reflections” (Johnson 1987:
142). As Mark Johnson (1987: 141-145) has
noted, the latter approach derives from a
misreading of Plato’s philosophy and sets
imagination in opposition to knowledge and
rationality, confining it within the field of art.

Early Finnish folklore research thus treated
the ‘image sense’ operative in folk poetry
with ambiguity. Although imagination was
acknowledged as an essential characteristic of
poetry, myth, and folklore — indeed, of all
discourse — its careful conceptualization was
not prioritised. The National Romanticist
ideology foregrounded the unity of language,
history, and art as the backbone of a national
culture and thus of a nation state. The
imagination, however, blurred any clear vision
of the nation’s history and thus became
confined into the epiphenomenal sphere of
art. Imaginativeness as an aspect of language
was treated with similar negligence.




Imagination and the Figurative Nature of
Language
To be communicable and expressible in
language, imagination must link up with the
conventions and poetics of the expressive
culture in question. Our ability and inclination
to create mental images independently of any
direct sensual perceptions and to construct
imaginal worlds from them is linked to culture,
language, and the generically determined means
of expression — even fantasy genres and
nonsense-verse have their own poetics and
hence their limitations of expression. Jouko
Hautala (1957: 33) places imagination within
the competence of the performer to produce
poetically structured and stylized texts: in the
verse tradition, ‘form itself indicates the
influence of fantasy.”*® In this respect,
imagination is thus a lingual phenomenon.
Analyses and typologies of the figurative
language within Finnish folk-poetry research
are as rare as conceptual analysis focusing on
imagination. The most interesting attempt to
comprehend the figurative nature of folk
poetry is  Oskar Relander’s thesis,
Kuvakielestd vanhemmassa suomalaisessa
lyyrillisessd kansanrunoudessa (1894) [‘On
Figurative Language in Older Finnish Lyric
Folk Poetry’], which represents a folk-
psychology investigation seldom practiced in
Finland. The work was not approved as an
academic dissertation in folklore studies, and
it was only approved with difficulty in the
discipline of aesthetics (Timonen 2004: 14—
15). Relander maps out the figurative
expression of lyric folk poetry on the basis of
the laws of association between emotion and
thought. The driving force is emotion, which
demands to be satisfied and expressed, and
‘imagination brings forth images which keep
emotion enlivened.”*® The imagination also
sets in motion the recoupling of mental
images already in the consciousness that have
been activated in reaction to new images fed in
by the imagination. The imagination therefore
not only serves the emotions, but also promotes
‘the activity of thought’ (ajatustoiminta).
(Relander 1894: 2.) Although Relander’s
analysis remains a relatively mechanical
attempt to create order and sense in the
imagery and poetic features of Kalevala-metre
poetry, he emphasises, albeit vaguely, the role
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of images such as metaphors and similes in
human thought: ‘People think through images.
Images always arise in people’s minds: they
are the surge of people’s thoughts.’14
(Relander 1894: 295.)

The emphasis on emotion is connected not
just with theories of folk-psychology and the
definition of lyric as a poetic genre of
emotion, but also with Romanticism, in which
the connection of the imagination with
emotions and irrationality formed a valued
but also hazardous force (see Oesch 2006:
78-79). The relationship of imagination to the
senses and its draw towards sensuality bring
in their train the potential for vice and sin
(Bendix 1997: 31). Assessments of figurative
language often cast explicit aesthetic value
judgements. Julius Krohn (1885: 572) argued
that figurative language is undeveloped in
Finnish oral poetry, °‘since allegory is
impossible in folk poetry, where the intellect
does not yet have the least influence.”* For
his part, Haavio (1992: 290) emphasises that
‘the verbal expression of ancient poets is not
shallow but [...] stratified,”*® and continues:

In striving with limited means to bring
out precisely and comprehensibly
concepts and emotions which do not
belong to everyday life, they [ancient
poets] do resort to the language of
everyday life, but use the words and
phrases with new meanings, as symbols
for new states and activities.'” (Haavio
1992: 290.)

Ideas that were ‘mysterious’ (Salaperdinen),
abstract or associated with the otherworld
were at odds with everyday experience and
they were presented in graphically concrete
forms by using metaphors or ‘translation’
(translaatio) into images (Haavio 1992: 289—
290). Anna-Leena Siikala (2002: 48-49)
emphasises particularly the concreteness of
mythic images. In them, the unknown and
inexplicable are rendered into visible and
detailed graphic forms: both lightning and the
sampo could be pictured as birds, the first as
one with iron wings (Siikala 2002: 50-52),
the latter as one with long claws (Tarkka
2012: 145). By rendering one phenomenon
through another that represents a different
conceptual category, metaphors enable




linguistic innovation and speech about things
for the depiction of which the vocabulary or
nomenclature is lacking. These things may
also be non-existent, for example things that
subsist only in the realm of the imagination.
Seppo Knuuttila uses the term visualisation
(kuvantaminen): this indicates a conceptual
process ‘in which for example the non-
existent is given meaning by linking it with
various experiential and perceivable entities™'®
(Knuuttila 2012: 140). This is especially clear
in mythic metaphor and images of the
otherworld. The translations of the mysterious
and abstract through images and shaping
these through oral poetry allows imagination
to become communicable through language,
and this same process also develops the
expressive vocabulary of the poetry itself. An
oral poetry not only preserves archaisms and
flexes the semantics of vocabulary to conform
to its expressive needs, it also maintains the
systems of metaphors, images and symbols
that are fundamental to its functioning in
communication — communication that depends
on imagination to be used and understood. In
this light, Hautala’s (1957: 33) formulation of
Kaarle Krohn’s (1926: 21-22) Volksphantasie
appears insightful for his time: the form of
Kalevala-meter poetry (or any poetry) “is in
itself an indication of the influence of
fantasy” (cf. Lakoff & Turner 1989).

Myths and Imagination

William G. Doty argues that the imaginal
nature of myths connects them with other
“imaginal expressions and stories” and
“idiosyncratic imaginings” that provide a
model for the interpretation of experienced
reality (Doty 2000: 40). A feature
distinguishing myths from other forms of
meaning formation is their interpretation as
something culturally important (Doty 2000:
37-39). Mythology and mythic language
produce the core metaphors of a society or a
community, by which “the apparent random-
ness of the cosmos can be stabilized [....]
Myths provide the overarching conceptualities
of a society by structuring its symbolic
representations of reality.” (Doty 2000: 51.)
Both Doty and Siikala argue that the products
of the mythic imagination, such as mythic
images, are “true experientially” (Doty 2000:
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40) or “considered and experienced as real”
(Siikala 2002: 52).

According to Mark Johnson’s (1987: 140)
broad definition, imagination is the human
“capacity to organize mental representations
(especially percepts, images and image
schemata) into meaningful, coherent unities.”
Imagination is not confined to the field of art,
nor does it relate only to the creation of
images or the arrangement and comprehension
of perceptions (Johnson 1987: 140-141).
Johnson argues that imagination is part of
human rationality:

Imagination is a pervasive structuring
activity by means of which we achieve
coherent, patterned, unified represent-
ations. It is indispensable for our ability
to make sense of our experience, to find
it meaningful. [...] Imagination is abso-
lutely central to human rationality, that
is, to our rational capacity to find
significant connections, to draw infer-
ences, and to solve problems. (Johnson
1987: 168.)

Johnson’s broad definition helps to outline the
analytical and methodological potential of the
concept of imagination. In research on folk
poetry, this definition can be complemented
by some additional points and observations.
Imageries and figurative expressions in poetic
language are not ornamentation, but point to
the ways in which people create order and
meaning in their world — they are traces of
imaginal processes and they imply, at least
potentially, rational argumentation (see also
Lakoff & Turner 1989: 215). The interpre-
tations of images change over time, and
earlier historical layers of meaning are of no
more significance than later ones. Moreover,
when examining the mythic imagery of
poems, it is not appropriate to limit oneself to
mythic or ritual texts: the imagination has the
ability to link mythic and “believed-in
imaginings” (de Riviera & Sarbin 1998) with
everyday thought and the worlds of play.
When taken altogether, representations
arising from and organised within the sphere
of the mythic imagination do not necessarily
form a completely coherent mythological
whole (cf. Siikala 2002: 55-56), although
variation and innovation are structured and




conventional in the context of the image
frames that govern the new couplings
between images and that structure the relative
freedom of imagination itself. The coherence
of images and image frames within a mythic
corpus is context-specific: they make sense,
but the relevant meanings within one context
should not be extended to another. Although
in the present survey the focus is upon the
verbal expression of the imagination, the
images could also be represented visually or
in action (cf. e.g. Siikala 2002: 52; Tarkka
2012: 163-164). For example, in Karelian
ritual praxis, the supranormal power that was
believed to threaten a person was eliminated
by means of the image of an iron and/or fiery
fence which surrounded him. The image was
verbalised for example in the charm words
aijan rautasen rakennan [‘I will build an iron
fence’] or tavos mulle tulinen miekka [‘Forge
me a fiery sword!’] (circling the body with an
iron sword being symbolically equivalent to
the erection of an iron fence), while the image
was concretised with a fiery splinter, and with
an axe or sword, and finally was activated by
circling the person under threat with the
splinter and axe (SKVR 1, 1878, 1887). Within
the frame of an individual performance, the
conventions for using and interpreting image
representations becomes active, and the
pragmatic relations between linguistic and
para-linguistic expressions as well as objects
and elements of the environment resolve

otherwise  ambiguous and  potentially
contradictory  symbols into  meaningful
coherence.

Mythic images and the poetic language by
which they are expressed are shared, historically
layered, and linked to the slowly changing
structures of mentality (cf. e.g. Siikala 2002:
29-32; 2012: 64-71). The collective and
traditional dimension of imagination (Petterson
2002) may be emphasised by speaking of
‘popular’ or ‘vernacular’ imagination. In the
area of vernacular imagination, mythic images
form powerful loci of cultural memory,
emotion, and action. These are simultaneously
made possible and moulded within tradition;
they influence the ways in which individuals
and communities act and reciprocally change
as they are shaped through this action.
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At the risk of reproducing Romanticizing
notions of folk poetry, there is also reason to
ask whether oral and literary poetries differ in
relation to the cultural and linguistic channelling
of imagination, for example through traditional,
crystallized imageries. In particular, a system
like Kalevala-metre poetry, in which several
genres operate within the framework of one
poetic language, is impossible to set apart
from other forms of communication as a
completely separate artistic sphere. The poetic
language was intertwined with spoken language
and other poetic systems (see Stepanova
2012: 281; Tarkka, forthcoming a), and its
recognised genres occupied a concrete
position as social or magical tools (see Tarkka
2013: 109-115, 120-122, 286-287). Julius
Krohn (1885: 576) argued long ago that
‘[flolk poetry is closely connected to life; the
realm of the imagination has not been prised
from it as something separate from normal
life, as with art poetry.”*® Nor for this folk
poetry does there exist ‘poetry as poetry’,
‘poetry for poetry’s sake’, ‘pure poetry’ (cf.
Setdla 1932: 592-593), or ‘mere poetic
expressions’ (cf. Siikala 2002: 52). In addition,
the intertextuality of folklore genres mediates
the genre-specific meanings attached to
imageries and image frames, thus allowing
the mythic meanings to affect the whole field
of expressive genres.

Images of the Otherworld

Mythic worlds simultaneously shape and
provide frames for people to understand the
world of their everyday experience (cf. Frog,
this volume; Lukin, this volume). This will be
illustrated here through the ways in which the
singers of Kalevala-metre poetry constructed
their mythic worlds. Descriptions of the
otherworld provide a suitable empirical basis
for the analysis of how people picture and put
into words the unknown world beyond the
senses.”® As a starting point, it may be
asserted that the networks of meaning and
image systems rooted in the otherworld are
mythic in their nature, but their range of uses
also extends across the description and
evaluation of everyday life and of individual
life histories (see Siikala 2012: 64-65; Tarkka
2013: 237-258).




In 1871, Miihkali Perttunen performed The
Song of Creation, in which the mythic hero
Vaindmoinen drifts across the primordial sea.
The myth of the world’s creation depicts the
time before time and a landscape which had
not yet been organised into the geography that
we recognise. This is despite the poem’s
internal world being brought together from
landscape elements and social relations that,
already before the acts of creation, resemble
the familiar world. The world is created from
the eggs of the water bird that broods upon
Viindmoinen’s knee and the sea bottom has
taken on its shape from his movements,
whereafter the hero drifts to the shore of
Northland (Pohjola). To an audience familiar
with the poetic corpus, Northland activates a
broad, spatio-temporal semantic framework
rooted in the otherworld (Tarkka 2013: 383—
384): it is clear that the events of mythic
primordial time are situated on the border of
two worlds: ‘ours’, and that of the ‘other’.
Miihkali gives the following account on
Vidindmdinen’s journey:

(1) Hénta tuuli tuuvittauve,

ilman lieto liikuttauve,

oalto rannalla ajauve

pimieh om Pohjoilahe,

tarkkahan Tapiolahe,

miehien S§y6jdhin kyldhe,

urohon upottajahe,

kiven kirjavan Sivulla,

poajem pakSun lappiella,

Soarehe Selillisehe,

mantereh on puuttomahe.

(SKVR 1,58.82-92.)

A wind lulls him,

a gentle breeze sweeps him,
a wave drives him to shore,
to dark Northland,

to strict Tapiola,

to the man-eating village,
the drowner of heroes,

to the side of a colourful stone,
to the slope of a thick crag,
to an island of the open sea,
to a land without trees.

Corresponding depictions are typical of
Kalevala-metre poetry, the narrative world of
which is built up through journeys conducted
between this world and the otherworld. The
otherworld destination is too dark to see and
too strange to picture by means of normal
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expressive strategies. In the face of this
challenge, the poem lingers and, through its
repetitive structure, creates a cross-exposure
of the undesired space.

How did Miihkali depict what lay outside
the experience of observation, of everyday
and rational thought? How did he relate and
picture the unknown? For Miihkali, the other-
world was dark and ‘strict” (tarkka), strangely
coloured but still natural in its stone-like-ness
— it was a barren island surrounded by water,
a village which consumed and drowned
heroes. The otherworld thus resembles what is
familiar and yet remains unknown. In taming
and familiarizing the unknown, Miihkali
brought concrete and everyday landscape
features (such as islands), social organizations
(such as villages) and elements (such as
water) into contact with perpetually new and
surprising image frameworks. The familiar
meanings of the features and elements of this
landscape receded and were brought into
question, but the unknown became filled with
images and meanings. The colourful stone
was peculiar as a stone, but that unfamiliarity
compelled reflection on the categories and
characteristics of these phenomena in dialectic
with their regularities and contrasts with
empirical experience.

Miihkali’s performance is the result of a
process of contextually relevant selection: the
singer combined elements from the pool of
traditional expressions known to him and that
also suited the context in order to form an
aesthetically satisfying whole. The paradig-
matic set of usable expressions was based on
the singer’s mastery over the mythic corpus
(Doty 2000: 33-34; Siikala 2012: 60-61), and
the combination of these elements into a
syntagmatic whole presupposed competence
in the broader poetic idiom. Siikala (2012:
465) notes that singers and performers of
incantations were able to form different
epithets by continuously combining ‘new
features of the mythic world’.?* In the history
of research, the creation of a paradigmatic set
of images and tropes, the selection of possible
expressions, and the inclination to form
parallel depictions have all been connected
with the field of imagination. These patterns
are deeply cultural, and hence part of the
vernacular, poetic imagination.




On the level of the regional mythic corpus,
the epithets of the otherworldly Northland
depict a world permeated by strangeness. The
positive pole of meaning of otherworld
settings is concerned with wealth: Northland
was a ‘thick, fat’ (paksu) and ‘strict, sharp’
(tarkka) place, an otherworld home of wealth,
which could also be situated in real regions,
for example on the shores of the Arctic
Ocean, teeming with fish (Tarkka 2013: 222—
223). As a place of wealth, the otherworld
was, however, connected with Utopias:
boundless wealth was a dream of the hungry
(Tarkka 2012: 165).

At its most typical, otherworldliness is
connected with life after death and its spatial
representation, and with hostile images
milling out moral concepts — the otherworld
Northland is helvetti [‘hell’], paha paikka
[‘the evil place’] and paha sarana [‘the evil
hinge’], where paha valta [‘evil power’] rules
(SKVR 1y 634, 58, 54a). The Northland of the
incantations is above all a place of sins and a
realm of death described with negative
epithets, where evil has its origin and to
which evil is returned. The afterlife was
depicted as a place that put an end to the
familiar, warm, and good life, and the images
of the realm of the afterlife in Kalevala-metric
poetry overlap with the imagery of the realm
of evil. Notions derived from folk medicine
and incantations about the powerful death
substance called kalma also support the
perceived overlap of these concepts: kalma
originated from the realm of the dead (or
katonehen kartanosta [‘from the yard of the
fallen’]), or from the bodies of the dead (or
manalaisen maksan paasta [‘from the liver of
the departed’]), and thither it was also sent
back with the aid of an incantation (SKVR I4
548; Tarkka 2013: 385, 395-396).

The otherworld is defined in relation to
difference: it is a relational term which relates
at least implicitly to the notions of a boundary
and what is on this side of the boundary.
These dimensions of reality are pictured in the
terms tuonilmanen [‘that world’, lit. ‘of that
air (sky)’] and tdméanilmanen [ ‘this world’, lit.
‘of this air (sky)’]. (Tarkka 2013: 385.)
Although the unknown nature of the other-
world presupposes its being filled with
meanings which trace back to and are
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generated in relation to this world, the
situation in folk poetry is more complex: the
depiction of the unknown otherworld helped to
define and valuate this world, and to emphasise
this world’s essential characteristics in a
dialectic process. The familiar world of the
living and the otherworld subsisted side by
side, or one inside the other. The boundary
between them was a fundamental structuring
principle of this world, and one of the central
functions of ritual was to define, sanction and
maintain that boundary (cf. Stepanova &
Frog, this volume). (Tarkka 2013: 423-424.)

The otherworld is defined both deictically,
from the definer’s own position —‘that over
there’ as opposed to ‘this here’ — and also in
contrast to self-definition — it is ‘other’.
Although the terms are relational (the
relationship of this to that), they nonetheless
point to spatial and bodily experience: to
existence within a world, under a ‘sky’, the
this-worldly state of a lifespan. For an
individual, this condition begins at birth,
when the child moves from the womb with its
otherworld associations talle ilmalle [‘into
this air’], naitd maita marssimah, ilmoja
ihanumah [‘to march these lands, to admire
these airs (skies)’] (SKVR 14985, 960). From
an individual’s point of view, the tdman
ilmanen [‘this-worldly’] is temporally limited
and at the end of life the departed leaves
tuolla ilmalla [‘for that air/world’] (SKS
KRA. Samuli Paulaharju b)16431. 1915).
(Tarkka 2013: 385-386.) In their deicticity,
the spatial images of the otherworld and this
world presuppose a subject position from
which this and that are defined as spatial
entities. Hence they also construct the identity
of the subject and position him or her in space
and time, and in a social relationship. Spatiality
and relationality also present the possibility of
exchange and movement: travel between the
otherworld and this world, and communi-
cation between them. Hence the conceptual
construction of the otherworld creates a basis
for the themes of journeying and incantation
performance represented in Kalevala-metre
epic poetry. (Tarkka 2013: 386.)

Otherworld epithets combine with each
other and may form extensive passages that
give the narrative a rhythm, motivate the plot
and describe the narrative universe — as in




Miihkali’s eight-line description of Northland
in example (1) above. At its briefest, the
otherworld may, however, be depicted with
just one compound word, such as ikipera
[‘eternal end’] (SKS KRA. Heikki Merildinen
b)547. 1888). Also, landscape terms and place
names, in themselves neutral, may be linked
with the matrix of otherworld localities in a
narrative context or, for example, through
parallel expression, leading their interpre-
tation and value to change. Thus pejorative
epithets that emphasise distance or lowliness
like pera [‘back; end’], pohja [‘north;
bottom’] and syva [‘deep’] (e.g. SKVR I; 60,
72) may be joined with value-free
descriptions. The relationship between the
otherworld and this world also may be
emphasised by using kinship terms, by which
the people of Northland are described as
being kin to the heroes (e.g. SKVR I; 165).
(Tarkka 2013: 386-387.)

In addition to spatial, topographical and
social  definitions, the otherworld is
characterised as differing from normal reality
in its temporality or non-temporality, which is
described with the epithet iki [‘eternal’].
Northland is the ikikyla [‘eternal village’] and
ikiperd [‘eternal end’] (SKVR Iy 93; SKS
KRA. Heikki Merildinen b)547. 1888). The
eternal otherworld is the world of the dead, a
space-time outside the temporality of this
world. From this primary meaning, use of the
epithet iki has spread. Mythic eternity is a
characteristic of positive heroes, above all
Vainamoinen, based on his age, which indexes
wisdom. Vadindmadinen is the ikuinen [‘eternally
old’] ikiruno [‘eternal poet’] (SKVR I; 308,
624). Timelessness also refers to the
continuity of knowledge mediated from earlier
generations or vanha kansa [‘the ancient
people’] (Tarkka 2013: 500): the temporal
reach of tradition exceeds an individual
generation or the lifetime of one person. The
epithet iki also gives form to a community’s
temporal depth, the chain linking the
generations to the primordial time of the
world-creation, along which the forefathers
aid and counsel the living. Through the ritual
maintenance of this connection, eternity and
the present moment, this world and the
otherworld, fed and shaped each other.
(Tarkka 2013: 387-388.)
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The geography of the Kalevala-metre
poetry’s otherworld is linked with Northland,
which, as its name indicates, was situated in
the north. As a northerly region, it was
compared with Lapland (e.g. SKVR 1, 873)
and was pushed to the periphery of a
community’s sphere of activity by means of
derivatives of ‘north’ (pohja) pointing to
distance, being at the back of beyond or
lowness: Northland (Pohjola) was pohja or
pohjo [‘north; bottom’] (SKVR I, 1025; I;
683). The pohjainen [‘northerly’] was a cold
north wind (vilu viima [‘the cold breeze’])
with which the mistress of Northland blights
Viindmoinen’s sowing (SKVR 1; 88). In a
geographicalised otherworld, the direction of
north and ethnic foreignness (‘Lappishness’)
are characterised by coldness and darkness,
which create an association with concepts of
the world of the departed. Northland is an icy
and slippery kymé kyla [“cold village’] (SKVR
I, 60, 81), the dark and stone-hard Pimettdla
[‘Darkland’] (SKVR I, 60, 81, 88, 54). In the
land hostile to life, even the heavenly bodies
do not shine (SKVR 1; 93). (Tarkka 2013:
388.)

Through imagination, a person could
visualise and verbalise both the non-existent
and the unknown. One of the most typical
epithets describing the otherworld points
precisely to this dimension: the otherworld was
strange. Because the unknown reality had to be
envisioned, however, and made perceptible, it
could be described as a region or a building:
Northland was the vieras maa [ ‘foreign land’],
the tuntematon tupa [‘unknown cottage’], the
outo ovi [‘strange door’], the tietdmaton tie
[‘unknown road’] and the salakansan kartano
[‘yard of the secret folk’] (SKVR I; 60, 64,
79a; 1, 816, 1025). (Tarkka 2013: 390-391.)
One of the dimensions of the unknown was
nimettdmyys [‘namelessness’], which appears
in innumerable compounds when describing a
reality which the main social epithets do not
engage with. The otherworld was lahti
nimeton, nimen tietimaton [‘a nameless bay,
unknown by name’] (SKVR 1; 58a). (Tarkka
2013: 416-417.) The naming of phenomena and
agents belongs among the central functions of
mythic knowledge, since knowledge of a
phenomenon’s name and origin gave power
over it (Siikala 2002: 89-90). Naming not




only created categories and order in the
phenomenal universe, it also highlighted the
name-giver’s power to define reality. A
cosmos-constructing  name-giving  power
appears particularly clearly in origin incan-
tations. At the same time, calling something
nameless and unchristened was an effective
means of placing phenomena in the matrix of
conceptual and social categories. (Tarkka
2013: 417-420.) Epithets such as ‘nameless’,
‘strange’, ‘secret’, and ‘unknown’ not only
identified something as unknown; these all
indexed danger, or potential threatening
power that one was not in a position to
control. Although this negative identification,
an acknowledgement of knowing that
something is ultimately unknown, already
eliminated (some of) that danger.

Speaking of the otherworld fills the
unknown dimensions of reality with images,
giving them form and content. The source of
these images is naturally in the familiar reality
that can be observed and understood by the
users of the poetry, because ‘nothingness’
cannot be depicted as such, as Kenneth Burke
(1966: 430) has expounded. One way to solve
the problem of depicting the otherworld is the
use of negations: indicating the absence of
features which characterise reality (or their
inversion) (Tarkka 2013: 389-391, 423).
Negation is a linguistic feature whereby a
phenomenon is described according to what it
is not. As a phenomenon, negation is purely
linguistic: only in the linguistic universe may
something be set before us which does not
exist. (Burke 1966: 419-421.) Even tentative
understanding of the negative requires
imagination.

Negations work like metaphors, uniting
different conceptual fields and features,
comparing and distinguishing them: both
broaden the circles of describable and verbali-
sable reality. The structure of metaphor, the
uniting of two conceptual spheres for the birth
of a new meaning (e.g. Lakoff & Turner
1989), presents a direct way of talking about
the otherworld: a phenomenon which lacks
any immediate language to describe it is
described through the features of the known
and familiar or their absence. Negations and
metaphors may be viewed as the prerequisites
for the verbalisation of the otherworld.
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Through them, that which is not — and that
which is not known — is given a linguistic
existence (Katajamaki 1997: 8; Tarkka 2013:
389-390, 423).

The most typical linguistic ways of
expressing negative epithets are the endings
-ton/-tdn [‘-less’] and the prefix epa- [‘un-,
non-’] and the use of the words ei [‘not’]
(SKVR Iy 93) or ilman [‘without’]. Toarie
from Aajuolahti describes Vdindmadinen’s being
driven to the otherworld thus:

(2) [...] kantopa vanhan Véindméisen

paikoilla papittomilla,

mailla ristimattomilla.

Aij’ on sinne minnehij,

vaan ei pois palannehia,

pirttih on ovettomah,

ilman ikkunattomaha,

miesten sy6péaha kylaha,

urosten uponnehese.

(SKVR 1,78.37-46.)

[...] carries old VVdindmoinen

to priestless places,

to crossless / unchristened lands.
Many have gone there,

but have not returned,

to the doorless cottage,

without windows,

to the man-eating village,

to the drowner of heroes.

Like Miihkali, Toarie articulates her picture
of the otherworld according to the principles
of parallelism: the verse pairs are internally
coherent and they are linked together in a
meaningful way. Priestlessness and crossless-
ness are typical epithets for the otherworld.
The familiar social cosmos was a land
characterised by the priests and crosses of
Christianity, and only those who had been
baptised and named in the Christian faith
were full members of society and thus fully
human. A crossless land also indicated that
part of the graveyard where the problematic
departed were buried, for example those who
had died in a liminal state or those who did
not belong to the community. The next epithet
Toarie gives for the otherworld describes it as
a place where many have gone but whence
few have returned. This is the place of the
departed, whose unknown character is
emphasised: the living do not know the world
of the departed, as eyewitness accounts or




messages are received thence, but only rarely,
in ritual settings and in dreams.

Images of a doorless and windowless cottage
point too to funeral rites and the otherworld as
a place of the departed. The sphere of
everyday human existence, the this-world
home, was often pictured metaphorically as a
house. Correspondingly, the otherworld sphere
was described as a building which lacked the
essential parts of a human dwelling — doors
and windows. Otherworld dwelling places
were non-places: closed and airless spaces
that it was impossible to get into, and which it
was impossible to exit. Ritual equivalents
served as mediators between the house images
of this world and the otherworld. Ritual texts
for funeral preparations emphasised that doors
and windows were to be made, at least
symbolically, on the kropnitsa, the covering
built over a coffin and grave, so that
communication between the living and the
dead would be possible (Stepanova 2011:
137). The lack of doors and windows pointed
to a bad death and the severing of communi-
cation. (Tarkka 2013: 391.)

Otherworld epithets indirectly describe an
unobserved world outside everyday thought.
They make use of the imagination in projecting
features of the known and familiar universe
onto the unknown, indicating, however, the
absence of these characteristics. The same
mental and linguistic images used to describe
the otherworld aid our understanding of the
world we know: otherworld imagery lays bare
and simplifies the structures, characteristics
and values of the reality that is familiar and
observable, of the reality that corresponds to
our horizons of expectation. What belongs to
this world is figured through the otherworld,
and the otherworld, eschewing definition, is
verbalised as a concrete opposite of this
world. Such dialectic differentiation works by
selecting contextually meaningful character-
istics of a phenomenon and creating epithets
on the basis of them. In depicting the
otherworld, many simultaneous or parallel
definitions were resorted to: the negative and
inverted, the relational and deictic, the spatial
and temporal, and the co-ordinates of real
geography or of the fictive world of
traditional narratives.
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Imagination, Dreams, and Utopian Discourse
Vernacular notions of the nature of the
imagination may be found in areas other than
the symbolism of the otherworld, for example
in words signifying imagination and fantasy,
and in concepts related to dreams and
forebodings. In Karelian, what was conceived
as the opposite of the real and reality was
mielenkoavailus, which is derived from the
base word koavehus. Koavehus is ‘imagi-
nation’, and koavailu, derived from it,
indicates description and narration, but also
make-believe and dreaming; the forms
koavassellakseh, koavasteliutuo and koavehtie
or koavastoa indicate fantasy or a mirage in
the mind and appearances in dreams.
(Karjalan kielen sanakirja I1: 311; Il: 262—
263.) The last of these in particular is closely
related to the imaginative process, in which a
dream is ‘seen’ (ndhdaan). The dream world
was the opposite of ilmi, or the visible world
and wakefulness (SKS KRA. livo Marttinen
8: Il D.3.6, I, 16. 1911; Karjalan kielen
sanakirja I: 439), but was nonetheless seen:
what was seen in a prophetic dream might
move into the waking world; it was fulfilled.
The as yet non-existent future might also
announce itself and become perceptible
through hearing, vision or smell. Thus when,
for example, something is heard from the lake
niinkuin  huhuonta [‘like hollering’], it
presaged a drowning. When muka niin kuin
valista korvissa kuuluu itku eikd mitan& ole
[‘thus it is as though weeping is heard and
there isn’t anything there’], it forebodes
something that will cause weeping for the
house (SKS KRA. Samuli Paulaharju
b)14121-14122. 1916; see also b)4466. 1911).
Forming images without sensory observation
and their traditional interpretation, the
experiencing of sensations without stimulus
as signs of a future event, and the dialogue
between wakefulness and dreams are all
expressions of the vernacular imagination.
These imaginations manipulated concepts of
time and almost invariably thematicised basic
essentials of human life: good fortune, wealth,
and their distribution.

The overlap of wakefulness and the
dreamworld and the imaginative working out
of the future in forebodings are linked with
ritual activity in which possibilities were




given shape and their fulfilment was
manipulated. In Kalevala-metre poetry, the
exploration of possibility is coupled with
utopian images. Senni Timonen’s analysis of
utopian intent is among the most powerful
interpretations of the poetics of the imagi-
nation and image-formation in Kalevala-metre
poetry. The utopian images distinguished by
Timonen do not stop with commentary on the
singer’s experience, typical for lyric, but
‘[w]hen turning away from what is present,
the mind set on a change begins to strive for
the imagined’® (Timonen 2004: 355). This
project appears ‘in fantastic series of images’
(fantastinen kuvasarja) (ibid.). The hoped-for,
better situation of the future has to be
presented in images, because it is not, for the
time being, in existence and hence cannot be
captured in propositional expressions. Just as
the otherworld is a place of unknown reality,
the ‘non-existence here’ (tdssd-olemattomuus)
of a localised Utopia creates new, alternative
universes, the depiction of which takes from a
couple of lines up to ten (see Timonen 2004:
355, 367). It is not a matter of ‘pseudo-
worlds’ (pseudomaailmat) as defined by Leea
Virtanen (1991: 53), where a person retreats
‘to be happy’ (viihtyékseen) or to sort out ‘the
hard world of reality’ (arjen kova maailma).
Setdla (1932: 607) also conceived of the
imagination as a force by which people may
‘create new worlds and new heavens for
themselves, of which no-one may deprive
them,’? a conception that equally assigns to
these other realities merely the role of a
safety-valve and neglects their subversive and
world-creating force. Utopia is, for example, a
poetic means of moving beyond the reality
depicted in autobiographical songs to create
uniqgue and meaningful communications,
exploring the potentialities of existences that,
like the supernatural otherworld, are inextri-
cably engaged in a dialectic assessment of the
world of the singers.

Unlike images of the otherworld, utopian
images relate to something better than this life
(Timonen 2004: 356). Like negations, they
express the characteristically human ability or
‘inclination to turn from what is present
towards what is absent’®® (ibid.). Timonen
notes, however, that the mythic metaphors of
the otherworld — as defined by Anna-Leena
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Siikala (2002: 49, 52, 55-56) — are not to be
equated with utopian images, although both
operate with much the same concrete images.
Utopian images cannot be reduced to the
referential background of the tradition of
belief, which Siikala argues determines the
meaning of mythic images. Whereas Siikala
emphasises that mythic images and
metaphors, regardless of their polyphony, are
“not just any images” (2002: 49, 55-56),
Timonen positions utopian images differently:

A utopian image may be almost ‘anything
at all’ in terms of content, nor is its
meaning [...] exhausted within the refer-
ential framework of folk belief — even if
it has a clear relationship to it. Whereas
the concept of the ‘otherworld’ structures
folk belief — at least in theory — Utopia is
situated in the sphere of ‘this world’,
even if on its periphery. Utopia makes
the impossible into a reality; it extends
the real without completely crossing its
borders.”® (Timonen 2004: 357.)

Imagination operates in utopian discourse and
lyric modes of expression according to the
same parameters as in mythic discourse. To
return to the words of Mark Johnson quoted
above:

[It] is a pervasive structuring activity by
means of which we achieve coherent,
patterned, unified representations [that]
is indispensable for our ability to make
sense of our experience, to find it
meaningful. (Johnson 1987: 168.)

It extends our reality by depiction and
verbalisation, by drawing out the wordless
and even subliminal from within the mind into
an intersubjective dimension. The depiction or
figuration of the otherworld — in the form of
mythic images, myths and rituals — “provides
opportunities to ‘perform the world’” (Doty
2000: 41) in a performative sense: it extends the
field of what exists, actualizing and defining
the unseen. Utopian discourses manifest
corresponding  worlds in  corresponding
processes of performative articulation set into
a dialectic relation to our own. This dialectic
also shows the common-sense reality to be the
outcome of a laborious, multi-layered mental
and symbolic process of the dialogues created
between it and various imaginal worlds.




The difference between mythic and
Utopian discourses is not at the level of
imagination as a phenomenon, but at the level
of social perceptions of the signs and symbols
being engaged. Whereas in Utopian discourse
the semantic range of images used is
remarkable (Timonen’s “almost ‘anything at
all’ in terms of content”), the range of
symbols in mythic discourse is more narrow.
These constraints are not necessarily reducible
to any assumptions about what people
experienced or believed to be “true” (Doty
2000: 40) or “real” (Siikala 2002: 52) — after all,
any analysis of these subjective experiences
remains speculative in the study of historical
forms of discourse. Mythic imagination anchors
the imaginative associations to traditional
mythic narratives and their authorization in
ritual practice. Yet also in these collective
displays of mythic meanings, the range of
interpretations varies greatly from individual
to individual, and they also change over time.

Conclusions

In the history of Finnish folk-poetry research,
imagination takes the form of an essential
characteristic of poetry, a dimension of
collective or individual creativity, an expla-
nation of the origin of mythic notions and
concepts, and a motivating force of the
figurative nature of poetic language. In spite
of being identified as central, it has been
peripheralized and devalued through the
majority of the history of research until
relatively recently. In this sense, the
imagination has been treated with the same
bias as the notion of creativity: both have
been at odds with the perception of tradition
and traditionality, and closely linked to
individual subjects and the idiosyncratic.
Anna-Leena Siikala’s and Senni Timonen’s
reinterpretations have significantly progressed
the analysis of the imaginal. Their work
emphasises the connection of poetic language
with the structures of worldview and
conceptual categories. Even here, however, a
divide has been maintained between mythic
images and other images. This divide has
developed owing to research emphasis on the
genres and qualities, meanings, and uses of
the image systems being analyzed. The
present study attends instead first and

30

foremost to imagination in the uses and
structuring of imageries across different
discourses — such as genres — and consequently
produces a new perspective and more synthetic
understanding of the operation of imagination
in Kalevala-metric poetry. Folklore genres are
differentiated yet interconnected spheres of
vernacular imagination: they offer the
expressive means and set the expressive
constraints for imaginative processes and their
communication. As folklore genres are
increasingly defined as essentially dialogical
(e.g. Tarkka, forthcoming b) the domains of
mythic imagination and other discourses
become conceptually intertwined.

If we accept Johnson’s broad definition of
imagination and bring it into primary focus, it
becomes possible to demolish the assumed
divide between mythic images and other
images. This definition becomes a tool where-
by we can arrive at a more precise picture of
the imaginativeness of Kalevala-metric poetry
and observe how meaning is created using
imagery against a mythic sounding board.
Mythic images are emotionally, cognitively,
and morally compelling representations that
are authorised both as tradition and in relation
to the intertextual universe of the oral poetry,
as well as in relation to the vernacular belief
system. The boundary between these and
other representations is, however, variable
and often indistinct, since mythic symbols
have a polysemic quality, yielding a capacity
to synthesise with co-occurring symbols in
specific contexts of use: they are able to
articulate not only the cosmogonic and
cosmographic frames and supranormal
powers but also the values of the community,
historical circumstances, and personal experi-
ences of individual singers (see Tarkka 1998:
133). Although the present study has focused
on Kalevala-metric poetry, this case illustrates
that it is in the field of vernacular imagination
that mythic elements are charged by means of
emotions and current interests, personality
and historicity, and thus gain an expressive
and world-altering power. By means of
imagination, possible worlds are created,
which may have surprising consequences for
the intersubjective reality that we perceive as
present for us.
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Notes

1. The term ‘imaginal’ (cf. Doty 2000) is used here as a
neutral term referring to the involvement of
imagination while avoiding the term ‘imaginary’,
which has connotations of lacking reality and
falsehood, and thus both the ideas that the sun
rotates around the earth and that the earth rotates
around the sun can be described as ‘imaginal’
understandings, whereas only one might be
described as ‘imaginary’.

2. “kotimaisen mielikuvituksen piirissd ilman muuta
todellisuuden pohjaa, kuin mink& laulajan oma
sisdinen ja ulkonainen nidkemyspiiri tarjosi” (Krohn
K 1932: 25-26).

3. “on [...], koska kysymyksessd on taideteoksen
synty, huomattava runoilijan mielikuvituksen ja
taidon osuus” (Haavio 1952: 213).

4. “mielikuvituksen rannaton, a4reton valtakunta, missa
mielikuvituksen lento on rajaton ja rajoittamaton”
(Setéld 1932: 606).

5. “runolahjaa, avonaista silmag, joka luontoa, eldmaa
ja ihmis-sielua késittad, seké selvid, kauniita kuvia
luovaa kuvitusvoimaa” (Krohn J 1885: 585, cf. also
587).

6. “sitd ehtymittomilld mielikuvituksella kartuttaneet
ja sammumattomalla tunteen tulella kirkastaneet”
(Krohn K 1914: 352).

7. “uskoi karjalaisen mielikuvituksen erikoiseen laatuun”
(Krohn K 1918: 132).

8. “Uutta luova aika oli ohi” (Krohn K 1918: 130).

9. “mielikuvituksen avulla, mutta kuitenkin todella vallin-
neen uskon pohjalla [...] syntyneet”.

10. “on ollut omiaan panemaan kansojen mielikuvituksen
liikkeelle ja samalla antamaan aihetta uskomuk-
sellisiinkin kuvitelmiin” (Setdld 1932: 597).

11. “muunlaisista kertomuksista ja saduista saatuja
lisépiirteet” (Harva 1948: 72).

12. “muoto sindnsd on osoituksena fantasian vaikutuk-
sesta” (Hautala 1957: 33).

13. “mielikuvitus luo esiin kuvia, jotka pitdvat tunnetta
vireilld” (Relander 1894: 2).

14. “Kuvien kautta ihminen ainakin ajattelee. TAmmoisia
kuvia ihmisen mielessd aina syntyy, ne ovat
ihmisen ajatusten maininki.” (Relander 1894: 295.)
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15. “silla vertauskuvallinen runous on mahdoton kansan-
runoudessa, missd ei dly vield ollenkaan vaikutta”
(Krohn 1885: 572).

16. “muinaisten runoilijain sanallinen ilmaus [ei] ole yksi-
kerrostumaista, vaan [...] monikerrostumaista”
(Haavio 1992: 290).

17. “Pyrkiesséddn puutteellisin vélinein tdsméllisesti ja ym-
marrettdvasti tuomaan esiin kasitteitd ja tunnetiloja,
jotka eivat kuulu arkiseen elamaén, he tosin
turvautuvat arkieldmén Kkieleen, mutta kayttavéat
sanoja ja fraaseja uudessa merkityksessd, uusien
tilojen ja toimintojen symboleina.” (Haavio 1992:
290.)

18. “jossa esimerkiksi ei-olevaa merkityksellistetddn kyt-
kemalla se erilaisiin kokemuksellisiin ja havain-
nonmukaisiin entiteetteihin” (Knuuttila 2012: 140).

19. “Kansanrunous on ldhimmaissa yhteydessi elimin
kanssa, ei ole siitd erotettu mielikuvituksen
valtakunta tavallisen eldmén ohessa, niinkuin
taiderunous” (Krohn J 1885: 576).

20. The empirical part of this survey summarizes my
analysis of the otherworld imagery of the poetic
corpus of the village of Vuokkiniemi in Viena
Karelia (Tarkka 2013: 383-424).

21. “jatkuvasti uusia myyttisen maailman piirteitd”
(Siikala 2012: 465).

22. “luoda itselleen uudet maat ja uudet taivaat, joita
kukaan ei voi hédnelti riistdd” (Setdla 1932: 607).
23. “Kadantyessadn pois lasndolevasta muutoshaluinen

mieli alkaa tavoitella kuviteltua” (Timonen 2004: 355).

24. “taipumusta k&antyd lasna olevasta kohti pois-
saolevaa” (Timonen 2004: 356).

25. “Utooppinen kuva taas voi olla sisalloltadan miltei
‘mikd tahansa’, eikd sen merkitys [...] tyhjenny
kansanuskon viitekehyksella — ei, vaikka sill& olisi
sithen selvd suhde. Kun kansanuskoa — ainakin
teoriassa — strukturoi ‘tuonpuoleisuuden’ kasite,
utopia sijoittuu ‘timénpuoleisuuden’ piiriin, vaikkakin
sen &arireunoille. Utopia tekee mahdotonta
reaaliseksi, laajentaa todellista ylittdmatta kokonaan
sen rajoja.” (Timonen 2004: 357.)
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Mythology in Cultural Practice: A Methodological Framework
for Historical Analysis

Frog, University of Helsinki

Abstract: This paper presents a methodological framework for addressing variation and change in mythology within a
cultural environment. Mythology is approached in terms of a ‘symbolic matrix’, which provides a semiotic context for
mythic discourse. Different formal ‘integers’ of mythology are distinguished. ‘Dialects’ and ‘registers’ of mythology
are introduced along with an approach to ‘positioning” within the symbolic matrix.

In recent decades, research on mythology has
struggled increasingly with the problem of
living variation in historical cultures and how
this should be addressed. The present article
sets out an approach to mythology that can be
applied to any cultural arena and calibrated in
both temporal and cultural-geographic scope
according to the research questions asked and
the material available. This is a usage-based
approach to mythology as a special type of
semiotic phenomenon. It is designed to take
into consideration both synchronic and
diachronic local and regional variations in
mythology. The same social processes and
practices that enable continuities also
necessarily produce variation as an historical
outcome. The equation of continuity and
variation is affected by different social and
historical factors including contacts and
conversions. It is necessary to bear in mind
that these are processes that take place in
communities and networks of embodied
individuals, even where the specific processes
are ambiguously remote in time and the
individuals have been rendered anonymous. A
specific aim in the development of this
approach was to provide a methodological
framework equipped to address these
processes and the active uses of mythology by
agents operating in them. The approach is
therefore equipped to address social variation
at the level of practices and group identities
that may exist within a single community,
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even where that variation is at the level of
different religions. Equipping the approach to
be a functional tool in synchronic and
diachronic investigations of either situation-
specific uses of mythology or broad social
developments has required theorizing
mythology in a way that can move beyond
many of the limitations of earlier approaches.

This approach addresses mythology in
terms of what | call a symbolic matrix, a term
which refers to the constitutive elements of a
mythology or mythologies in a cultural
environment and conventions for their combi-
nation (see also Frog 2014a; 2014d). Rather
than seeking to attend to ‘a mythology’ as a
single, static thing, this approach attends to
the symbolic resources through which
mythology is manifested and functions. As a
usage-based approach, it attends especially to
interfaces between mythology and social
practices or sets of practices. It acknowledges
the potential for mythology to vary between
different practices — types of variation that are
customarily eclipsed by images of ‘a
mythology’ as uniform, homogeneous and
atemporal. The scope of the symbolic matrix
under consideration can be calibrated to a
‘cultural mythology’ or a ‘religion’, but
attending to the matrix of resources helps
avoid the presumption that ‘a mythology’ is
exclusive of ‘other mythologies’. This is
essential for considering diverse variations
related to contacts, such as those discussed




below. A focus here is on is the problem of
how to take into account different perspec-
tives that coexist within a community on the
same elements of mythology.

The present discussion briefly outlines
what is meant here by ‘mythology’ and what
is referred to as a symbolic matrix. A review
then follows of some formal differences
between certain types of ‘integers’ in that
matrix (i.e. unitary signifying elements such
as images, motifs, etc.). Distinguishing these
elements make it easier to observe and
analyze what is happening in specific cases
under discussion. Examples will be provided
of variation between perspectives on symbols
of mythology. Different perspectives will be
considered, both under conditions of
encounters between religions and also between
different social practices. Registers of
mythology is then introduced as a tool to
account for both of these types of variation as
different forms of the same phenomenon. In
accord with interests of the readership of
RMN Newsletter, emphasis is on pre-modern
environments rather than modern cultural
arenas.! Examples are centrally drawn from
Old Norse and Finnic cultures.

The Problem

Before turning to the problem of synchronic
variation, it is useful to highlight mythology’s
capacity for long-term continuities, which is a
necessary counterpoint for considering vari-
ation. This historical endurance parallels that
of language, which is why it becomes
reasonable to talk about ‘Indo-European
mythology’ or ‘Uralic mythology’: just as the
words and grammar of language have a
continuity spanning thousands of years, so too
do symbols and structures of mythology.?
Language and mythology have somehow been
paired through the history of different cultures
until they were documented in the forms in
which they have become known. This does
not mean that Hungarian and Finno-Karelian
mythologies are the same any more than the
respective Uralic languages. It also does not
mean that Finno-Karelian mythology is any
more homogeneous than the dialects of
Finnish and Karelian languages. Building on
the analogy of mythology to language, Anna-
Leena Siikala (2012: 15) has proposed that we
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should discuss ‘dialects’ of mythology as a
means of talking about this sort of variation in
much the same way we talk about dialects of
language. This type of analogy for considering
mythology provides a valuable tool for
thinking about variation.

Languages and dialects of language do not
evolve in isolation: they are affected by loans
and other interference from contacts with
different languages and dialects. Mythologies
are correspondingly affected by contacts with
other mythologies and the practices with
which those mythologies are interfaced.
Viewing a mythology as a coherent, homo-
geneous and exclusive system leads one to
imagine that Christianity encountered a more
or less coherent mythology — and thus religion —
when it arrived in Finland or Scandinavia.
The various consequences of such an encounter
that produce new combinations of mytho-
logical material have been described with
terms like ‘syncretism’, ‘religious pluralism’
and ‘acculturation’. Such outcomes have been
conceived of as something like a creolization
of two idealized religions with their
associated mythologies. The researcher then
seeks to untangle which elements derive from
which religion or how they work together.
However, this sort of approach easily
marginalizes and devalues the hybrids of this
contact (or collision): they appear as aberrations
between two ideal images. A particular
concern that | want to address here is the
social perception of different mythologies —
the perception that leads to the assimilation or
manipulation of symbols associated with one
perspective on a mythology by people
viewing the same symbols from a different
perspective. This perception may be from the
perspective of an entirely different religion, as
in an encounter between Christians and non-
Christians, but it can also occur where
different groups or specialists have different
perspectives on (what we assume to be) the
same mythology.

A distinction between ‘mythology’ and
‘religion’ is also warranted here. These tend
to get blurred in comparisons of ‘Christianity’
to the ‘mythology’ of a culture or community
in the North. Mythology and religion should
better be viewed as distinct but
complementary categories. If we follow the




analogy of mythology to language, the elements
like images, motifs and stories along with the
structures and conventions for their use and
combination can be viewed as a parallel to the
lexicon and grammar of a language. In other
words, mythology is like another system for
communication, representation, labelling and
interpretation; it is a system that functions
symbolically rather than linguistically.® In
contrast, religion can be broadly considered
as a type of register of practice (cf. Agha
2007) that has developed through inter-
generational transmission, is characterized by
mythology, and entails an ideology and
worldview. This approach to religion views it
as a metasemiotic entity — a system of
practices and behaviors (extending to social
groups with hierarchies and multiple roles)
associated with mythology and that is socially
recognizable as a particular religion. Thus,
individuals exhibiting certain  behaviors,
practices and associated symbols are viewed
as associated with a particular religion, and
that identification associates the practitioner
with the broader range of practices and
behaviours, and the worldview of that
religion, as well as associating them with
other practitioners of that religion as a register
of practice. ‘Christianity’ is not simply a
mythology, but a religion that entails a
socially recognizable religious identity. The
link established between a religion and a
mythology allows the metasemiotic entity of
religion to  be recognized through
characteristic elements of that mythology, and
individuals identified with a religion become
associated with its emblematic symbols of
practice and mythology. Although religion
and religious identity are topics of discussion
beyond the scope of the present paper, it is
important to emphasize that, according to the
present approach, mythology remains a
signification system, whereas religion is the
constellation of practices and behaviors
interfaced with mythology that provide a
fundamental frame of reference for religious
identity.* In this respect, the conflation of
mythology with religion is comparable to
conflating language with ethnicity.
Distinguishing mythology and religion
may not seem especially significant at first
glance, but it must be stressed that
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continuities of mythology may be maintained
through a radical change in religion (see e.g.
Frog 2013c), while a change in religion may
be accomplished on the platform of an
established mythology (e.g. the Reformation).

Mythic Discourse and a Symbolic Matrix
The terms ‘myth’ and ‘mythology’ have been
defined in many ways. Generally speaking,
approaches tend to fall into three broad
categories, or some mixture between them.
These Dbroad groupings are considered
according to how they define or construe
‘myth’ and ‘mythology’ as formal categories
rather than according to categories of
analytical and interpretive  approaches
(psychoanalysis, Myth-and-Ritual, literary
criticism, etc.; see Doty 2000), within which
implicit or explicit definitions of ‘myth’ and
‘mythology’ may vary. A brief look at these
three categories is warranted as a frame of
reference for the theoretical approach to
mythology outlined below.

A classic approach is to define myth as a
type of story. This approach has a foundation
in the origin of the modern term ‘myth’,
which was borrowed from Classical Greek
mythos during the era of Romanticism as a
word for talking about stories associated with
non-Christian religions.”> Specific definitions
of ‘myth’ as a type of story nevertheless
remain quite diverse.® William G. Doty has
suggested that the continued emphasis on
narrative is at its root “a way to stress the
humanistic values of imaginative storytelling,
in contrast to bloodless scientific abstraction
and arithmeticizing.” (Doty 2000: 41.) Defining
myth as a type of story normally leads to
constructing a model of mythology as
something like a coherent narrative world in
which gods and their adversaries have
adventures according to narrative logic. This
sort of approach has difficulty with, for
example, gods addressed in rituals but not
narrated, such as Akras, the Karelian god of
turnips and other root vegetables (e.g. Harva
1948: 209-220): although he would seem to
be a god linked to the orchestration of growth
and sustenance, he remains beyond the scope
of this type of mythology if there are not
stories about him. The same is true of other
mythic images and motifs familiar only from




ritual discourse, such as the staircase to the
otherworld described in Karelian lament
(Stepanova 2012: 262) or Kipuvuori [‘Pain
Mountain’], ruled by a maiden who receives
and tortures aches and illnesses in Karelian
incantations (Siikala 2002: 192).

A more subtle problematic site in narrative-
based approaches is an inclination to
(historically) reconstruct and fill out the
image of a mythology into a coherent whole.
This inclination easily leads to the inference
that in the OIld Norse eddic poem
Harbardsljod, for example, each mention of
an act or adventure of Porr and Odinn in their
competitive dialogue either a) refers to a
narrative that was known and circulated
independently as part of the broader mytho-
logy, or b) is an invention of the author of the
poem without relevance to the mythology.
This can only be tested in cases where the
story is independently attested or referenced
elsewhere, which tends to be the exception
because extant sources are so limited. The
difficulty here is that a presumption of
integration is not necessarily valid. Looking at
the much richer data of kalevalaic poetry, the
mythic smith Ilmarinen is attributed with
forging of the vault of heaven in epic contexts
as an exemplar of his skill, and the motif is
used in incantations as a symbol of mythic
power. However, the event is never narrated
and it is never presented in poems of the
creation of the world — even where The Origin
of the World is performed as part of an epic
cycle in which this act is attributed to llmarinen.”’
In redactions of The Singing Competition, the
demiurge Vainamoinen similarly proclaims
certain motifs in the act of creating the world
that are not found in performances of The
Origin of the World by the same singers.?
However the history of these variations is
interpreted, certain elements of the mythology
clearly exhibit context-specific functions even
within the ‘textual universe’ (Tarkka 1993) of
a single genre. This raises questions about
how to view motifs and themes that are
referenced or narrated in ritual discourse but
which otherwise seem at a remove from the
broader mythology.

This sort of autonomy is common for
charm historiolae, such as accounts of how
Jesus meets Peter (sitting on a stone) and
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heals him of an ailment in so-called Super
petram [‘On a Stone’] charms (e.g. Roper
2005: 122-125), or how the River Jordan is
stopped so that Jesus and John can cross it in
some so-called Flum Jordan [‘River Jordan’]
charms (e.g. Roper 2005: 104-109).° When
developing a coherent image of a mythology,
narrative-based approaches have often
included such historiolae. The case of the
Second Merseburg Charm is famously contro-
versial, because its first attestation is the most
important Old High German source for
vernacular mythology, whereas the numerous
later examples are normally found with
Christian actors like Jesus, Peter and Mary
(e.g. Christiansen 1914; see also Beck 2003
and works there cited). For the present
discussion, it makes no difference whether a
Christian narrative was translated into
vernacular Germanic mythology or vice versa:
in either case, a function-specific narrative
appears to be transposed into a different
‘mythology’ without clear integration into its
broader narrative world. In fact, the agents in
such charms seem to be easily transposable
(Versnel 2002: 118) — i.e. such narrative
elements can easily be transferred from the
mythology of one culture or religion to
another — and it is not necessary for them to
interface at all with the broader mythology for
users to see them as magically effective
(Frankfurter 1995: 475). These are just a few
examples of sites where narrative-based
approaches to mythology frequently appear
ill-equipped to consider what might otherwise
seem to belong to ‘mythology’.

Another major type of approach begins
with an idea of mythology as a sort of
modelling system for understanding the
social, empirical and unseen worlds, how they
work and why they are the way that they are.
This type of approach has developed from
attention to the relationship of mythology to
the way people think about reality (e.g.
Cassirer 1925), which led up to Branistaw
Malinowski’s proposal that myth “is not
merely a story told but a reality lived” (1926:
100). In its background is Emile Durkheim’s
view of religion as “a system of ideas with
which the individuals represent to themselves
the society of which they are members and
the obscure but intimate relations which they




have with it” (1912: 225). It has been
influenced by structuralism, which considered
structures and their systems through which
culture and cultural expressions are organized
and which exhibit a longue durée (cf. Lévi-
Strauss 1967 [1958]: 202-228; Greimas 1987
[1962]). Semiotics has been most funda-
mental in developing the modern approaches,
among which Roland Barthes (1972 [1957])
is at the forefront. Although its implications
extend to such a fundamental level that it can
be challenging to unravel (esp. Lotman &
Uspenskij 1976), this type of approach proves
very useful for addressing myths in modern
cultures owing to its emphasis on symbolic
patterns and the indicators that make them
recognizable in diverse forms, such as the
‘myths’ that good will triumph over evil or
that soap bubbles help make things clean.
Basically, myths become viewed in terms of
symbolic models that provide frames of
reference or that are more abstractly just
recognized and understood as meaningful or
significant (i.e. functioning paradigmatically
rather than syntagmatically). Similar ideas are
implicitly behind descriptions of mythology
as constituted of things that are bonnes a
penser (Lévi-Strauss 1962: 128) [‘good(s) to
think with’] or mythology as “a form of
knowing” (Doty 2000: 55-56, original emphasis).
On the other hand, the semiotic approach is
not equipped to differentiate these types of
patterns from a ‘myth’ of Porr’s battle with
the world serpent or a ‘myth’ that the world
was created from an egg. In other words, it
slides towards structuralism’s pitfall of
identifying a meaning-bearing paradigm, and
then using that abstraction as a lens through
which to view all of the paradigm’s instant-
ations. Even when the abstraction is not
artificially applied across contexts and
cultures™® and the indexical semantics of the
paradigm have been accurately assessed, using
that paradigm as a lens customarily levels
differences between those instantiations and
marginalizes their potential for distinctive
meanings. The utility of this type of approach is
compromised especially where the ‘mythology’
of narrative-based approaches is brought into
focus if no differentiation is made between
the ‘myth’ of an abstract paradigm, like the
monster-slayer’s victory over the monster,
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Figure 1. The so-called Gosforth Fishing Stone, 10"
(?) century, Cumbria, England. borr is on the left with
his hammer, deeply carved eyes and a fishing line
with an ox-head for bait; his companion on the
adventure, the giant Hymir, is on the right with an axe
to cut the fishing line when the World Serpent is
caught and raised to the surface; the face (?) of the
World Serpent is in the lower right, with its tail in
lower left (the knotwork pattern above the boat might
speculatively be interpreted as the serpent’s body,
which encircles the world). (Illustration by the author.)

and ‘myths’ that are distinct instantiations of
that paradigm, like Porr’s battle with the
World Serpent (cf. Figure 1).**

Since around 1990, a third major approach
has developed that has been less concerned
with defining ‘myth’ or ‘mythology’ and
focuses instead on mythic discourse, or people’s
use and manipulation of images, motifs and
stories that have a mythic quality in order to
mediate conceptual models, values, under-
standings and so forth. The term and concept
of mythic discourse emerged when ‘discourse’
became both a catchword and a new frame for
looking at different phenomena.'> The term
‘mythic discourse’ is most often used without
seeking to define it, but it was quickly
adapted into studies of mythology and
religion (e.g. Siikala 1992) and has been more




generally explored as a tool for addressing
how people interact with emotionally invested
symbols (e.g. Goodman 1993). The rise of
mythic discourse as an approach to mythology
is linked to increased attention to meanings,
performance and viewing mythology in terms
of systems of symbols,™® which will here be
considered the ‘integers’ of mythology. An
integer of mythology is considered a
meaningful, unitary element that can be
distinguished from other elements. However
simple or complex, insofar as anything linked
to mythology is presented, understood and
referred to as a single unit and can carry
meanings or associations as a unit, it can be
considered a symbol: it is a type of sign that
can be recognized as signifying something.
This may be the image of a god, a narrative
motif or even a complex story. Different types
of these symbolic integers will be introduced
in the following section. For the moment, it is
simply important to stress that mythology is
here considered to be more than just stories; it
is made up of all sorts of symbolic integers
and the conventions for their combination.**
All of these together form a symbolic matrix.
When approaching the symbolic matrix of
a particular environment, three factors should
be stressed. First, discussing mythology and
its symbols should be distinguished from
‘belief’. ‘Belief’ 1s a subjective phenomenon
which happens at the level of individuals.
Owing to how this term is used with
Christianity, ‘belief” is normally imagined as
a conscious subscription of faith. Mythology
enables imaginal understandings of the world
and experience. It extends beyond the empirical
world to mental models that are related to the
world through imagination (see Tarkka, this
volume). Mythology is distinguished from,
for example, poetic metaphor by the
emotional investment of these models (Doty
2000: 55-58). Thus mythology can be viewed
in terms of emotionally invested thinking
models. When talking about mythology, its
integers can be described as emotionally
invested symbols because they are socially
recognized as being meaningful to people in
powerful ways, whether they are so deeply
established that they function as unconscious
assumptions or they are actively contested
within or across communities.”® On the one
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hand, the engagement with these models is
not dependent on a conscious understanding:
just because one does not ‘believe’ in ghosts
does not mean that s/he will not get nervous
or frightened by strange noises in the middle
of the night in a house that is supposed to be
haunted (cf. Kamppinen 1989: 18-19). On the
other hand, the recognition of this emotionally
invested quality is not dependent on personal
alignment with the symbol: an atheist can
easily respond to symbolism of martyrdom in
literature. It is precisely the recognition that
certain symbols are emotionally invested that
leads them to be used and manipulated. In
addition, mythic symbols are generally
characterized by ambiguity: they can be
interpreted flexibly and in varying ways (cf.
Bell 1992: 182-187).'

In some contexts, it may be relevant to
discuss the symbolic matrix of ‘a mythology’
in the sense of a system of symbols along
with the constructions and conventions for
their combination that are seen as belonging
together and associated with a particular
language, culture or religion. When this is
done, the symbolic matrix aligns with ‘a
mythology’ in an abstract sense comparable
to a description of ‘a language’. This type of
approach - nevertheless differs from many
narrative-based approaches by extending to
include all elements in a mythology on the
one hand, while allowing that not all elements
will be employed equally or function in the
same way in all discourses on the other —
much as certain archaisms and loan words are
established in some varieties of language
practice but not in others. However, a particular
utility of the symbolic matrix is that it can be
calibrated to a cultural environment where more
than one such mythology is active and where,
capitalizing on the ambiguity of mythic
symbols, the elements of a mythology may be
manipulated and contested. When calibrated
in this way, a symbolic matrix is constituted
of the all of the relevant symbolic resources
available, as will be illustrated below.

Distinguishing Formal Types of Integer in
Mythic Discourse

When approaching mythic discourse and a
symbolic matrix of mythology, it is helpful to
distinguish between the formal types of




symbolic integers. The terms ‘image’ and
‘motif’ are often used rather loosely and to
some degree interchangeably. | distinguish an
image as a static integer corresponding to the
grammatical category of a noun.!” In contrast,
a motif incorporates a verb and involves
change or situates two or more images in a
relationship.®® This distinction provides a
framework for approaching different types of
variation in mythic discourse. For example, a
motif common in the Baltic Sea region is
THUNDER STRIKES DEVIL'® (cf. Uther 1997—
1999: 763). (SMALL CAPITALS are used here to
indicate symbols as semantic units; this is
done especially at the level of images and
motifs and the symbolic equations formed by
them.) Within this motif, THUNDER describes
a role for the local god like Porr, Finno-
Karelian Ukko, or Lithuanian Perkunas, and
is filled by the corresponding symbolic image
(i.e. PORR, UkkO, PERKUNAS). The slot of
DEVIL may be filled by the image of the
relevant adversary and does not require a
unique identity.?® This motif functions as a
core of many legends and is also linked to
taboos and related traditions, such as what to
do in order to avoid being struck by lightning.
In the latter contexts, THUNDER STRIKES DEVIL
can be viewed as an immanent motif — i.e. the
motif could manifest as reality or experience
any time it thunders. This motif is also
interfaced with a number of other motifs, such
as DEVIL FLEES FROM THUNDER, which is in
turn associated with motifs like DEVIL ENTERS
HOUSE TO HIDE. This last motif is in its turn
associated with preventative measures of
shutting windows and doors when it thunders
in order to avoid the house being struck by
lightning. Such actions reflect an immanent
motif THUNDER STRIKES HOUSE WITH OPEN
WINDOW/DOOR («— DEVIL ENTERS HOUSE TO
HIDE), which is connected to the system of
motifs surrounding THUNDER STRIKES DEVIL.
The whole system surrounding the
THUNDER STRIKES DEVIL motif has developed
on a principle that the images in the slots
THUNDER and DEVIL have agency. Individual
motifs linked to this system and the narratives
built out of them could pass between cultures
in the Baltic Sea region with relative ease
because the different cultures shared the
general framework related to conceptions
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about thunder (cf. Uther 1997-1999: 763).
Vernacular images of THUNDER and DEVIL
could simply be transposed into the
appropriate slots and the motif would ‘make
sense’ within the symbolic matrix of the local
mythology (Frog 2013b: 110). Modernization
carried alternative images of many phenomena
based on scientific learning. These included
redefining thunder as caused, for example, by
movements or collisions of air. These alter-
native images divested THUNDER of agency,
which thus dissolved the central motif
THUNDER STRIKES DEVIL. Although dissolving
this central motif would seem to break down
the whole system surrounding it, this was not
precisely the case, as recently illustrated by
Ulo Valk (2012) in his discussion of Estonian
traditions. Viewed in terms of the model
outlined above, motifs such as THUNDER
STRIKES HOUSE WITH OPEN WINDOW/DOOR
remained emotionally invested and vital: just
because the understanding of thunder changed
did not mean one stopped taking precautions
against being struck by lightning! Rather than
necessarily changing motifs that structured
behavior, the motif could also be reinter-
preted. The image of thunder was linked to
new motifs as basic principles for how
thunder works, such as THUNDER IS ATTRACTED
BY MOVEMENT OF AIR, through which an
associated logic emerges for the motif
THUNDER STRIKES HOUSE WITH OPEN WINDOW/
DOOR («— OPEN WINDOW/DOOR MOVES AIR IN
Houske) (cf. Valk 2012: 43, 53, 61, and also
56, 59). This same process can be observed
for other immanent motifs (e.g. Frog 2014d:
67). These examples illustrate mythic discourse
in the negotiation of the relationship between
individual behavior and understanding how
the world works. At the same time, this
example is illustrative of the utility of
distinguishing different types of minimal
integers in a mythology and their relation-
ships when approaching variation.

Motifs are here addressed as minimal units
in narration, activity or experience. In research,
the term ‘motif’ has sometimes also been used
for more complex integers of narration that
circulate socially, but it is often useful to
differentiate these from motifs as well. More
complex integers made up of conventionally
associated images, motifs and/or equivalent




sets of these can be distinguished as themes.*
In the Finno-Karelian kalevalaic epic The
Song of Lemminkainen, for example, the hero
encounters and overcomes a series of dangers
on his journey,? each of which can be
approached as a theme made up of a set of
motifs that comprise the encounter, resolution
and continuation of the journey (cf. Frog
2013b: 106-108). The series of themes are
normally structurally similar, varying only in
equivalent images for the danger encountered
(e.g. FIERY EAGLE, BLACK WORM, WOLVES IN
IRON BRIDLES), each of which is linked to a
relevant motif for overcoming that danger (cf.
Frog 2014e: 196-198). Nevertheless, the image
of the danger or motif of overcoming it may
vary without disrupting the theme as a whole.

Whole themes can also be manipulated in
mythic discourse. For example, The Song of
Lemminkdinen includes a theme of a duel of
magic in which the hero and his adversary
‘sing’ an alternating series of helping-spirits
and the hero triumphs. In one exceptional case,
a singer reversed the roles of Lemminkéinen
and his adversary so that the hero is defeated
(SKVR VIII; 839). This can potentially be
seen as asserting an alternative perspective on
the image of the hero. Like images and
motifs, whole themes can also be transposed.
This theme of a magical duel is found in a
localized variation of the epic The Singing
Competition, where it has displaced the theme
of the demiurge Viindmdinen’s dialogic
competition of knowledge with Joukahainen
(SKVR 11 33, 34a-h, 36). The case is interesting
because these contests are never otherwise
interchangeable. Keeping them separate
appears historically rooted in a contrast
between identifying the socially disruptive
Lemminkdinen with magic of a noita or
shaman while Vainamdinen, tietdja ian
ikuinen [‘tietdja of age eternal’], is identified
with the type of power and magic relied on by
the ritual specialist who commands the power
of incantations and associated rite techniques,
a tietdja [‘knower, one who knows’] (Frog
2010: 191-196; see also Frog 2013c). This
local variation may not, however, reflect
contesting conceptions of mythology per se; it
may instead be symptomatic of changes in the
local significance of differentiating these types
of magical knowledge, or it could be more
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generally symptomatic of the epics losing
their mythic status and the differentiation
breaking down.

A narrative pattern is a constellation of
elements (images, motifs, themes and/or
equivalence sets of these), their organisation
and interrelations, forming a coherent sequence,
although not necessarily constituting a plot
forming a narrative whole; a conventional
plot or plot type is a narrative pattern that
characterises a complete narrative from
complication to resolution.?® For example, the
tradition of the Theft of the Thunder-
Instrument, identified as tale-type ATU 1148b
(Uther 2004 11: 48-50), is a complex plot type
characterized by two interconnected narrative
patterns. The opening narrative pattern accounts
for the theft and concealment of the object
with which the thunder-god produces thunder
(an image of THUNDER); the second narrative
pattern accounts for the god’s adventure(s)
whereby he recovers the stolen THUNDER and
defeats his adversary with it (THUNDER
STRIKES DEVIL).?* In the period when this plot
type was recorded, the image of THUNDER as a
musical object was inconsistent with current
aetiologies of thunder in most of the cultures
concerned (Frog 2011: 80; cf. Frog 2014b:
125-134). The plot was also generally falling
out of use or being adapted into something
more currently relevant (Frog 2011: 81-91).
One example from Estonia presents the
opening narrative sequence in which the devil
steals the god’s ‘instrument’ (pill), but then
concludes abruptly as an origin of the devil’s
association with bagpipes (torupill) without
connection to THUNDER (Loorits 1932: 63—
64). This adaptation may have been intended
humorously, but it can in any case be viewed
as contesting the ATU 1148b tradition and the
image of thunder from an instrument (pill). It
illustrates the difference between adapting the
narrative pattern of an episode as opposed to a
whole plot type, as well as the potential for
variation between integers of different types
(here adapting a narrative pattern into a
complete plot; in other specific cases a motif
may vary with a theme or even with a whole
narrative pattern). When considering variation
in mythic discourse, it can be quite important
to distinguish integers of different scope and
complexity in order to assess the dynamics




and potential significance of the variation
observed.

Gods as Central Symbols

Images of gods are symbols that are often
seen as emblematic of a religion and the
mythology with which it is interfaced. This is
unsurprising insofar as gods regularly appear
as agentive symbols of authority and power
that function like proper nouns and are
interfaced with networks of motifs, themes
and other integers of mythology. These other
elements appear dependent on the agency of
the image in the role of the god. This provides
the god as a symbol with the impression of
especial centrality in the sense that if the
symbol of the god is changed, all of these
other elements of the mythology must change
as well (Converse 1964: 208). In other words,
changing a god can have wide-ranging
ramifications affecting stories, relationships to
other gods and possibly social order, ritual
practices and so forth. In contrast, changing a
motif that has an identity like a proper noun,
such as PORR FISHES FOR WORLD SERPENT,
has ramifications of much more limited scope.
A motif such as THUNDER STRIKES DEVIL, 0N
the other hand, may be manipulated in a
specific context to affect the image of a god
but, it is much more difficult even to perceive as
targetable for manipulation as a symbol itself.
It may have centrality within the symbolic
matrix, but it functions more like a common
noun and its very pervasiveness leads the
symbol simply to be taken for granted. Gods
thus manifest as central emblems of religions,
whether engaged by subscribers to a religion
as a register of practice or perceived from
outside as linked to a social identity for which
the religion is inferred (and potentially
fictionalized, e.g. from a Christian perspective).
Accordingly, gods become prime targets of
engagement in mythic discourse.

When addressing the images of gods, it is
relevant to distinguish the mythic image from
the name of the god. Basically, the Old Norse
name PArr (as well as Modern English Thor)
is a word, a lexical integer designating the
image PORR. This distinction becomes more
pronounced in the case of the one-eyed god
Odinn: a remarkable variety of names that are
used to designate him in the various disguises
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he assumed and in poetic discourse — 204 in
the list compiled by Neil Price (2002: 100—
107; cf. Falk 1924; Lassen 2011: esp. 183—
193, 230-233). All of these names present
alternative ways of referring to the image
ObINN. Odinn’s penchant for disguises has
equally led the image OPINN to be recognizable
through the image of MYSTERIOUS STRANGER,
especially when predicated with only one eye.
Equating name and image becomes more
complex in interpretatio Romana. In various
parts of the Germanic-speaking world, the
local image equivalent to PORR seems to have
been commonly designated Hercules and
equivalents to OBINN as Mercurius, although
such ‘translations’ were not entirely consistent
(e.g. de Vries 1956-1957 IlI: 27-32, 107-111).
The name or label for the image was translated
into a word from another language. This other
word might carry particular connotations for
the image in a local environment but could
also simply affect a full translation of the
image (PORR — HERCULES) among, for example,
the local elite in Rome. At the same time, Old
Norse texts present interpretationes Norroenae
whereby Old Norse names for vernacular gods
were used to translate names (and thereby
images) of Roman gods (e.g. Lassen 2011:
95-109). It is easy to conflate personal name
and image, but there is in fact a great deal of
potential for slippage and (re)interpretation
between the word as a signifier and the
symbolic image that it signifies.

It is worth pointing out that images of gods
could also be communicated, for example,
non-verbally through iconography. An example
of this is the representation on the so-called
Gosforth Fishing Stone (Figure 1, above). In
this case, the image PORR becomes recog-
nizable through a configuration of image
elements. These elements become interpretable
in relation to one another as a distinct motif
PORR FISHES FOR WORLD SERPENT, the motif
at the center of a theme of confronting the
World Serpent at sea, which is in turn the
center of a broader narrative pattern of Porr’s
fishing adventure (images associated with
both being present in the representation). The
preservation of this stone in St. Mary’s
Church in Gosforth suggests a Christian
relevance. The incorporation of the Gosforth
Fishing Stone into the visual arena of a




church might be rooted in initially rendering
vernacularly meaningful equivalents in the
place of unfamiliar Christian mythic symbols —
in this case the corresponding Christian motif
JESUS FISHES FOR LEVIATHAN and the broader
theme and narrative pattern of which it is
iconic. This would be a type of mythic
discourse as translation — an interpretatio
Norroena — at the level of motifs and narrative
sequences. Such translation has also been
suggested for the representation of the
vernacular dragon-slayer Sigurdr in Christian
contexts where the Christian St. George or
Archangel Michael would be expected (Rowe
2006: 169). The history of the Gosforth
Fishing Stone is unclear, and its incorporation
into the church may otherwise have involved
mythic discourse at the level of reinterpreting
the ambiguity of image elements as signifiers,
allowing them to be seen as directly signi-
fying the Christian motif JESUS FISHES FOR
LEVIATHAN (a transition which presumably
occurred eventually among the local
congregation).

It is worth pointing out that the symbols in
a mythology index one another as an outcome
of their patterns of use — i.e. they form links
of association that develop potentially quite
complex networks. On the Gosforth Fishing
Stone, for example, PORR becomes recog-
nizable through the configuration of image
elements which we might say cumulatively
attain a sort of critical mass that activates
recognition of the symbol PORR FISHES FOR
WORLD SERPENT. This motif is iconic of a
broader mythological narrative as a symbol, a
symbol that is of broader scope than the motif
that indexes it. However, it is precisely the
indexical network of elements comprising
PORR FISHES FOR WORLD SERPENT that allows
it to be recognizable, and once recognizable,
specific image elements on the stone are
interpreted in relation to the motif and the
narrative sequence to which it belongs. This
process also holds for the image of PORR:
once recognized, the pronouncedly carved
eyes become interpretable through bPorr’s
fiery gaze as a characteristic predicate.® In
other contexts, an attribute may prove
emblematic of the god, which has led one-
eyed figures to be interpreted as signifying
ObINN. This appears in the context of two
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Figure 2. Section of the Skog Church Tapestry
presenting three figures customarily interpreted as
the gods Odinn (left, characterized by the emblem of
missing an eye), Porr (center, characterized by the
emblem of his hammer), and Freyr (right).
(Reproduced from Wikimedia Commons, “Three
kings or three gods.jpg”. %)

other gods on the Skog Church Tapestry,
where each representation supports the inter-
pretation of the other two gods as forming the
characteristic grouping of three, venerated
gods (Figure 2). The lack of an eye has
equally led to the interpretation of the Lindby
figurine as a representation of OBINN owing
to this emblematic feature (Figure 3).

Like any mutilation characterizing a god’s
identity, this emblem is connected to a motif:
EYE SACRIFICED FOR MYTHIC KNOWLEDGE/
POWER. The index of this motif to OBINN
leads a variety of artefacts to be interpreted as
construing an identity with the motif OpINN
SACRIFICES EYE FOR (MYTHIC KNOWLEDGE/
POWER?) where the artefact exhibits
contrastive differentiation of light and dark
eyes or the post-production mutilation of one
eye, as well as cases of the deposition of a
removed eye or associated part of a helmet
representing the eye(brow) (see Price &
Mortimer 2014). Some of these ritualized
behaviors are likely intended to produce a
signifier for OPINN, but this cannot be assumed
for all cases. Leszek Gardeta identified a one-
eyed female head uncovered in the Viking
emporium of Truso, Poland, with this pattern
(Gardeta 2014: 81-83). If this head is related




Figure 3. Bronze figurine from Lindby, Svenstorp,
Sk&ne, Sweden SHM 13701 (7™ century), generally
accepted to be a representation of the god Odinn, as
the figurine only has one eye. (Photo © SHM (Swedish
History Museum), reproduced with permission.)

to the pattern of one-eyed symbolism, it is
clearly not a signifier of OBINN per se (Figure 4).

Like so many symbolic elements of
mythology, the motif EYE SACRIFICED FOR
MYTHIC KNOWLEDGE/POWER seems to have
circulated cross-culturally in the Baltic Sea
region (Frog 2014a: 375-376). A common basis
can be inferred for both Odinn’s sacrifice of
his eye at the spring of the giant Mimir and its
parallel in a tradition in Lithuania of
sacrificing an eye for mythic knowledge at a
spring, where the practice is connected with
the chthonic god Velnias (Gimbutas 1974:
89). Here VELNIAS equates to OBINN just as
Lithuanian PERKUNAS will translate PORR
(and vice versa) in relevant plot-types built on
the motif THUNDER STRIKES DEVIL. Even if the
narrative describing the sacrifice of Odinn’s
eye varied by dialect of mythology in time
and space, the integer ODINN SACRIFICES EYE
FOR (MYTHIC KNOWLEDGE/POWER?) seems to
have maintained continuity.?’” The motif EYE
SACRIFICED FOR (MYTHIC KNOWLEDGE/
POWER?) also seems to have been mobilized
across languages and associated mythologies
in the dynamics of mythic discourse. This fact
highlights social perceptions of the motif’s
significance and reinforces its validity as a
frame for interpretation.
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Depositions of material eye-symbols
suggest ritualized enactments of precisely this
motif, with the implication that the
significance of performance is informed by
ODPINN SACRIFICES EYE enacted as personal
experience (noting that the latter motif might
have been altered or exchanged when the
ritual was adapted cross-culturally). Some of
the identified images may signify the EYE
SACRIFICED FOR (MYTHIC KNOWLEDGE/
POWER?) motif performed by someone other
than Odinn. The significance of this motif can
be inferred to derive from the motif OBINN
SACRIFICES EYE. That motif operates as a
metonym for the power acquired by Odinn’s
act, which would in turn be identified with the
power conferred on the individual filling the
role of sacrificer. This highlights that the uses
of OPINN SACRIFICES EYE could be diverse.
Identifying this motif as a symbolic referent
must therefore be distinguished from the
potential network of associations through
which it is engaged in any one case. If the

0 3cm
Figure 4. One-eyed female head from Truso (Janow

Pomorski). The right eye exhibits a clear eye with
pupil, while only a hollow area appears where the
left eye should be. (Photo by Leszek Gardela,
reproduced with permission.)

one-eye modification to the so-called weapon-
dancer on one of the Torslunda matrices is not
an ObINN image (Price & Mortimer 2014:
524), inferring the motif OBINN SACRIFICES
EYE does not reveal its significance, nor does
it reveal the significance of a woman
represented this way in the Truso head (Frog
2014a: esp. 396-398).%




Figure 5. Porr’s hammer ring. (1llustration by Amppi
Darmark, © Alands Museum, reproduced with
permission.)

Similarly, the so-called ‘Poérr’s hammer’
amulets (cf. Figure 5) may potentially also
have activated the image PORR metonymically
through the symbol of his power as the one
who wields it. This would link the possessor
of the amulet (or its use) to that power and
thereby to PORR. Here again the amulets as
signifiers passed cross-culturally in a part of
the world where the hammer or axe was the
characteristic instrument of the thunder god.
The ambiguous amulet-signifier may thus
have metonymically activated different gods
in different cultural contexts, much as the
Gosforth Fishing Stone could be interpreted
as a signifier of JESUS FISHES FOR LEVIATHAN.
These systems of indices are important because
the connections between symbols reciprocally
construct those symbols, their significance
and valuation. The motif THUNDER STRIKES
DEVIL and its patterns of use reciprocally
construct the image PORR as a protector of
social order from agents of chaos. Disrupting
that index or altering the patterns of use of the
motif would necessarily redefine the image
PORR, which is constructed exclusively
through discourse (unlike e.g. images of other
immediate ethnic groups, where discourse is
in dialectic relation to empirical experiences
of contacts with those groups).

Alternative and Changing Perspectives

Contexts of radical cultural change provide
vital sites to observe mythic discourse.
Modernization is extremely interesting in this
respect, but it does not work well for
illustrating a symbolic matrix and how such a

44

matrix works. Today, we are accustomed to
viewing mythology as distinct from science,
and this makes it difficult to recognize
ELECTRICITY and other mythic images, motifs
and more complex integers associated with
them in terms of mythology (see Frog 2014d).
In this respect, historically and culturally
remote contexts are much more easily viewed
with greater objectivity. The historical
remoteness of mythic discourse associated
with medieval Christianization proves much
more practical to illustrate effects of cultural
change on a symbolic matrix.

According to the present approach, the
arrival of Christianity in the North was not a
process of one exclusive religion displacing
another. Instead, the new religion richly
increased the available symbols in the matrix.
Christians and non-Christians were not
unaware of each other’s mythologies and they
could actively utilize each other’s symbols in
mythic discourse as resources for the
negotiation of their relationship (cf. McKinnell
2008). This sort of engagement has produced
quite exceptional narratives that may seem to
fall between the respective mythologies. For
example, an Old Norse saga describes such a
confrontation between a missionary and a
pagan priestess in which the priestess tells
that the thunder-god POrr once challenged
Jesus to a duel, and Jesus was too cowardly to
fight (Njals saga 102). This can be viewed as
the emergence of a new plot (or at least the
kernel of a plot) through the combination of
different images (PORR, JESUs), and as a
variation on the motif of confrontation which
normally leads to THUNDER STRIKES DEVIL in
other mythological narratives about borr.
Whereas the example of the Gosforth Fishing
Stone could be viewed in terms of translation
across mythologies, in this case the manipu-
lation of the images PORR and JESUS situates
gods of two mythologies in a contrastive
relation to one another. The new plot asserts a
relationship between them, and thus between
the ideologies and ways of life (which can be
compared to the vernacular concept commonly
identified with ‘religion’)”® of which those
gods were emblematic.

There is no evidence for the historical
endurance of a story about Pérr challenging
Jesus, but it has long been thought that the




kalevalaic epic The Judgement of Vainamdinen,
in which Vaindmaoinen is banished by a Christ-
like baby, emerged and became established
out of precisely this type of process (e.g.
Kuusi 1963: 320).% Examples like this are
important because they highlight that
individuals can draw on all of the resources
available to them and that the particular
symbols are regarded from the perspectives of
those individuals. Such perspectives can be
approached in terms of positioning in the
matrix. Religions, viewed as registers of
practice, may correspondingly be viewed as
characterized by socially established positioning
and stance-taking — i.e. as generally character-
ized by alignments, interpretations and
valuations of the different sets, constellations,
or systems of symbols in the matrix. It should
also be noted that individuals will not have an
even competence in all of the symbols
available in the matrix. Such competence
varies not only in relation to the positioning
of different religions, but also between
specialist and non-specialists associated with
the same religion formation. This uneven
distribution of competence also participates in
the relative ambiguity of the symbols.

Other strategies in mythic discourse may
target interpretations of specific symbols. Odinn
seems to have been rather popular in this
regard, at least in certain genres and discourses
(Lassen 2011). He was characterized by
disguises and motifs of organizing and
orchestrating the fates (and deaths) of heroes
in the vernacular mythology. Although the
medieval oral culture of Scandinavia can only
be guessed at, Christian authors took up these
established motifs in certain saga genres and
steered their interpretations to foreground
deceit and manipulation as primary character-
istics of Odinn as a pagan god (e.g. Lassen
2011: 152-177). In other cases, they could
emphasize Odinn’s ‘otherness’ by linking him
to motifs of Sami shamanism (Tolley 2009 I:
507-513). They could also employ a motif
familiar to Christian discourse, such as DEvIL
TEMPTS CHRISTIAN, situating the image
ObINN  in the role of DeviL, which
reciprocally informs the valuation and inter-
pretation of ObINN; the relationship between
Odinn and the Christian Devil could also be
made explicit by stating that the Devil took
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the form of Odinn, whereby the image OPINN
itself becomes a signifier of the image DEvIL
(see e.g. Kaplan 2011). Affecting the inter-
pretation of motifs linked to Odinn’s disguises
and manipulations of fate established new
conventions as a process, and that process
redefined the image OBINN accordingly. Of
course, such mythic discourse did not involve
non-Christian agents only. In much the same
way that mythic discourse constructed the
image OBINN in relation to, or to become a
signifier of, the image DEviIL, the images ST.
OLAF and ST. ELNAH were evolved in the
cultures of Northern Europe in relation to
vernacular images of the thunder god (Kaplan
2008; Harvilahti 2013). These strategies are
dependent on the expansion of the symbolic
matrix: this expansion made symbols of the
vernacular religion available to the Christians
for manipulation. Developments in patterns of
the use of mythic symbols, their inter-
pretations and relative valorization are
outcomes of mythic discourse. Just as the
symbolic matrix is expanded by the intro-
duction of a new religion into the cultural
environment, it inevitably contracts again as
mythic discourse advances the social environ-
ment toward increasing degrees of hegemony
in the distribution of relationships of identities,
practices and mythic symbols. These develop-
ments are important to understand as a social
process, but they also have implications for
research and the significance of extant
research materials. Research builds under-
standings of mythic symbols through the
identification of the patterns in preserved,
documented discourse, but the discourse that
has been preserved may only enable a view
from one perspective in the community,
society or cultural environment.

Symbols of the relevant vernacular religion
were not always available to medieval
Christians. In the Russian Primary Chronicle,
for example, descriptions are also offered of
encounters with non-Christian sorcerers or
priests. The Scandinavian accounts mentioned
above are historically removed from events,
yet the authors are generally concerned with
the history of their own communities and
events in (more or less) familiar locations. The
Russian Primary Chronicle recounts historically
remote events in geographically distant




locations such as Lake Beloye, where the
non-Christians are presumably Uralic and
therefore also culturally remote from the
authors. Some of these pagan specialists are
made to state explicitly in dialogue that their
god is named ‘Antichrist’ and even to
describe their gods through Christian images
as demons in Hell.*! It is therefore good to
consider whether such an example of mythic
discourse manipulates symbols of the culture
addressed (as in the case with OPINN above),
symbols only of the culture in which the
source was produced (as seems probable in
the account surrounding ‘Antichrist’ as a
pagan god), or even of an unrelated third
culture with which some association has been
made.*? In addition, cultures construct images
of other groups, their mythologies and
religions, and these constructed images not
only produce conventional interpretations but
also feed into the resources of the symbolic
matrix — e.g. developing a mythic image SAmI
as not just an ethnic other but also as a
supernatural other (Lindow 1995).%

In some cases, a whole plot type of a
mythological narrative may be manipulated in
mythic discourse. This seems to have
occurred in medieval Iceland with the Theft
of the Thunder-Instrument (ATU 1148b)
mentioned above. This narrative tradition is
found in Baltic, Finnic, Germanic and Sami
cultures. It is generally interfaced especially
with the motif THUNDER STRIKES DEVIL and
also with conceptions of a relationship between
thunder and fertility and/or life on earth that
are manifested through various motifs in the
different cultures. The 13" century eddic
poem Prymskvida presents a version of this
narrative that differs from the tradition
elsewhere in certain key respects. Most
notably, a) POrr is passive rather than
orchestrating the action; b) the motif Gop
ASSUMES A DISGUISE associated with the
recovery of the stolen THUNDER here takes a
unique variation, in which the god is pressed
into dressing up as goddess in a wedding
gown, that is explicitly identified with
humiliating the god through gender
transgression; and c) the story appears
completely divorced from belief traditions —
the god’s chariot still produces thunder and
lightning as he travels (disguised as a bride)
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and the adversary exhibits no fear either of
this thunder or of the stolen object (Pérr’s
hammer), which he is willing to return in
exchange for marrying the goddess Freyja
(hence the disguise).®* brymskvida appears to
be a product of mythic discourse in which a
mythological plot was adapted into a new
narrative that makes fun of the god pérr (for
discussion, see further Frog 2014a). This
example is also interesting because the adap-
tation made the narrative sustainable in the new
environment of a Christian milieu: it eventually
spread throughout Scandinavia and was
preserved as the only purportedly mythological
narrative recorded from the Scandinavian
ballad tradition (Liestel 1970: 18).

In the context of periods of religious
change, the negotiation of perspectives and
positions of groups through mythic discourse
gives rise to diverse and fascinating products,
such as how Pérr challenged Jesus to a duel.
Very few of these become established and
historically maintained as tradition beyond
that transition period, if at all (see Frog
2013b: 109-110). The transience of such
products can be associated with the transience
of the period of transition itself: as
Christianity became dominant, the interest
and relevance of contesting the images of
vernacular gods receded. They belong to the
process whereby the expansion of the symbolic
matrix was followed by its contraction. The
introduction of an alternative modelling
system for the world (mythology) linked to
the new religion was followed by the
negotiation of mythic symbols. Such diversity
in the symbolic matrix was inevitably
resolved on local and regional levels as
people and their identities became united
under the rubric of shared social practices to
which only certain ranges of mythic symbols
were relevant. Cases like Prymskvida —
attested relatively little changed across a
period ca. 650 years — are exceptional. In this
case, the plot’s long-term sustainability seems
connected to the fact that the story of a burly,
bearded man being disguised as a sexy bride
in order to recover his phallic hammer and
beat up the thief continued to be entertaining
even when contesting the authority of Porr
was no longer topical. Reviewing these
products of mythic discourse highlights that




integers of the symbolic matrix are not
uniformly engaged: they are engaged from
different perspectives with different degrees
of competence as shared symbols through
which identities and understandings may be
contested and negotiated. It also foregrounds
that the relevance of integers in the symbolic
matrix vary in relation to social and historical
contexts, which in at least some cases seem to
exhibit alternating periods of pronounced
change and stability.

Generic Interfaces with the Symbolic Matrix
In general, the systems of symbols in the
matrix tend to center around particular social
practices. Consequently, the symbols and
perspectives on those symbols become inter-
faced with genres. Such interfaces become
particularly apparent when mythology is
compared across genres. Modern ideas about
Finno-Karelian mythology have been primarily
developed surrounding narratives in Kalevala-
meter epic and incantations. These genres are
intimately connected. The most central agent
narrated in this poetry is Vainamdinen, who is
a demiurge and a founder of culture, who
plays a significant role in establishing the
present world order, and who is the tietaja ian
ikuinen [‘tietdja of age eternal’], providing an
identity-model (cf. Honko 1998: 20-29) for
the ritual specialist known as a tietdja.
Narratives about him both offer origins of the
incantations used by the tietdja as well as
exemplar models of magical events described
in incantations  themselves.  However,
Véindmainen is not narrated in prose, he is
rarely directly summoned for support in
incantations, and he is not ‘worshipped’.
(Frog 2013c: 75-83.) On the other hand, the
thunder-god Ukko [‘Old Man’] (blurring into
the Christian God) is summoned by the tietgja
as the primary source of his power, and Ukko
is ‘worshipped’, associated with rituals, taboos
and so forth. However, Ukko plays no role in
the creation of the world nor in the
establishment of the world order and he is not
narrated as an agent active in Kalevala-meter
epic, even if he has a strong presence in
narrative prose. (Frog 2013c: 72—75.) Ukko is
no less important for the tietdja specialist than
Véinamoinen — albeit in different ways — yet
he does not play an active role with
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Vdindmoinen and Vdindmdinen’s companions in
narratives. These gods appear quite differently
across different genres although they are
associated with the same type of specialist
and even linked to the same ritual practices,
such as healing (cf. also Honko 1981: 26).

Although Ukko and Vainamdoinen seem to
have different distributions in different
genres, there do not necessarily appear to be
gross inconsistencies in mythology across these
genres. The contrast increases if we compare
these with Karelian lament traditions, which
were performed bg different specialists in
different contexts.*® Both Vainaméinen and
Ukko are completely absent from laments — as
is the Virgin Mary (Stepanova 2012: 276;
2014: 215), who was prominent both in other
women’s traditions and incantations (e.g.
Timonen 1994; Siikala 2002: 195-203).
Laments are instead directed at specific
deceased individuals, the remote community
of ancestral dead, and a mysterious category
of divine powers (syndyzet) which may blur
into a Christian ‘Savior’ (Spuassuzet =
spuassu.DIM.PL; Spuassu < Ru. Spas, Spasite/’
[‘Savior’]). The topography of the otherworld
also differs from that of genres mentioned
above. (See further Stepanova 2012; 2014:
191-223.) Although certain features are found
across genres, such as the dog guarding the
path to the otherworld, laments lack a river
separating the worlds of the living and the
dead which is otherwise fundamental to
Kalevala-meter epic and incantation (Stepanova
2012: 262; 2014: 198-199). Laments also
refer to a copper staircase, which indicates
vertical movement between worlds rather than
the horizontal movement characteristic of epic
(Stepanova 2012: 262; 2014: 196). In spite of
the fact that these genres had been evolving in
the same communities for centuries, they
appear to engage quite different parts of the
symbolic matrix with only a rather limited
number of shared symbols.*® Observing that
lament, on the one hand, and epic and
incantations on the other, have assimilated a
variety of Christian symbols, they might be
described as exhibiting mythologies that are
as different from or similar to one another as
each is different from or similar to the
mythology of Christianity.




The complementary distribution of Ukko
and Véainamoinen across different genres
underscores the fact that the image of ‘a
mythology’ that will emerge in a study may
vary considerably depending on the types of
material subject to analysis. The comple-
mentary significance of these mythic agents
to the same institution of ritual specialist
equally emphasizes the need for caution in the
emphasis given to different categories of data
when considering the relative significance of
different gods in a cultural environment. The
fact that Vaindmdinen was not venerated in
worship does not make him less socially
significant than Ukko any more than the
absence of Ukko from the world-creation and
narration of mythological epics would make
Ukko less socially significant than
Vainamoinen. What is interesting to keep in
mind is that the presence and absence of both
appears to have been relatively stable on a
genre by genre basis, and their comple-
mentary significance to the tietdja seems
never to have produced narratives about
Vaindmoinen and Ukko as co-adventurers any
more than it did about V&indmadinen and the
Virgin  Mary. This type of social and
historical interfacing of mythology distributed
across genres can be considered no less
present in the relative significance of the
Virgin Mary in traditions associated with
women (cf. Timonen 1994) and Mary’s
absence from lament, which was a character-
istically women’s practice (Stepanova 2014:
esp. 283). Still more striking is the fact that
genres associated with different categories of
ritual specialists seem to have intersected and
overlapped rather than to have aligned in a
coherent and uniform mythology. Although
mythology as engaged within a genre exhibits
social stability, it becomes relevant to ask
whose mythology and how that relates to,
reflects and reinforces the uses to which it is put
by the people practicing the particular genre.

Registers of Mythology

The variation of mythology by genre can be
approached in terms of ‘registers’. This
approach can then be applied back to variation
in mythology according to positioning by
religion, as in mythic discourse related to
Christianization. Whereas language has
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commonly been conceived as an abstract and
uniform whole, register developed in social
linguistics as a term for variation in language
according to situation or context and the
relationships of participants (esp. Halliday
1978; see further Agha 2001; 2007). The
image of language as an ideal, uniform and
homogeneous system was thereby replaced by
a much more nuanced picture. The thing we
call a language appears as a set of potential
resources of vocabulary along with
frameworks for grammar and pronunciation
that form various constellations as registers.
However, no single register includes all of the
potential vocabulary of the language. The
meanings of words may also not be the same
or have the same connotations in different
registers. Speech communication is not
limited to language only, and the term register
has been progressively expanded from language
to paralinguistic features and the broader
semiotics of expression. Register-based
approaches have become common especially
in Finnish folklore research to refer to the
linguistic and para-linguistic resources for
expression associated with a particular genre
(see e.g. Koski 2011: 322-324). A comple-
mentary term mode was early on employed to
describe the mediating system through which
the signifiers of a register are communicated,
whether these are signals, such as the sounds
of a voice singing, or another system of signs,
like alphabetical characters in a written text.’
In the same way that speech registers are
mediated through a mode of expression, the
symbols of mythology are mediated through a
speech register. In this way, a speech register
can be regarded as a mode of expression for a
register of symbols of mythology.

Viewed in this way, variation in mythology
by genre or cultural practice becomes expected
in parallel to variation in the linguistic
register’s lexicon and its semantics, grammar
and pronunciation. In other words, certain
symbols like the turnip-god Akras have quite
narrow and specialized contexts of use,
whereas other symbols like Ukko or the
Virgin Mary are used much more widely. At
the same time, this does not mean that Ukko
and the Virgin Mary are uniformly integrated
into every register of mythology. This returns
us to the long-term persistence of mythology.




In this context, the long-term persistence of
mythology is linked to the corresponding
persistence of particular genres and cultural
practices. The relationship of such practices to
registers of mythology have been historically
constructed and socially negotiated — they
function in the present as outcomes of the
past. We tend to take it for granted that Mary
and Jesus do not go on adventures with
Vaindmaoinen and llmarinen because we see
them as belonging to Christian and vernacular
traditions, respectively. However, kalevalaic
poems about both were sung by the same
singers for centuries, and Vainamdoinen, Mary
and Ukko can all have relevant places in a
single incantation. (Frog 2013c: 74.) How and
where these symbols appear, and how they
are or are not combined, are not a function of
a contrast between ‘Christian’ and ‘non-
Christian’ in the present of the singers, but
rather an outcome of the long-term
persistence of conventions for their use in
different registers of mythology.

On the same basis, the different registers of
mythology can be assumed to evolve in relation
to practice by individuals in conjunction with
their interests and aims (which may be based
on or respond to needs in the community: cf.
Rychkova, this volume). This process means
that the registers develop with varying
degrees of interconnection with and
independence from one another (cf. also
Honko 1985 on ‘tradition ecology’). When
this is acknowledged, it underscores the
caution needed when developing perspectives
on mythology in contexts where sources are
limited. For example, the sort of evaluative
stance-taking in representations of Odinn in
certain written genres of Old Norse saga
literature addressed above seems to have
evolved a genre-based image OpINN aligned
with the perspective of the sagas’ Christian
authors. At the same time, the role of Odinn
as an active and present agent in the lives and
deaths of heroes in the mytho-heroic past
seems to be rooted in the vernacular mytho-
heroic traditions: the Christian construction of
OpINN seems to have developed through the
manipulation of traditional motifs and themes
that already indexed OBINN. However, this
register of mythology is linked to particular
written genres of saga literature and is not
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necessarily representative of oral genres
handling mytho-heroic traditions with which
written sagas necessarily co-existed for some
considerable period of time, even though little
about those oral genres is known (cf. Lassen
2011: 308-383).

Shifting attention away from ideal and
uniform mythologies to a register-based model
also provides an approach to registers of
mythology linked to different religions. In the
same way that we discuss Finnish and English
as separate languages, we can discuss Christian
versus non-Christian or ‘scientific’ versus
vernacular mythologies. When Finnish and
English are introduced into a single environ-
ment, they increase the linguistic resources
available and the different languages can
function as alternative registers: switching
between them may be contextually prescribed
or a strategic choice.®® Particular resources
can been seen as centrally interfaced with the
genres and cultural practices through which
they are asserted, communicated and socially
negotiated, whether those resources are
linguistic or symbolic. It is in the interactions
of such environments that symbols of the
matrix are adapted from one register to
another just as words are borrowed from one
language to another, potentially changing in
meaning or use. With mythology, this process
may involve reinterpretations or the
conflation of symbols linked to different
registers, such as the image OBINN in Christian
discourse sometimes merging with DEviIL, the
image ST. OLAF merging with PORR, or
reference to Spuassu [‘Savior, Christ’] in
Karelian lament merging with the supernatural
powers that the register was historically
oriented to address. This same process led the
Old Norse term purs to be preserved in mytho-
logical eddic poetry referring to cosmological
giants in mythic time, in incantations referring
to agents of illness in the present world, and
in sagas used as a simple synonym for
‘monster’ (Frog 2013a). These are all
engagements with the symbols of the matrix
from the perspectives of users and uses of the
particular registers. That positioning constructs
the interface between the genre or cultural
practice and mythology. At the same time,
conventions of a genre and its use condition
the conservatism and social innovation of that




interface — i.e. how much it is inclined to
change or stay the same and in what ways —
which affect the long-term maintenance of
mythology within the particular register.

In the long-term, each register of
mythology may develop a different internal
historical stratification of both language and
symbols. This stratification is an outcome of
the history of uses, contacts with other genres
and relationships to them. In addition,
different registers of mythology may also
remain rooted in their formation in a particular
era with a particular perspective. This may be
when a particular genre, set of cultural
practices or religion was introduced into a
cultural environment, or when historical
changes led to the (re)formation of a practices
into their distinct form on the basis of earlier
traditions. The register of Old Norse skaldic
poetry, for example, evolved its system of
poetic circumlocutions interfaced pervasively
with the referents and patterns of association
of the pre-Christian cultural milieu and
especially the mythology and mytho-heroic
traditions of that milieu. The adaptation of the
skaldic register to the Christian milieu
evolved within that framework rather than
displacing the pre-Christian elements and
associations with a set of Christian
alternatives. (Clunies Ross 2005: 114-115,
134-138.) A corresponding phenomenon can
be observed in the evolution of Finno-
Karelian kalevalaic mythology, incantations
and the tietdja-institution, which emerged
especially under Germanic influence during
the Iron Age (Frog 2013c; cf. Siikala 2002;
2012). The formal continuities of mythic
images, motifs, themes and narrative sequences
in mytho-heroic sagas reconventionalized from
a Christian evaluative stance may also warrant
consideration in this light. For example, Old
Norse saga literature emerged in a Christian
environment in conjunction with the Christian
technology of writing. It drew on the
resources of vernacular oral traditions for the
inception of new, written genres that can be
assumed to have developed distinctive
registers of both language and mythology
within that special Christian milieu.

Conversely, the obsolescence of a register
may lead to whole areas of the symbolic
matrix falling out of use. Integers of the
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mythology, such as the turnip-god Akras, that
operate in quite narrow fields are of course
particularly  vulnerable in this regard.
However, the breakdown of a register that is
socially central to a broad area of the
symbolic matrix could have wide-ranging
consequences. Here, it is again important to
emphasize that registers of practice are
registers of those who practice them.*® As
social phenomena, such registers are linked to
social roles, relations and/or recurrent
situations. Where mythology is concerned,
practices associated with authoritative roles
and institutions can take on a key role in
historically shaping and structuring the
positioning of social perspectives within the
matrix, becoming conduits of authority for
mythology (cf. Frog 2013c: 111). In terms of
social semiotics, their registers become
centers in the historical maintenance of
mythology. Rather than a simple binary
equation that registers either are or are not
linked to these conduits of authority, the
networks of diverse registers and their
relations can be regarded in center—periphery
relations to different conduits of authority
(potentially several at any given time in
history). Thus, the richness of kalevalaic
mythology is associated with ritual and
magical uses by tietdjas with a continuity
extending back to the Iron Age, but as those
uses became obsolete in the wake of
modernization, the whole imaginal world
began to be forgotten. It first began shifting
away from the center of the public life of the
community, gradually displaced by public
Christian practices and associated authorities.
As the institutionalized specialization of the
tietdjd became marginalized, different
individuals began taking up the role to meet
the needs of the community: a tradition that
seems to have been dominated by men was
finally kept up almost exclusively by women
as the mythology collapsed and rapidly began
to disappear (cf. Rychkova, this volume).

Theory and Utility in Practice

The aim of the present discussion has been to
introduce an approach to mythology through a
‘symbolic matrix’ that is capable of
addressing variation and diversity in mythology
within a culture or cultural environment, and




that can be calibrated according to the scope
of investigation. This methodological model
is based on an approach to mythology through
systems of symbols that are used and even
contested in mythic discourse. Viewing
mytho-logy in a social environment in terms
of a matrix of symbolic resources allows it to
be addressed simultaneously as a whole — even
if that whole is not internally systematized per
se — while acknowledging the diversity of per-
spectives and uses that can be distinguished
and situated in relation to one another.

Developing this approach with attention to
mythic discourse has had the result that it is
particularly suited to addressing mythology in
situated practice. This has motivated the
development of a more formalized and
systematic distinction of integers in the matrix
(images, motifs, themes, narrative sequences,
plots) in order to have more sophisticated
tools for addressing variation at a structural
level. The emphasis on mythology in situated
social activity has also highlighted the
historical construction of the integers in the
matrix and perspectives on them in relation to
historically structured social practices or
genres. It may also be noted that the basic
framework for distinguishing types of formal
integers and their use and variation in
discourse is not dependent on symbols having
the quality of signification linked to emotional
investment making them ‘mythic’: the basic
framework can be readily employed to address
the variation and historical stratification of
symbolic integers in any discourse.

Following the analogy with linguistics, this
model complements the approach to local and
regional variation of mythology according to
‘dialects’ with an approach to variation
according to ‘registers’. Although the
discussion and analysis of registers necessarily
abstracts these as semiotic resources from the
people who use them, it is extremely important
to recognize them as registers of practices that
are in many cases socially constructed around
roles or even social institutions. These roles
and the individuals who fill them have been
described in terms of ‘positioning’ in the
matrix. This positioning, anchored in a social
role or institution, then participates in the
historical construction of genres and in the
stratification of mythic symbols with which
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they are interfaced. The present model
develops this as a framework within which it
is possible to address alignments and tensions
between individual choices or innovations and
the social conventions of genres. At a broader
social level, the alignments and tensions may
be between those choices or innovations and
the competing valorizations of different
symbols and positioning within the matrix.
Within such considerations, emphasis has
been placed on the historical durability of the
flexible yet compelling symbols and
structures or resources in the symbolic matrix.
Continuity and variation of these symbols and
structures highlight that the outcomes of
mythic discourse in any particular present
moment in history participate in linking the
past of the tradition to the future, or in
disrupting that link.

The model outlined here is not intended to
be the ideal tool for all research questions
concerned with mythology. It is centrally
intended for studies concerned with mythology
in cultural practice, especially where variation
in mythology is a focus, issue or concern.
When looking at specific examples and
historical situations, this approach has the
advantage of acknowledging the synchronic
meanings of the integers of the tradition.
These may differ considerably from those of
the cultural contexts from which they
ultimately derive (cf. Siikala 2002; Frog
2013b). The usage-based approach underlines
functions and meanings of mythology in
application, on which both continuity and
variation are dependent. This gives the frame-
work a utility for addressing the dynamics
between continuity and innovation or change.
It is equally applicable to unique, situation-
specific adaptations of mythology that may
never become socially established, and to the
investigation of an established tradition as the
social outcome of such an innovation or
change. Such applications simply require the
calibration of the temporal and cultural or
geographical scope and sensitivity of the
symbolic matrix that forms the frame of
reference. Although such a matrix is inevitably
both hypothetical and abstract, it can be much
more sensitive and specific if the scope is
narrowly defined in time and cultural space
where thick data is available — for example, a




single parish in Karelia during a single
century (cf. Tarkka 2013). Sensitivity decreases
and the matrix becomes increasingly abstract
as its scope is extended across multiple
dialects of mythology and a greater range of
historical contexts. For example, it is possible
to calibrate the framework to consider
Scandinavian—Christian contacts during the
Late Iron Age, but the range and specificity of
symbols and structures considered would
likely have to remain at quite a general and
abstract level that would be unavoidably
removed from locally distinct contact events.
This would not invalidate such a model once
it was developed, but it would affect its utility
for addressing certain research questions. As a
tool, however, this methodological framework
nevertheless remains of central utility where
variation is a relevant factor.

Approaching mythology in terms of a
symbolic matrix places emphasis on signifiers,
their patterns of use and variations in those
uses. Where an investigation or method
moves away from the symbolic integers of the
mythology and their relations, so does the
usefulness of this approach. For example, it
would have little relevance to research
focusing on a mythology or religion as a
metasemiotic entity without exploring its
unitary integers as such. In other words, both
medieval Christians and players of modern
video games may recognize PoOrr as meto-
nymically indexing vernacular Scandinavian
mythology and religion. However, there is no
need to introduce a symbolic matrix or even
to discuss porr as a symbol if focus is on the
meanings and associations of Scandinavian
mythology and religion as an entity for
medieval Christians or modern players of
video games. Similarly, discussing a symbolic
matrix is focused on social phenomena and
social conventions that may only be of
interest as a frame of reference if focus is on
mythology as used at the level of a specific
individual or in a specific text. An investi-
gation may also concentrate on conceptual
models mediated through symbols of
mythology, much as symbols of mythology
may be mediated through language. Conceptual
models may be approached through symbolic
integers, but such an investigation may simply
target and survey those integers, as may a
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study of the semantics of specific elements of
a mythology. Any of these investigations might
benefit from the present approach especially
when looking at specific examples and cases,
but they do not need it per se. On the other
hand, investigations into the meanings and
understandings mediated by mythic symbols
should take into consideration registral
variation, and thus that these meanings and
even conceptual models may vary by register
of mythology. The methodological framework
presented here does have a wide range of
applications, but it should be treated as a tool
among other tools, and like any tool, it is better
for addressing some problems than others.
Research on mythologies has been
customarily done with mythologies associated
with different language groups — Finno-
Karelian mythology, Scandinavian mythology,
Uralic mythology, Indo-European mythology
and so forth. Here, variation has been
foregrounded, which problematizes viewing
mythology as a more or less uniform whole.
The distinction of registers of mythology
provides a new tool for approaching variation
between cultural practices, the historical
development of that variation in relation to
uses and users, and also for looking at the
linkages and continuities of mythology across
diverse practices. However, attending to
variation does not mean that broad categories
of mythology by culture or religion are
invalid any more than addressing linguistic
registers invalidates addressing languages as
categories of broad, inter-generationally trans-
mitted systems. Rather than being mutually
exclusive models, these are alternative and
complementary ways of looking at material.
They both become tools in the hands of a
researcher for answering specific research
questions. For example, comparative studies
in Indo-European mythology and religion
have a strong philological basis that seeks to
identify and relate integers of mythology,
interfaces between mythology and ritual
language, connections to social roles and
social structures, and other paradigmatic
structures operating as organizing principles
with a longue durée. The methodology outlined
here is no more necessary to studies on these
topics than linguistic register theory is to
etymology and reconstructions of historical




phonology, grammar or metrics. However, it
becomes relevant when attention turns from
the question of whether certain motifs were
associated with the central Indo-European god
*Dyéus [‘Sky’] to why some of these seem to
have been transferred to Odinn (cf. West
2007: 173), why Indo-European structures do
not seem to be filled by etymologically cognate
gods in Old Norse mythology (cf. Lyle 2012:
75-86), or why the thunder-god’s battle with
his serpent-adversary is, in the Scandinavian
tradition, situated on a fishing trip and in a
collective battle at the end of the world (cf.
Watkins 1995: 414-428). The methodological
framework  presented here can thus
complement certain aspects of these sorts of
investigations. Most important in this regard
remains the perspectives that it enables, which
extend beyond applying the framework
directly. The variation that becomes evident
through this approach should be taken into
consideration in any attempt to develop a
broad image of a mythology at a cultural
level: such broad cultural mythologies are
unlikely to be as uniform and systematic as it
has long been popular to assume.
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Notes

1. On applications of this approach to mythologies in
modern culture, see Frog 2014d.

2. Addressing mythologies in this way groups them
according to linguistic heritage and will then
highlight the relatedness of those groups, which
does not necessarily entail seeking to reconstruct an
earlier form of the mythology. Any long-term
continuity is of course linked to the history of the
mythology and what that mythology was in earlier
periods. Consequently, what can be said about the
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mythology of speakers of Proto-Indo-European
(e.g. West 2007; Lyle 2012) and that of speakers of
Proto-Uralic (e.g. Napolskikh 1992; Hoppal 2010:
28-37) are quite different. Perspectives have more
recently been offered on elements and cycles of
mythology that may have significantly earlier roots
in the Stone Age (e.g. Meletinskij 1997;
Napolskikh 2012; Witzel 2012; Berezkin, this
volume). Alternately, attention may also be given to
‘macro-regional complexes’ of mythology, which
are areal patterns and systems that develop in parts
of the world where multiple cultures with different
heritages of mythology have a long history of on-
going interactions (Witzel 2012: 65-68; cf. Frog
2011; 2014a; also Berezkin in this volume).

3. Cf. Algirdas Julien Greimas’ (1987 [1962])
description of mythology as a “metalanguage”.

4. It is possible to distinguish here between two broad
types of religious identity. One is an ‘official’,
ideally prescribed religious doctrine linked to
scripture and an institutionalized social or
bureaucratic aparatus, such as the Catholic Church.
The other is socially constructed through discourse
and interaction at a local level. However, it should
be noted that the ideal model of religious practice
and identity is centrally a frame of reference
constructed by and for those participating in a
religious identity. Constructing images of the
religious identities of ‘other’ groups is built on
social perceptions especially constructed through
discourse, whether this is a Norse or Finno-Karelian
perception of Sami religious identity, or the
Church’s construction of images of ‘pagans’,
‘Muslims’ and ‘Jews’.

. E.g. Eliade 1968 [1963]: 1-2; Doty 2000: 4-30; see
also the discussion in Csapo 2004.

6. E.g. Eliade 1968 [1963]: 5-6; Lévi-Strauss 1967
[1958]: 202-228; Barner-Barry & Hody 1994; see
also discussions in Rowland 1990 and Briggs &
Bauman 1992.

7. This occurs in the Sampo-Cycle, in which
Vdindmdinen is the only anthropomorphic agent in
the world-creation, following which forging the
vault of heaven may be attributed to lImarinen as an
indicator that he has the skill to create the
mysterious object called a sampo (see further Frog
2012; 2013c: 69-73).

8. For example ‘heaping together mountains’ (e.g.
SKVR 1; 185.23, 30), whereas The Song of Creation
attributes him only with the creation of the celestial
bodies from a world-egg, which may include
forming heaven and earth from its upper and lower
parts (notably distinct from the fabrication of the
vault of heaven from iron), and shaping the
contours of the seabed but not of the land (for a
variant from the same singer, Ontrei Malinen, see
SKVR I, 79.19-26, 50-61).

9. Discussing the coherence of a mythology must be
kept distinct from arguments about the ‘origin’ of a
particular narrative element or historiola. For
example, linking the Flum Jordan motif to an
account of the baptism of Jesus found in the 7"-
century Chronicon Paschale (Davies 1996: 21)

(6}




10.

11.

12.

13.

14,

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

does not mean that users of the motif in charms also
included it in local accounts of Jesus’s baptism.

Particularly controversial in structuralist approaches
was the attempt to advance structural patterns and
paradigms to universals (e.g. Lévi-Strauss 1967
[1958]) or to otherwise presume a pattern whereby
it became an artificial lens through which evidence
was interpreted, and then to treat the interpretation
as demonstrating the validity of the pattern (e.g.
Germanic mythology and religion in Dumézil 1988
[1948])).

In order to resolve this issue, | have elsewhere
outlined a differentiation between centralized
symbols and decentralized symbols (Frog 2014a;
2014d), and between a surface mythology and deep
mythology (Frog 2014c).

It was used, for example, to describe how
references to apocalyptic visions were handled and
manipulated in political speeches and the media
(e.g. O’Leary 1989).

This is found even among scholars who defined
myths in terms of stories (e.g. Witzel 2012: 17; cf.
also Doty 2000: 49).

Certain abstract structural patterns can also be
viewed as types of signs in that they have
diagrammatic iconicity: recognizing the pattern
equates to the recognition of its meaningfulness.
even if the images and motifs with which it is
completed may be open to considerable variation.
This type of variation has been discussed by Doty
in terms of the degree of the vitality of a myth
(2000: 137-140).

Cf. also Claude Lévi-Strauss’ argument that
“symbols are more real than what they symbolise;
the signifier precedes the signified” (1987: 37).

On mental images and image schemata, see e.g.
Lakoff 1987: passim.; on mythic images, see
Siikala 1992: 42-50.

I have developed this definition of ‘motif” as a
practical tool for analysis. The term ‘motif” was
originally intuitively defined and its use has been
extremely inconsistent. Stith Thompson’s Motif-
Index of Folk-Literature (1955-1958) did not serve
to clarify this, owing to his own approach: “Certain
items in narrative keep on being used by story-
tellers; they are the stuff out of which tales are
made. It makes no difference exactly what they are
like; if they are actually useful in the construction
of tales, they are considered to be motifs.”
(Thompson 1955: 7, my emphasis; cf. Berezkin,
this volume.)

Thompson’s motif type A62.2 “Thunder and
Lightning Slay Devils”.

l.e. the image filling the slot DEVIL may be a
decentralized symbol — a symbol that functions as a
common noun (‘devil’) as opposed to a proper noun
(‘Satan’) (on decentralized symbols, see further
Frog 2014a; 2014d).

Like the term ‘motif’, the term ‘theme’ has been
used in a variety of ways and most often without
clear formal criteria to distinguish it from other
structural units (cf. Propp 1968 [1928]: 12-13;
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22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

Arend 1933; Lord 1960: 68-98; Frye 1968; Foley
1990: esp. 240-245, 279-284, 329-335).

For a review, see Frog 2010: 377-395; for

examples of this epic in English, see FFPE 34-38.
This distinction is not clearly made in the Aarne—
Thompson-Uther (ATU) tale-type index of
international folktales (Uther 2004 or its earlier
editions), which is ostensibly concerned with plots,
even if these might be combined. However, certain
types listed seem normally to have appeared only as
episodes within complex narratives without a
distinctive complication and/or resolution to form a
complete plot according to the definition here (e.g.
ATU 1087). On this topic, see also Berezkin, this
volume.
For a survey of the sources for this tradition and its
variations, see Frog 2011; for a more detailed
review of the problematic Scandinavian evidence,
see Frog 2014b.

If 1 am not mistaken, | was introduced to the
potential significance of this feature in a
presentation given by Merrill Kaplan at the
University of Uppsala in 2006.

Available at: https://commons.wikimedia.org/
wiki/File:Three_kings or_three gods.jpag.

On the one hand, this means that the accuracy of
Snorri Sturluson’s account of this event in his Edda
is not relevant to this discussion except insofar as
the loss of the eye is correlated with sacrifice and
the acquisition of supernatural power. On the other
hand, this means that caution is needed when
employing Snorri’s account as a frame of reference
because the same details that make it accessible to
us as narrative may deviate from the local tradition
of OPINN SACRIFICES EYE in relation to which a
particular artefact was made or ritual performed.
For example, the one-eye modification could have
been only symbolic, emblematic of a role, just as
modifications to helmets were emblematic to their
wearers rather than a literal blinding per se (cf. Price
& Mortimer 2014: 519-525). It might be appealing
to infer that the one-eyed Truso head represents
some type of sorceress, but this would only be
speculation. For all we know, the modification of
an image making it one-eyed like the Truso head or
the one-eyed buckle tongue from Elsfleth near
Bremen (Price & Mortimer 2014: 525) may have
been part of a ritual act for the creation of a
supernatural helping agent that could act on behalf
of the user (in later Scandinavian folklore this is
most familiar in the form of a milk-stealer created
by witches). The question seems irresolvable.

The vernacular language was not equipped with
equivalents to the modern terminology for
discussing religion, religious conflict and religious
change. Instead, it used expressions like inn forni
sior [‘the old way of life’] as opposed to inn nyi
sior [‘the new way of life’] or Kristinn sidr
[‘Christian way of life (religion)’] (Cleasby &
Vigfusson 1896: 526; on the interplay of vernacular
and Christian religion in the conversion context, see
further e.g. Adalsteinsson 1978; Miller 1991;
Sanmark 2004; Gunnell 2009).
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30. This interpretation was a structuring principle of
Elias Lonnrot’s Kalevala, where The Judgement of
Vainamainen is represented at the end of the epic to
mark the end of the pagan past and beginning of the
Christian era.

31. This is found in the entry under year 6579 (AD
1071); a Christian’s assertion that a pagan god is in
fact the Antichrist is also found under the entry for
6582 (AD 1074).

32. This last case seems likely, for example, in the case
of Old Norse sagas mentioning Jomali (from Finnic
jumala) as a god of the Bjarmar [‘Bjarmians’] on
the White Sea: it is highly improbable that the
theonym of such a remote and infrequently
contacted foreign group was maintained in oral
discourse for perhaps two centuries when other
personal names were not (see Frog 2014c: 466-467).

33. Cf. motifs in legends related to Sdmi shamanism
(Christiansen 1958: 54-56, type 3080; Jauhainen
1998: 167-168, types D1031-1040; af Klintberg
2010: 264-265, types M151-160). Such motifs
construct the image SAMI through discourse.

34. For a full discussion, see Frog 2014b: 142-154.

35. On Karelian lament, see further Stepanova 2014;
for works in English, see Stepanova 2011; 2012,
and also Stepanova & Frog, this volume.

36. These differences extend to quite a fundamental
level, as discussed regarding raptor symbolism in
Ahola et al. 2016.

37. Although ‘mode’ was introduced with a prominent
position by M.K.A. Halliday (1978), it was not as
concisely defined as his other terms and was not
devoid of ambiguity (see Shore 2015). On the use
of ‘mode’ here, see Frog 2014¢: 198—-202.

38. This phenomenon has been referred to as
‘languaging’; see e.g. Jorgensen et al. 2011.

39. This has recently been highlighted by Eila Stepanova,
who has characterized the lament register as a
register of lamenters rather than as a register of a
genre of folklore an sich (2014).
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Folklore and Mythology Catalogue: Its Lay-Out and Potential for Research

Yuri E. Berezkin, Museum of Anthropology & Ethnography (Kunstkamera) / European University
at Saint Petersburg

Abstract: The catalogue of folklore and mythology contains ca. 50,000 abstracts of oral texts from all over the world.
The distribution of 2,000 cosmological and etiological motifs, adventure and trickster episodes is systematically
checked across almost 1,000 traditions. The database was developed as a tool for the research of prehistoric migrations
and cultural interactions. The present article introduces and illustrates its potential for research.

“The Thematic Classification and Areal
Distribution of Folklore-Mythological Motifs.
The Analytical Catalogue” (www.ruthenia.ru/
folklore/berezkin) with a set of accompanying
files not placed on the web is a resource
created for the study of the human past.
Folklore texts from more than 6000 books and
papers as well as some unpublished materials
have already been processed. The textual part
of this database is in Russian and therefore
inaccessible for most users. Since the mid-
1990s, the work was supported by Russian
funds that assigned money, not for the
creation of the database itself, but for
receiving new information on prehistory. To
find time for the preparation of abstracts in
English for the items catalogued was
practically impossible. This sad fact has its
positive side too. Before being widely
opened, a system of such scale had to be
properly adjusted. With the progress of
computer technology and ever easier access to
publications, many gaps and flaws that the
database initially contained have been filled
and corrected. A complete translation of
textual material into English has hardly been
manageable, but some means to diminish this
disadvantage will hopefully be found.

The database had a long formative period
of development. Graduating as an archaeologist
and initially having in mind a search for
potential clues to understanding the mytholo-
gical scenes on Moche vases and murals (ca.
A.D. 100-800; Berezkin 1981), | began to
systematize South American Indian folklore
data in my own way. Only later, since the
mid-1990s when the processing of the North
American materials began, did | become more
intimately engaged in problems of method
and theory, being influenced more by Franz
Boas and his students (Boas 1995: 329-363;
2002: 635-674; Kroeber 1908; Lowie 1908;
Wilbert & Simoneau 1992: 41-45) than by
the mainstream folklore studies. A crucial
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point on the way towards the systematization
of all the New World and later also of the Old
World materials was an encouraging
conversation with Johannes Wilbert in Los
Angeles in 1993. My first computer was
bought the same year thanks to a George
Soros’ grant, and my first attempts to apply
statistical methods to the data took place in
the year following. These attempts would
have failed without the friendly help of
anthropologist Alexander Kozintsev.

The Replication of Narratives

The database has been developed through the
etic interpretation of ‘myths and tales’ as
cultural elements subject to replication. This
approach is complementary to their study as
emic phenomena that have a particular
meaning for the people who use these cultural
elements. However, it warrants stressing that
these approaches to cultural data do not
compete or interfere with one another. Any
cultural feature can be both interpreted and
unconsciously reproduced (Durkheim 1911;
Geertz 1993: 92-93). | use the expressions
‘folklore’, ‘mythology’ and ‘folklore and
mythology’ indiscriminately to refer to all
kinds of traditional stories and tales, long and
short, sacred and profane. The focus of
research is placed on the replication of forms
that can be borrowed from culture to culture
and not emic interpretations that are culturally
specific. Borrowing between cultures and
historical processes of cultural change can
both potentially change the emic category to
which a story or tale belongs, which makes it
essential to treat the material inclusively in
the type of research for which the database
has been developed.

Certain elements of culture are related to
the physical survival of people, but narratives
and mythological images are not counted
among these. You cannot make flat roofs after
coming to live in a rain forest, even if you
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made them when living in a desert. However,
nothing prevents you from reproducing the
same stories in the new environment. Social
events that include a public retelling of myths
are important, but there is not a necessary
dependence between the public event and the
content of the story or stories told
(Malinowski 1926). Thus, sets of folklore
elements can be preserved even if the
landscapes, climates and social configurations
in which they are told change. A deep and
abrupt cultural or environmental change
would probably trigger modifications in the
folklore-mythological sphere too, but not
because of a direct dependence between
mythology and environment. More important
would be a general cultural imbalance that
facilitates the loss of some cultural elements
and the adoption of other, new ones. All other
conditions being equal, folklore and
mythology change in proportion to number of
times it undergoes interpersonal transmission
in the chain of its historical communication.
In practice, that transmission has long been
recognized as a social process rather than
being limited to a chain of single individuals
(Frog 2013: 21). For this reason, it can be
practically discussed in terms of generations
and inter-generational transmission.  Any
culture is based on the copying of its elements
from generation to generation, and any
replication is ultimately subject to variation.
Unlike genes, cultural elements can be
acquired both from other members of the
same group of peoples and from outside that
group, i.e. they can move from people to
people without the need for those peoples to
be genetically related. Thus the distribution of
cultural elements and genetic markers will not
necessarily co-occur across different popu-
lations. The study of tales according to
biological metaphors has a long history, and
this has more recently advanced to
comparisons using models and software from
genetics. The different kinds of transmission
of the folklore elements can be described as
vertical when transmitted from generation to
generation within a population, and horizontal
when transmitted between peoples of different
origins. Both kinds of transmission could take
place in any period of history. If parallels with
biology are appropriate, the development of
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the folklore is more like the evolution of
prokaryota than that of eukaryota. Therefore
applying the same procedures to the study of
a particular folklore plot as to the study of a
gene (Tehrani 2013) does not seem to be
methodologically correct.

The ultimate purpose of the research based
on the analysis of the areal patterns of the
spread of the folklore elements is to reveal not
functional dependences between folklore and
other spheres of culture (and nature) but the
particular and to some degree chance
peculiarities of such processes as migrations
and cultural contacts and interactions.

The Problem of Multigenesis

The database is a tool for the study of human
past. Such a tool would be useless if elements
of folklore tales were ephemeral units subject
to easy emergence and disappearance.
Therefore it was desirable to assess the
probability that multiple similar elements in
folklore could emerge independently of one
another. The reality is that we can hardly
measure such a probability and that the
independent emergence of even complex
cultural forms cannot be completely excluded.
However, though every particular cultural
element could probably emerge more than
once, trends in the areal distribution of a great
number of elements (many dozens and even
hundreds of them) must depend on some
social, natural or historical factors. Otherwise
the areal distribution of elements would be
chaotic. The hypothesis of the ephemeral
nature of elements of folklore was rejected,
not because of some theoretical considerations,
but under the pressure of factual evidence.
This or that element is found in one region
and absent from others. Those elements that
are truly found universally have simply been
ignored because their study is useless for our
purposes.

Initially, the factors responsible for the
patterns in the areal distribution of folklore
elements were thought to lie in social and
natural spheres. It was thought that cultures
with particular types of economy and social
organization that existed in particular climates
and landscapes produced similar stories and
worldview images. However, such correlations
have proven to be weak at best. The data from




Figure 1. Myths with circum-Pacific distribution that explain
the origin of plants on the principle of ‘many from one’.
Many different fruits and tubers grow on the branches of one
tree; bodily members of a person (Avesta: a bull) turn into
different plants. Grey circles traditions for cultivated
plants. Black circles = traditions for wild edible plants.

Figure 3. The task-giver is a king or a chief. The person who
gives difficult tasks to the hero is a prominent figure in the
social hierarchy, i.e. a head of the political unit of a
community or higher level and not a mythical being.

African cultures processed during the last
eight years was the last straw in breaking this
hypothesis. This led me to determine that the
potential influence of social-ecological
conditions on the distribution of folklore
elements is insignificant. Sub-Saharan African
agriculture, based on root-crops and trees and
not only on grain-crops, is of the same type as
the Southeast Asian, Oceanic and tropical
American agriculture. However, no etiological
stories related to the origin of cultivated
species (nor to the origin of practically any
plants at all) were found in Africa, while a lot
of stories related to the origin of edible plants
are known to people on the both sides of the
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Figure 2. The earth-diver cosmological myth. Persons or
creatures acquire from the bottom of the ocean or from the
lower world small amount of solid substance which turns into
the earth. The outlined routes of the spread of the motif are
highly hypothetical.

To0end
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Figure 4. Obstacle flight. Running away from a dangerous
being, a person throws objects that turn into mighty obstacles
in the way of the pursuer. 1. A whetstone and a comb are
thrown, and they turn into a mountain and into a thicket,
forest, etc. 2. Either a whetstone or a comb but not the both.
3. A comb is thrown but it turns into another kind of obstacle,
not into a thicket. 4. A thrown comb in the American Indian
tales (probably a Spanish borrowing).

Pacific, and these stories have much in
common (Figure 1). Even if | missed some
African texts of this category, they must be
extremely rare, whereas corresponding texts
can be found in almost every publication on
the folklore of the circum-Pacific region.

It is easy to offer additional examples. The
‘earth-diver’ stories are found mostly in the
continental areas far from any large body of
water (Figure 2). The person who suggests
impossible tasks for a hero is a prominent
figure in the social hierarchy (and not just a




mythological character like Thunder, the Sun,
a wizard, etc.) in stories recorded in those
parts of North America where social
stratification was weak. Such a figure is
practically absent from Nuclear America with
its state- and chiefdom-level societies, the few
Andean cases could well have emerged under
Spanish influence (Figure 3). A whetstone
and a comb as objects thrown behind the hero
to become a mountain and a thicket blocking
the way of the pursuer are not registered
everywhere where combs and whetstones
were used, but across a wide but restricted
zone of Northern Eurasia and North America
(Figure 4).

As long as the population was sparse and
contacts between small groups were episodic,
vertical transmission has in general probably
prevailed. During the initial colonization of as
yet unpopulated parts of the globe, it can be
assumed that the transference of folklore
elements was exclusively vertical as people
spread into the new territories. Within densely
populated areas where contacts between the
people were continuously ongoing and intense,
the horizontal transmission of folklore likely
became dominant and also shaped vertical
transmission. Therefore the formation of the
trans-Eurasian information network since
about Hellenistic/Han period had to have
important consequences for the development
of the Old World folklore (and culture in
general). When patterns such as those
illustrated above are observed in such a large
body of data, a historical explanation for the
areal distribution of the folklore elements
seems the most plausible.

Motifs as Analytical Units

Up to this point, | have tried to refer to the
replicated units of texts ‘elements’, just as F.
Boas did more than a century ago. This term
is too vague, however, so the term ‘motif’
was chosen as a more practical and specific. It
might be better to coin a totally new term
more appropriate for the study, but all
suggested alternatives have been rejected for
various reasons. For example, the term
‘episode’ is perhaps the best for the
description of narratives but it is not well
suited to cosmological ideas like ‘rainbow as
a serpent’ or ‘shadows on the moon as a
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rabbit’. The terms ‘motif-episode’ and ‘motif-
image’ are used when it is relevant to make
certain distinctions.

| define motifs as any episodes or images
retold or described in narratives that are
registered in at least two (although normally
in many more) different traditions. Some of
my motifs find correspondences in standard
indexes used by folklorists. For motif-images,
the corresponding index is S. Thompson’s
(1955-1958) index of elementary motifs, and
for motif-episodes the index is the A. Aarne —
S. Thompson — H.-J. Uther’s (ATU) index of
the types of international folklore (Aarne
1910; Thompson 1961; Uther 2004).
However, neither of these systems can be
regularly used for our purposes. Neither of
them was ever contemplated to serve as a tool
in historical research as such, and both are
Eurocentric.

S. Thompson’s index was created with the
declared aim to hold it aloof from any
problematics of historical research (Thompson
1932: 2). The aim was to reduce any text to a
kind of standard combination of ‘characters’
or ‘units’. It is symptomatic, however, that an
expert can easily extract a set of registered
motifs from a given text, but it is normally
impossible to reconstitute the content of any
real text on the basis of the set of motifs
extracted. Descriptions of the root motifs on
which clusters of more particular motifs are
based were intentionally deprived of details in
Thompson’s index, wordings like ‘Origin of
Frog’ (A2162), ‘Dwarfs in Other World’
(F167.2) and ‘Self-Mutilation’ (S160.1) being
typical. Particular motifs are, on the contrary,
too specific and often created based on one
unique text (cf. A1730: Creation of Animals
as Punishment and A1731 Creation of
Animals as Punishment for Beating Forbidden
Drum). As a result, Thompson’s index
presents both a combination of units that are
universal and can be found anywhere and
units that have a restricted local distribution.
When all of these units are taken together
without  differentiation, the  statistical
processing of regional sets of ‘motifs’ is
senseless. The application of Thompson’s
index to South American materials (Wilbert
& Simoneau 1992) demonstrated that, if
necessary, the system itself can be upgraded




to fit the non-European cultural and
environmental peculiarities. However, the
world-wide processing of units selected on the
base of Thompson’s index would reflect the
similarity/dissimilarity between environments
and (material) cultures, and not between oral
traditions themselves.

The tale-type was originally understood as
a narrative plot with a more or less precise
origin in space and time. This idea has been
severely criticized (e.g. Jason 1970) and now
the ATU tale-types are primarily used as
reference points for finding parallels for
particular texts. There are several reasons why
the ATU index is impossible to use for the
sort of historical studies discussed here, i.e. for
assessing a degree of similarity/dissimilarity
between folklore traditions on a global scale.
Being Eurocentric, ATU’s power to classify
the folklore of Sub-Saharan Africa, Siberia,
Southeast Asia and Oceania is restricted,
while Australia and America are completely
beyond its scope. The ethnic attribution of
texts is systematically provided only for Europe.
For other areas, it is absent or practically
absent not only in the reference index itself
(Uther 2004), but also even in some regional
indexes that use the ATU system (e.g.
Thompson & Roberts 1960; Ting 1978; El-
Shamy 2004). A still more significant
problem is related to how ATU tale-types are
defined. In many cases, sets of episodes found
in particular variants of the same tale-type are
so different that it is impossible to assess the
degree of similarity between particular texts
of the same tale-type without consulting the
original sources or publications. Finally, the
mistakes in the index are relatively numerous,
which is of course inevitable if the texts
themselves are not available but only citations
of texts.

One of the best-known tale-types, ATU
301 The Three Stolen Princesses can be used
to illustrate what really stands behind some of
the types in the index. The description
includes about a dozen and a half of the
episodes that are often incorporated into the
stories identified with this tale-type. Six of
these have been chosen for the present
illustration, considering their areal spread
using original publications. As in any other
ATU type, these episodes can be found in
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different combinations inside one text but can
also be used in stories for which the ATU
index gives other numbers. In Uther 2004 (I:
176-179), the selection of episodes described
in the context of particular tale-types is
fortuitous. In the case of ATU 301, the motifs
listed below as 1, 2 and 6 in Figure 5 are
described, whereas those listed as 3, 4 and 5
are omitted. The six example motif-episodes
are here described according to the wordings
in our catalogue and numbered according to
the distribution maps in Figure 5. The
example motif-episodes may be described as
follows:

1. Hero, His Companions and a Dwarf. The
hero and his companion, or companions,
live together. Every morning one stays at
home while another or others go to hunt,
etc. A demonic person comes, eats up all the
food and beats the cook. Or, the man who
remains at home comes to the demon himself
in search of fire and is maltreated by him.
The hero kills or neutralizes the demon.
Besides Nuclear Eurasia, this episode is
popular in the Southeast Asia and rather well
represented in Sub-Saharan Africa.

2. Hero Marooned in the Underworld. A man
descends down into a well, over a precipice,
etc. Saving a girl or girls, getting treasure,
etc. he sends them up. After receiving the
girls and/or treasure, his companions cut the
rope and the hero remains below. The
episode is better represented in India and in
China than the previous one, but is totally
absent from insular Southeast Asia.

3. Snake Threatens Nestlings. A serpent or
water monster regularly devours or injures
children of a powerful being, usually
nestlings of a giant bird. The bird has no
power over the serpent but the hero kills the
monster. This episode, unlike others, is
found in the Americas; one of the Kazakh
versions is especially similar to the
Amerindian ones (Berezkin 2014b, fig. 1).
In the Iranian index, the episode is selected
as a distinct tale-type 301E (Marzolph
1984).

4. White and Black Rams. Going to the
underworld, the hero should take a white
ram (horse) with him, which would carry
him back to earth. By chance, he takes a
black one, which carries him even deeper to
the lower level of the underworld. This
episode is popular in the Eastern




Figure 5. Patterns of distribution of six motif-episodes that are used in the context of ATU tale-type 301. 1. Hero,
His Companions and a Dwarf. 2. Hero Marooned in the Underworld. 3. Snake Threatens Nestlings. 4. White and
Black Rams. 5. The Packed Kingdom. 6. Man Feeds His Own Flesh to His Animal Helper.

Mediterranean but not known beyond the found in Eastern Europe. Some examples of
Maghreb, the Middle Volga area and Pamir. this episode may potentially have remained
5. The Packed Kingdom. Returning from the unnoticed by me becau_se the motif has only
underworld, an abducted princess puts recently been included in the catalogue.
objects that she used there (clothes, house, 6. Man Feeds His Own Flesh to His Animal
‘kingdom’) into a small container (an egg, a Helper. The hero has to feed a powerful
ball, etc.) and brings them with her. This creature (usually a giant bird) by regularly
episode is more rare than others and mostly giving it pieces of meat. When the meat
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supply is exhausted, he cuts off a piece of his
own flesh. The pattern of areal distribution
of this episode is reminiscent of the
distribution of episode 2, with the important
exception that it is absent from South Asia.

The presence or absence of particular episodes
in Atlantic Europe, South Asia or Africa is
important for research on the prehistoric
exchange of information or movements of
people. However, it is impossible to retrieve
such data from the available folklore indexes.
It was therefore necessary to create a database
of our own and not use the systems created
for other purposes.

The Database Lay-Out and Usage

The database exists as a set of Word files and
as a correlation table in *sav format. The
textual version contains abstracts of ca.
50,000 texts from all over the world. The
precise number is difficult to assess: one text
can contain several motifs and is therefore
reproduced several times in different parts of
the catalogue, but one motif can be illustrated
by several texts. Texts are arranged according
to the motifs that they contain. Motifs
included in the first half of the catalogue and
denoted with letters from A to | are mostly
related to cosmology and etiology. Motifs in
the second half, denoted with letters from J to
M, are related to adventures and tricks. This
dichotomy is not rigorous but that is
unimportant because the database’s search
function allows any motif to be easily found
regardless of its place in the general list of
motifs or grouping with other motifs of the
same kind (e.g. motifs related to the
explanation for death or trickster episodes;
motifs found only in Eurasia or only in the
Sub-Saharan Africa, etc.).

For every motif, abstracts of texts are
arranged by regions, beginning with South
Africa and ending with Tierra del Fuego. The
relative size of the regions distinguished in
the database varies significantly and depends
on the problematics of the research at the time
when a particular set of regions was defined.
Within each region, several traditions (from
one to several dozen) are selected, and just
these units (the traditions) together with the
motifs form the basic structure of the system.
This structure allows individual motifs and
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regions or cultural groups to be handled as
separate but intersecting parameters.

Ideally one tradition should correspond to
one ‘ethnic’ group, but such groups, as is well
known, are different. We can provisionally
accept a hypothesis that cultural differences
depend on a) geographical distance between
people and on b) the existence or nonexistence
of language barriers  between them.
Accordingly, linguistically homogeneous
traditions that occupy very wide geographical
areas were split and those whose carriers
spoke closely related languages and occupied
small territories were merged together. Such
Eurasian traditions as Ukrainian, Kazakh, and
especially Russian and Chinese, occupy huge
areas, even considering the traditional ethnic
territories before ca. AD 1500. These should
be split into smaller units in the future. The
main reason that it has not been done yet is
because of the lack of information concerning
the exact provenience of part of the texts.

For poorly known regions (especially
Melanesia, including New Guinea, and
Australia), where the number of languages is
large and the amount of folklore data for each
individual language is relatively small, ethnic
traditions were united into clusters rather
mechanically differentiated.

The textual database available on the
internet is upgraded once a year. In 2014, an
interactive version with English wordings of
motifs and maps of the areal distribution of
motifs was created. The automatic transfer of
the data from the *sav format produced
chance mistakes, some of which potentially
have not yet been identified. Because of this,
the site has not yet been opened to the public,
but I hope that it will be in the near future.

Using the database, we can either check
the areal distribution of particular motifs or
apply statistical programs to assess the degree
of similarity/dissimilarity between traditions.
Examples of the spread of particular motifs
have been shown above (Figures 1-5).
Another example is shown in Figure 6, which
represents the spread of tales reproduced by
later groups of Asian migrants on their way to
the New World.

Initially, when only data on the American
traditions was included in the catalogue, the
distribution of all the motifs according to all




Figure 6. The Leg-Bridge. A person stretches his or her leg or
neck (Dafla of northeast India: hand) as a bridge across body
of water. The fugitives or those who walk ahead cross the
bridge; the persecutor or those who are behind usually fall
because the person takes his bridge away.

the traditions was analyzed. When the data on
the Old World traditions was included, the
system became too heterogeneous to be
processed as a whole. It contains, on the one
hand, motifs that can be extremely old, which
potentially spread already in the early
Holocene or Late Pleistocene Periods, and on
the other hand, motifs that spread across
Nuclear Eurasia during the last millennia or
even in recent centuries. Consequently, any use
of the database to address a particular research
question requires preliminary analytical work
concerning which motifs in particular should
be selected for processing.

Expressed in figures, the world folklore
and mythology database is a binary table (i.e.
consisting of zeros and ones) with lines for
traditions and columns for motifs. In this way,
every tradition is characterized by long strings
of zeroes and ones that contain information on
the degree of similarity/dissimilarity between
traditions. This information can be extracted
in different ways. One way is based on the
principle of factor analysis. Within this
framework, features (i.e. the motifs) are
represented as sums of a small number of
concealed variables (factors). Factor analysis
algorithms promote, as far as possible, the
preservation of initial correlation between the
features (the motifs). As a result of such a
presentation, every tradition is characterized
by values of a small number of factors
(usually two or three), so the number of
variables is fundamentally reduced. One of
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Figure 7. Computed data on the distribution of 548 folklore
motifs related to adventures and tricks according to 309
ethnic traditions of the OIld World. Second principal
component (2" PC). Traditions located between the Caucasus
and Mongolia with adjacent Siberia form one group, while
traditions of Western Europe and the Mediterranean with
adjacent Africa form another group. This evidence suggests
that information exchange inside two spheres of
communication was slightly more intensive than between
those two spheres. Traditions with mathematic indexes from
+0,24 to -0,24 are neutral with respect to the Western and
Eastern complexes and are not shown on the map.

the variants of the factor analysis uses the so-
called principle components (PC) as factors,
which are formally related to a completely
different task, which is to find a linear
combination of features for which the
dispersal is maximal. The number of such
maximums coincides with the number of
dimensions of a particular task. The greatest
maximum corresponds to the 1% PC, the next
one to the 2" PC, and so on. With the
processing of such a large and diverse dataset
as ours, the first three or four components
undertake less (sometimes much less) than
20% of the total variability. However, it is
enough for a convincing differentiation of the
traditions according to a huge number of
features.

As an example of the statistical processing
of data, the results of computing the
information on distribution of adventure and
trickster motifs typical for the tales recorded
in Nuclear Eurasia are presented in Figure 7.
This scheme was first published in Berezkin
2015 (as Fig. 2) and here is slightly modified
after including data on ca. 500 additional
texts.




Advantages of the Database: Folklore
Parallels between the Caucasus and the
North Eurasian Forest Zone

A new approach to the material is justified as
far as one gets access to new information
hitherto unavailable. One of the advantages is
the possibility to apply statistical analysis to a
vast and diverse aggregation of data and to
reveal tendencies that otherwise would remain
unnoticed. Our database in *sav format
inevitably contains chance mistakes and mis-
prints. However, the information was
accumulated during such a long time in the
context of such diverse research projects that
a systematic bias is hardly possible. And all
‘L’s and ‘0’s of the correlation table can be
easily checked against the data of the textual
catalogue.

Another innovation is the global rather
than regional approach to the material. The
database began to grow from an original
concentration on South America. As its scope
was expanded, the Western Eurasian folklore,
which has been the focus of attention of
traditional folkloristics, was looked into from
the outside. Thanks to this, it was possible to
observe transcontinental parallels that had
remained beyond the horizon of -earlier
researchers. Besides regularities in the
distribution of motifs that are related to the
problems of the peopling of the Americas, the
Austronesian dispersal, early maritime contacts
between Africa and South and Southeast Asia,
and other broad themes that need not be
reviewed here, the previously unnoticed
parallels between texts recorded in Western
Eurasia itself were also found.

Of special interest are those that concern
parallels between traditions of the Caucasus
and the much more northern areas of the
forest belt. Because a direct contact between
the two regions is impossible, the motifs in
question had to be known earlier in the steppe
zone, from where they probably disseminated
in both directions. The steppe zone is an area
where ever new groups of people were almost
constantly moving from West to East (in the
Chalcolithic Period and the Bronze Age) and
then mainly from East to West (since the Iron
Age). Because of population replacement, the
early motifs had little chance of being
preserved. However, information found in the
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folklore traditions to the north and to the
south of the steppe zone helps to reconstruct
the stories that were probably known to the
pre-Turkic and pre-Mongolian inhabitants of
the steppe. Comparing southern and northern
Eurasian versions, the anthropogenic myth in
which a dog and a horse participate was
provisionally reconstructed (Berezkin 2014a).
Here is another example of the same
approach.

Two persons engaged in dialogue describe
a series of objects and creatures as being
simultaneously giant and small:

Abkhazians (Shakryl 1975, no. 89: 395-
396). A dialogue between a devil and a
man. — What news? — Eight dogs cannot eat
up a thigh of a mosquito. — Dogs are small. —
They devoured eagles that flew into the yard
of a prince. — Eagles are small. — When they
sat on a roof of the palace, their wings
touched the ground. — The palace is small. —
Every room is spacious enough for eight
camels. — Camels are small. — They were
eating the upper branches of pines. — Pines
are small. \When my brother was looking at
their tops, he had to crane his neck and his
cap fell down. — Your brother is small. — He
could take stones from the bottom of a well
by putting his hand into it. — The bottom was
near. — If you throw a stone in the morning,
it will not reach the bottom until evening. —
The day was short. — A cow that conceived
in the morning returned with a big calf in the
evening.

Similar texts are recorded among the
Abazins, a groups of Abkhazians that
migrated to the northern slope of the main
Caucasian range, and the Kabardin, who are
more distantly related to the Abkhazians and
live to the north of the Abazins (Alieva and
Kardangushev 1977: 121-123; Tugov 1985,
no. 120: 335-336).

Ossetians. A dialogue between a man and a
giant. — How did you cross Terek River? — |
caught a donkey, used my cap for a saddle,
legging bands for saddle-girths. — It was not
Terek but a stream? — The donkey’s cry was
not heard on the opposite bank. — The
donkey was small? — From its hide, a coat
and a cap for Uryzmag were made. —
Uryzmag was small? — He could not hear a
cock crying at his feet. — He was deaf? — He
heard how ants ploughed in the underworld. —
The ants were not far away? — Herdsmen
reached them in a year. — Herdsmen were




bad? — During this year, wolves could not
take a single ear of a kid. — Wolves were
bad? — They immediately devoured
buffaloes in the steppe. — Buffaloes were
bad? — They spent an iron yoke almost
immediately after being harnessed. (Britayev
& Kaloev 1959: 380-382.)

Georgians (Imeretia). A dialogue between a
wolf and an angel in the guise of a beggar. —
How did I cross the sea? — On the back of a
fly. — The sea is small? — An eagle tried to
fly over it but was exhausted and drowned. —
It was an eagle nestling? — When he moved,
his wings they covered three towns. —
Towns were small? — A horseman could
hardly ride across them during three months. —
He had a colt, not a horse? — When this
horse died, its master made three coats and
three caps of its hide. — The master was
small of stature? — When a cock cried, he
could hardly hear it. — He was deaf? — When
ants were arguing under the earth, he could
hear them. (Kagan 1898, no. 22: 64-66.)

Armenians. A dialogue between a monster
and a beggar who is really a fish saved by
the man and had now arrived to help him. —
Where are you from? — From the other side
of the sea. — How did you come? — | rode a
lame flea. — The sea was small? — An eagle
cannot fly across it. — The eagle is a
nestling? — The shadow of its wings would
cover a town. — The town is small? — A hare
cannot run across it. — The hare is tiny? — Its
hide is enough to make a coat, a cap and a
couple of mittens. — For a dwarf? — If you
put a cock to cry on his knee, he will not
hear it. — He is deaf? — He hears how a deer
eats grass in a forest (Tumanyan 1984: 101-
106.)

Northern Khanty. A dialogue between two
persons. — Why are your legs crooked? — |
crossed seven seas in a boat without oars. —
The seas were small? — Who knows, but a
blue, a green bird was flying across but fell
into the water. — The bird was small. — Who
could see it, but seven men used its wing as
a house roof. — The men were small. — Who
knows. People say that each one was as big
as a net on the Ob River. — So the nets were
small. — Small or big, but put at a depth of
seven sazhen (a sazhen is 7 feet) and the
upper edges were seen. — It means the water
was shallow. — Shallow or deep, but when
the blue, the green fish is swimming, its
head, its tail are not seen (Nikolaeva 1999,
no. 11: 156).
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The northern Khanty version is not
expected in company of the Caucasian ones
but stories about the Sun and a demon who
compete for the hero have a similar areal
distribution (Figure 8). A man pursued by a
demonic person seeks protection from
another person who is related to the upper
world (the Sun, the Moon, Venus). The
protector, the pursuer or both are female.
They pull the man in the opposite directions
and usually tear him in half or the man’s leg
is torn off. Stories about two females, the
Sun and a demon, who tear the male Moon
apart, are known both in Siberia and in the
Caucasus. Owing to constraints of space, |
provide only two abstracts.

Abkhazians. A girl who was really a were-
wolf was born into the family of a prince.
Her younger brother ran away, met the
Moon woman and married her. After some
time, he decided to visit his former home
and found it in ruins. His cannibal sister
pursues him and the youth ascends to the
Moon. His sister, however, could catch his
foot and tore it off. That is why a one-legged
person is seen in the Moon (Bgazhba 1983:
33-35).

Khanty (Vakh River). A cannibal daughter
was born to an old couple. Their son decides
to run away and marries a daughter of the
Sun. He decides to visit his home, but it is
empty and his cannibal sister attacks him.
He escapes but reaches his wife at the
moment when his sister manages to catch
him. His body is torn apart by the two
women. His wife gets the part without a
heart and cures him, but he continues to die
and to be revived. He is the Moon (Lukina
1990, no. 5: 65).

In Western Siberia the plot is registered
among Tundra Nenets, different groups of the
Khanty, Sel’kups and Kets (Osharov 1936:
11-115, 142—-144; Dul’son 1966: 13-115; Pelikh
1972: 368, 369; 1998: 42, 63; Alekseenko
1976: 83, 83-84; Prokofieva 1976: 107;
Kulemzin & Lukina 1977: 122; Sangi 1989:
42-44; Lukina 1990, no. 5, 6: 65, 66-67;
Golovnev 1995: 303-304; Nikolaeva 2006:
123-126; Tuchkova 2006: 126, 241, 305) and
in the Caucasus among the Abkhazians,
Abazins, Ossetians and Ingush (Miller 1882:
297-299; Chursin 1956: 149-150, 150, 150-
151; Bgazhba 1983: 31-33, 33-35; Malsagov
1983, no. 138: 297-299; Tugov 1985, no. 36:
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Figure 8. Moon Torn in Half. 1. A man pursued by a demonic
person seeks protection from another person who is related to
the upper world (the Sun, the Moon, Venus). The protector,
the pursuer or both are female. They pull the man in opposite
directions and usually tear him in half or the man’s leg is torn
off. 2. Two male persons compete for a girl, one pulls her up
into the sky and another down to earth. She gets to the Moon.

91-93). They are registered also among the
Hungarians, Romanians and Ukrainians
(Afanasiev 1994: 271-272; Botezatu 1981:
27-37; Hidas 1953: 24-32). Such areal
distribution fits the hypothesis about the
circulation of similar narratives among the
inhabitants of the steppe region very well.

In tales of the Sami of the Kola Peninsula,
it is a girl who is an object of competition and
now is seen in the Moon (Charnoluski 1962:
50-79; Kharuzin 1890: 348-350). The Eastern
Sami folklore tradition has a strong Western
Siberian component (Berezkin 2008) and had
hardly any links with the steppe region.

Stories about a cannibal sister (ATU 315A)
are known across half of Eurasia, but the
motif of the Moon being torn apart is more
specific and peculiar to the traditions mentioned
above.

It is interesting that a rather similar episode
exists in the folklore of the Makka Indians of
Paraguayan Chaco (Wilbert & Simoneau
1991, no. 84, 85: 179-186, 187-191). This
can be taken as an example of the independent
emergence of a comparable narrative scheme.
A very early transfer of the motif from Asia to
the New World is not completely excluded
but cannot be proven, of course.

Motifs which are typical for Scandinavia,
Baltic Finns and northern Russians, on the
one hand, and the Caucasus, on the other
hand, also exist. A “Big (or long) bull” (Iso
harka, Suur harg) is one of a series of motifs
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related to this complex. But that is a theme for
another paper.

Perspectives and Future Prospects

As was mentioned above, the database
contains ca. 50,000 abstracts of texts while
the number of texts, published or preserved in
the archives, is at least ten and possibly a
hundred times larger. The more texts that are
processed, the greater the analytical power of
the database as a tool, so its field of
application is practically unlimited. The
database was designed to yield results that are
of potential interest mostly for archaeologists,
linguists engaged in historical comparative
linguistics, and geneticists, i.e. for those
scholars who study history, and especially the
deep history of human culture. On the other
hand, the resource can be used to reveal
information linked to processes in much more
recent history. For example, the statistics in
Figure 7 may reflect information exchange
resulting from the Osman intrusion into the
Balkans and central Mediterranean (a
southern Balkan - Sicilian wedge between
Central Europe, Arabian Egypt and the Near
East, which leaves the Albanians as the only
‘Eastern’ tradition in the ‘West’). It is yet to
be seen what sort of uses and utility the
database may have for other researchers with
different types of research questions and
research aims. In addition to offering an
alternative model for indexing folklore
material, the database may prove of interest as
a resource for typological studies, for helping
contextualize research on a particular local
tradition, or it could simply be used as a
complementary resource for considering the
traditions of a particular culture or region. A
multiply indexed database of ca. 50,000
abstracts of traditional texts from cultures
around the world holds tremendous potential,
even if the selection of material has been
limited by the aims for which it has been
designed.

There is nevertheless a point of concern
that the future prospects of the database
project as presented here are rather uncertain.
It has been developed as a tool for analysing
folklore, especially by scholars concerned
with the deep history of human cultures.
Scholars who command the historical data,




such as archaeologists or geneticists, do not
themselves work with folklore materials,
while folklorists today are usually indifferent
to historical problems and rarely have a
sufficient knowledge of the human past for
such long-term perspectives. This leaves the
database rather betwixt and between different
types of specialists. During the last 25 years
or more, dozens or perhaps hundreds of
people from many countries helped me by
providing necessary literature, inviting me to
conferences, teaching me computer programs
or helping to provide grant support. However,
the preparation of the abstracts of texts and
the selection of traditions and motifs has
remained almost exclusively up to me. With
the possible exception of my younger friend
and colleague Yevgeni Duvakin, who at the
moment does not even have a permanent
position in Russia despite his excellent
historical and linguistic education, no one
knows enough about the database to be able
to modify and develop it further. It is
therefore difficult to say for how long this
project will outlive me.
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Females as Cult Functionaries or Ritual Specialists in the Germanic Iron Age?
Rudolf Simek, University of Bonn

Abstract: This article reviews women of Germanic tribes mentioned in early Greek and Latin sources that have , in the
past, been interpreted as cult functionaries or even ‘priestesses’. Each case is presented and it is shown that although
these women may have connections with the supernatural, with prophecy and even had political influence, there is no
reason to presume they are associated with a particular cult or a formal role in any cult.

In recent years, it has become fashionable to
interpret deviant burials of women in the
Germanic Iron Age as burials of sorceresses,
witches, priestesses, volur (Sg. volva), or,
more cautiously, as ‘ritual specialists’, ‘cult
specialists’ or ‘cult functionaries’. This would
presuppose that we know anything about such
functions of women for the period from ca.
400 BC to AD 1000, i.e. for a period during
which Germanic polytheism was slowly
retreating towards the North of Europe,
finally being replaced by Christianity even in
Norway, Iceland, and Sweden during the 11"
and 12" centuries. But in fact, before the high
medieval Christian pseudo-historical novels
preserved as the Icelandic sagas, we have no
indication of female cult functions beyond
occasional occurrences of the term volva in a
single skaldic and in several eddic stanzas,
none of which are dateable to before ca. AD
1050, and not a single rune stone mentions
any female cult functionaries. However, as far
as the etymology can tell us anything, it
appears that the Old Norse term volva is
cognate to the term volr [‘staff’], which is the
only connection between such prophetesses
and staffs, although findings of potential
staffs among grave goods have led to
speculation about them as being connected
with volur (or rather, to their graves). On the
other hand, we do have a number of texts
referring to Germanic prophetesses/seeresses
from the Roman Iron Age, however these
may be interpreted in each case.! Because this
information on early Germanic sibyls is not
readily available in English, the following
article sets out to offer an overview of the
Greek and Latin sources for such roles of
females in the pre-Christian period.

Strabo’s Prophesying Women of the Cimbri

On 5™ October 105 BC, the Roman armies
suffered a disastrous defeat at the hands of the
Germanic Cimbri at Arausio, deep in southern
France. Thereafter, the Germanic threat
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haunted the Roman writers, and not only
them. The Greek geographer Strabo (ca. 63
BC to ca. AD 23) does not mention the defeat,
but, talking about the Cimbri, who according
to him lived beyond the Elbe, he mentions a
custom which must reflect the traumatic
experiences of the Roman armies some 100
years earlier:

About the Cimbri, the following custom is
told: the women in the train of the army
were  accompanied by  grey-haired,
prophesying women in white shirts and long
dresses, fastened on with a brooch, with
bronze belts and bare feet. These approached
the prisoners in the camp with drawn
swords, put wreaths on their heads and led
them to a large sacrificial cauldron,
measuring about 20 amphorae [about 524
litres]. One of them ascended some steps,
bent over the cauldron and cut the throat of
every one [of the prisoners] held up to her.
From the blood streaming into the kettle, she
prophesied the future. Others cut open the
bodies and, reading the entrails, promised
victory to their own. In battle, they beat the
hides stretched over the wickerwork of their
wagons, creating an enormous din.
(Geographika VII.2, 3, my translation; cf.
The Geography of Strabo, vol. 3, p. 170.)

These bloodthirsty priestesses in long white
dresses cutting the throats of the Roman
prisoners to collect their blood in iron
cauldrons in order to predict the future from
it, have in turn haunted the imaginations of
scholars delving into the religion of the
ancient Germanic peoples ever since.
However, the source value of this detailed
description for our understanding of
Germanic cult functionaries is greatly
diminished as it is a conflation of different
elements. Strabo, his informant or possibly
even written source, seems to have combined
three elements regarding religious habits:

1. Seeresses were employed among the
Germanic tribes to predict the future (see
below).




2. The Germanic tribes (among others) were
known to occasionally slaughter their
prisoners after a battle as part of a votive
sacrifice.

3. The Roman practice of predicting the future
from the entrails of animals.

Strabo here uses two terms to denote these
grey-haired, prophesying women. Both Greek
hiéreia [‘priestess’] and promantis
[‘prophetess’] (cf. also Gr. mantis, profétis
[‘prophetess’]) are used, not the more formal
term sibyl (Gr. sibylla), but neither of these
terms is ever found in other classical or later
authors to denote Germanic seeresses.

Tacitus’s Veleda and Albruna

Around a century later, Tacitus (AD 56-116)
describes the role of Germanic women in war
in his ethnographic account. In AD 98, he
writes:

Inesse quin etiam sanctum aliquid et
providum putant, nec aut consilia earum
aspernantur aut responsa neglegunt. Vidimus
sub divo Vespasiano Veledam diu apud
plerosque numinis loco habitam; sed et olim
Albrunam et compluris alias venerati sunt,
non adulatione nec tamquam facerent deas.
(Germania 8.)

They even believe that there is something
sacred and prophetic inherent to [women],
and neither disregard their council nor
ignore their answers. At the time of the
divine Vespasian, we have seen how Veleda
was long held by most to be a deity (numinis
loco), but even Albruna and others were
venerated, albeit neither out of adulation nor
as if they were goddesses (deas).

These comments are more guarded and yet
also more precise than those of Strabo, seeing
that he gives us the names of two of the
seeresses, namely Veleda and Albruna. The
former, he says, was active during the reign of
Vespasian (AD 69-79), the latter olim [‘once
upon a time’ or ‘a long time ago’], thus
probably before Veleda.

There is no other information on Albruna.
Even the name is by no means certain:
‘Albruna’ is actually an emendation for
Aurinia and Albrinia. If either Albrinia or
Albruna is correct, then these names would
suggest an interpretation as ‘the trusted friend
of the elves’ or else ‘the one gifted with the
secret knowledge of the elves’ (cf. ON Alfr,
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Ger. Alb [spirit’]; ON run [‘secret (magical)
knowledge; charm’]). The version Aurinia,
however, places the name in the etymological
vicinity of matron names such as Aufaniae,
Aumenhenae or the name of a goddess Aueha
(all on 2™ century AD votive stones). However,
the uncertainty of the form of the name leads
its reconstruction to be motivated by other
information about Germanic priestesses and
seeresses rather than the name vyielding
independent information about the function or
significance of seeresses.

Tacitus provides us with significantly more
information both on Veleda’s state and her
function in his Historiae, and it is from this
description in particular that we can learn a
great deal about the political role of a seeress
in the 1% century AD.

Veleda was a member of the tribe of the
Bructeri who lived in the area between the
Ems and the Lippe rivers. According to this
account, she played a vital political role in the
Batavian revolt. In AD 69, the Germanic
Batavi from the area on the Lower Rhine rose
against the Roman occupation under which
they were living. Their leader, Julius Civilis,
sent Munius Lupercus, the commander of the
conquered legion Castra Vetera, as a gift to
Veleda. Tacitus reports this as follows:

Ea virgo nationis Bructerae late imperitabat:
vetere apud Germanos more, quo plerasque
feminarum  fatidicas et,  augescente
superstitione, arbitrantur Deas. Tuncque
Veledae auctoritas adolevit. Nam prosperas
Germanis res et excidium legionum
praedixerat. Sed Lupercus in itinere
interfectus. (Historiae 1V, 61.)

This maiden of the tribe of the Bructeri
enjoyed extensive authority, according to the
ancient Germanic custom, which regards
many women as endowed with prophetic
powers (fatidicas) and, as the superstition
grows, attributes  divinity to them
(arbitrantur deas). At this time Veleda’s
influence was at its height, since she had
foretold the Germanic success and the
destruction of the legions. But Lupercus was
killed on the road.

The death of the commander did not lessen
the honour given to Veleda and, when the
Germanic peoples on the western banks of the
Rhine later threatened the town of Cologne,




the citizens of Cologne called upon Civilis
and Veleda as arbitrators:

Arbitrum habebimus Civilem et Veledam,
apud quos pacta sancientur.’” Sic lenitis
Tencteris, legati ad Civilem et Veledam
missi cum donis, cuncta ex voluntate
Agrippinensium perpetravere. Sed coram
adire  adloquique  Veledam  negatum.
Arcebantur aspectu, quo venerationis plus

inesset. Ipsa edita in turre: delectus e
propinquis  consulta  responsaque, ut
internuntius numinis, portabat. (Tacitus,

Historiae IV, 65.)

‘We will have as arbiters Civilis and Veleda,
before whom all our agreements shall be
ratified.” With these proposals they [the
citizens of Cologne] first calmed the
Tencteri and then sent a delegation to Civilis
and Veleda with gifts which obtained from
them everything that the people of Cologne
desired; yet the embassy was not allowed to
approach Veleda herself and address her
directly: they were kept from seeing her to
inspire them with more respect. She herself
lived in a tower (in turre); one of her
relatives, chosen for the purpose, carried to
her the questions and brought back her
answers, as if he were the messenger of a
god (internuntius numinis).

Soon after this, in AD 70, the Germanic
fighters seized the flag ship of the Roman
Rhine fleet, a Trireme, in a night-time attack
and dragged it as a gift for Veleda up as far as
the river Lippe. The commander, Petilius
Cerialis (who had escaped solely because he
had spent the night with a Germanic mistress
on land), correctly assessed the power of
Veleda and asked her in secret messages to
allow the fate of war to take another direction
upon which he promised a pardon for both
Civilis and the Batavi (Tacitus, Historiae V,
24). Unfortunately, we do not know how
Veleda reacted to this attempt at bribery to
change her predictions, but we do hear about
her later fate from other sources: a poem
written by Papinius Statius (Silvae 1, 4, 89)
mentions Veleda as a prisoner in the year AD
77, and a little later she was apparently
deported to Italy. It is not unlikely that she
lived out the remainder of her days as a
temple servant in a temple in the town of
Ardea in Latium (South Italy), since a Greek
satirical poem found on a small fragment of
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marble from this town is aimed at someone
called Veleda and refers to her as “the tall,
arrogant virgin whom the Rhine-water drinkers
worship.”2

From the words of Tacitus “At the time of
the divine Vespasian we have seen ...” one
might deduce that Tacitus had indeed seen
Veleda when she was brought to Rome, as he
was born in AD 60 and Vespasian only died
in 79. This possibility might explain the
historian’s special interest in Veleda, whom
he mentions five times altogether.

Despite the tempting phonetic similarity, the
name Veleda is most likely not etymologically
related to ON wvglva [‘seeress’], but is
connected with Celtic fili(d) [‘poet, scholar’]
(cf. Krahe 1961; Guyonvarch 1961; Meid 1964,
cf. also Cymr. gweled [‘to see’]: Birkhan
1997: 295). It is quite possible that Veleda
was originally not a name, but rather a term for
‘seeress’, in which case the term could indeed
be of Celtic origin. If *veleda is an originally
Celtic term for a variety of female cult
specialist, it is possible that the corresponding
role has also been assimilated from or at least
heavily influenced by Celtic models.
Syncretistic interaction between Germanic and
Celtic religions are found in most sources
(mainly inscriptions) along the Lower Rhine.
It is therefore at least possible that Tacitus’s
account of the *veleda/Veleda is more strongly
reflective of Celtic traditions on the continent
than the role of Germanic cult functionaries in
Scandinavia at that time or later.

Dio Cassius’s Ganna and Waluburg

Two more seeresses from the 1% century AD
are known to us through Roman sources, both
mentioned by name by Dio Cassius (AD 163 —
ca. 229), writing (in Greek) in the early 3"
century AD. These are quite apart from an
unnamed, gigantic or at least supernatural —
woman of similar function. This last woman
purportedly confronted the Roman commander
Drusus in 10 BC, when his army was
approaching the Elbe near to (what is today)
Magdeburg, i.e. in the tribal lands of the
Cherusci. According to Dio Cassius (Roman
Histories 54, 35), this person predicted Drusus’s
approaching death (Abramenko 1994). Despite
the fact that the appearance of this woman has
served as the main evidence for beliefs that




women among Germanic tribes could be
powerful agents with the ability to prophesy,
it nevertheless has an extremely legendary
character and will not be considered here as
presenting valid ethnographic information.
The two named seeresses mentioned by Dio
Cassius are Waluburg and Ganna.

Ganna was a seeress from the tribe of the
Semnones, settled east of the Elbe, and seems
to have been active towards the end of the 1%
century AD. She was brought to Rome with
the king of the Semnones, Masyos:

Masyos, king (basileus) of the Semnones,
and the virgin Ganna, who had appeared as a
seeress in Celtica® after Veleda, came to
Domitian, were treated honourably and were
returned. (Cassius Dio, Roman History 67,
5; Historiarvm romanarvm, vol. 3, p. 180).

Domitian was emperor from AD 81-96, and a
treaty with the Cheruski (who lived between
the Weser and the Elbe) seems to have occurred
during the year after his final war against the
Chatti, namely AD 86, which is thus a likely
date for the appearance of Ganna in Rome. As
such, she was active in the decade after
Veleda had been captured and deported.

On the basis of phonetic similarity, the
name Ganna is either connected to gin- (as an
ablaut variant of *gan-; de Vries 1970: §572)
or else interpreted as being connected with
ON gandr [‘magic wand’]. However, the
etymology of gandr is uncertain although it is
clearly connected to magical practices (cf.
Heide 2006: 65-69; Tolley 2009 I: 246-247).
In Old Norse, it appears to refer to magical
implements which may be variously interpreted
as a ‘staff’ or ‘wand’ or a magical spirit being
manipulated in magic. If the word meant
‘staff, magic wand’, the name would be
directly related to the emblem of her calling,
just as in the case of the seeress Waluburg
(addressed below). This presents the possibility
that Ganna might not be a personal name but
could reflect a term denoting her office, as
was discussed for Veleda above. The Greek
text is ambiguous here, explaining various
matters in a secondary clause: that she was a
virgin, active after Veleda in Celtic lands, and
that she was a seeress. It is noteworthy that
she is not called by the usual term sibylla, but
rather  theidzousa  [‘someone  making
prophesies’].
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The seeress Waluburg, on the other hand,
is expressly called a sibyl (sibylla). This is
found of all places on a Greek ostrakon from
the island Elephantine opposite Assuan in
Southern Egypt, and dated to the 2™ century
AD. Here she is referred to as “Waluburg
Se[m]noni Sibylla”, quite clearly her name,
origin and profession. This description is
found in the penultimate line of a list of
Roman and Graeco-Egyptian  soldiers,
possibly a pay-roll. Walu- probably derives
from Germanic *walus [‘stave, wand’],* thus
the wand, the symbol of a seeress.

How the Germanic seeress came to be in
Egypt, where she was obviously in service to
the Romans, is an open question. If she did
not go there as a slave, then perhaps it was in
some form of service to a Roman officer,
which would also explain her lowly rank on
the salary list. Possibly she had been deported
by the Romans for political reasons, like
Veleda, which would underline the significant
political influence which the seeresses had
upon the Germanic peoples.

Tacitus and Dio Cassius obviously
considered the seeresses of Germanic tribes to
be virgins, that is to say, unmarried, youngish
women. However, it must remain and open
question - whether the Roman authors
interpreted the Germanic female cult
functionaries in terms of the only group of
Roman female cult functionaries they were
acquainted with, namely the Vestal Virgins.

Gambara of the Longobards

A rather questionable case of a female cult
functionary is the Langobardian queen-mother
Gambara, whose sons Ybor and Ajo led the
Langobards to victory over the Vandals after
their mother had prayed to Frea. The only
indications of a cult function for Gambara are
her — obviously public — prayer, and her name,
which has been interpreted as deriving from
*Gand-bera [‘wand bearer’]. However,
neither the Langobard texts (Origo gentis
Langobardorum; Paulus Diaconus I, 3 and 7)
nor the version in Saxo Grammaticus (Gesta
Danorum VIII, 284: the form he gives is
Gambaruc) hint at an official religious role,
although prophesy is not mentioned and
nothing indicates an institutionalized position
in a cult.




Seeresses in the Early Roman Iron Age
Apart from the etymology of names such as
Ganna, Gambara, Veleda and Waluburg, and
the various references to their political roles,
the only details we have about these seeresses
come from the descriptions of Strabo and
Tacitus. Strabo, as discussed above, seems to
have combined various notions into one
picture, namely that of old women as cult
functionaries and legendary accounts of the
ritual slaughter of prisoners after a battle.
Although not altogether impossible, his
account is totally isolated and should be
considered to have little reliability. He does
not even use the word priestesses for these
women, although that is what his description
may imply. Tacitus, on the other hand, may
have personally seen Veleda and goes into
some detail when talking about her role in
two different works.

We hear about three physical facts, namely
that (like Ganna) she is considered to be a
virgin, secondly that she lives in a tower, and
thirdly that she receives presents, including,
no less, a large Roman battleship. It may be
considered surprising that Tacitus mentions a
tower, but in the usage of his time Latin turris
has two meanings: on the one hand, it is a
siege tower (and as such is frequently used by
Caesar in his De bello Gallico, e.g. Lib. 11, 12,
30, 33), on the other hand it is used as a
synonym for burgus and denotes a very small
fort, usually with a lookout tower. Thus,
Tacitus may imply that she lived in some
small, native fortified settlement, not just in a
village, implying that she lived apart from
ordinary people. This would also explain why
servants had to act as go-betweens between
her and those who came to see her. The gifts
are more difficult to explain: from Tacitus’
description, it seems that both the Romans
and the natives tried to influence her
predictions by sending her presents. However,
as the ship was sent to her after a victory over
the Romans that she had predicted, it would
thus appear to have to be equated with the
votive gifts common in Iron Age Germanic
societies (cf. the ship offerings of Hjortspring,
Nydam, and Thorsberg). However, votive
gifts can only be dedicated to a deity as a
token of gratitude for prayers granted. If this
interpretation of the ship as a votive gift is
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correct, Veleda must then have served as the
representative of a deity.

In the other passage quoted above,
however, Tacitus distinctly says that Veleda
and other seeresses were venerated “neither
out of adulation nor as if they were
goddesses.” So what exactly was Veleda’s
role? It can be deduced from the fact that no
hint is made at a sacrifice or any other cult
act, at which she may have officiated, that she
was not a priestess. Tacitus expressly states
that she was not a goddess, and anyway he
would have used the word fanum rather than
turris for her abode if he had wanted to imply
anything of that kind. The votive gifts, on the
other hand, might seem to assign to her a
divine role, but her human nature is stressed
by her function as a mediator and by the
attempt of a Roman official to sway her
decisions with political promises. It seems
natural, therefore, to assume that Veleda was
a politically active seeress, potentially involved
more in politics than in religion.

But what does all this tell us about the role
of women in the Germanic cults of the Roman
Iron Age? The detailed information about
Veleda seems to point to a not insignificant
public political role of the seeresses. However,
this function appears limited to the prediction
of the future, seeing that Veleda’s role as a
mediator seems rather atypical and also not in
keeping with her secluded place of abode.”

And despite the fact that not even hints can
be found in the Roman Iron Age of the
supposed magic wands that have been
unearthed in some Viking Age women’s
graves (Dommasnes 1978; 1982; Petré 1993;
Gréslund 2001), the staff must have been a
sign of their trade, even to the point where it
was reflected in their names or terms of their
function: Ganna, Gambara/Gambaruc, Veleda
and Walu-burg might all be functional terms
rather than personal names, in most cases
referring to their sign of office.

Apart from the ritual slaughter of prisoners
mentioned by Strabo (and this in their
prophetic function!), the evidence from this
period offers no indication whatsoever of a
cultic function of women beyond prophecy,
and certainly no solid grounding for seeing
them as priestesses in public cultic functions.




From the Iron Age to the Volur

The Veledas and Gannas of Iron Age Central
Europe may well be reflected to a certain
degree in the late poetic and other literary
records referring to volur in the North. These
would supposedly declaim the history and
future of the world (as in Voluspd) or make
guesses at the future of the local inhabitants
(as in the case of Thorbjorg litilvolva in Eiriks
saga, Thordis spakona in Vatnsdeela saga, or
Heimlaug volva in Gull-Thoris saga). The
latter, whose literary existence only starts in
the High Middle Ages in some rather fanciful
sagas, are not depicted by their literary
creators to have the same social standing as
their counterparts a millennium earlier, and
their supposed practices own more to the
authors’ knowledge of Sami witchcraft than
to Norse customs — as far as these are
described 300 vyears after the advent of
Christianity. Where the importance of their
function is emphasised (as in Voluspd), this is
done in descriptions which owe more to the
four classical sibyls of early medieval
literature than to the spéadisir and spakonir
who may have practised their craft on farms
in Iceland and Greenland in pre-Christian
times. The reality of volur in the Viking Age
and their living practices — if they indeed
existed at all — are in fact far less clear than
contemporary accounts of such women from
the Roman Iron Age, leaving the direct
connections and continuities between them
tenuous.

But even for the late literary manifestations
of (minor) prophetesses in Scandinavia in
saga literature, terms such as ‘cult specialist’
(e.g. Tausend 2009: 155), “cult functionary’®
or ‘ritual specialis‘[’7 (Gardeta 2012: 89ff))
seem strangely out of place, and even more so
for the seeresses of antiquity. We hear
nothing about their role in a public cult, and
to assume a (formalized? transregional?
traditional?) ritual of prognostics beyond the
wild phantasies of Strabo is pure guesswork.
We may certainly call them ‘prognostic
specialists’ with an important role in politics,
but to assign their role to religious cults is
based exclusively on Roman concepts of
prognostics in state religion and popular
Romantic ideas of the past. Such ideas remain
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completely speculative and unfitting for
Germanic areas.

The sibyls of heathen antiquity — the
Erithraean, the Cumean, the Delphic and the
Libyan sibyls — had become acceptable to
Christians of the Early Middle Ages, as the
Erithrean sibyl in the texts of the Sibylline
Oracles who had supposedly uttered a verse
about the coming of Christ and the end of the
world, which was taken up in the writings of
St Augustine and Isidor of Seville and thus
became widely known, to the extent that it
was even integrated into the Easter liturgy:

Dies irae, dies illa,

solvet saeclum in favilla,

teste David cum Sibylla

(Version by Thomas of Celano, ca. 1190-
1260.)

Day of wrath, that day,
an age dissolves in ashes,
according to David and the Sibyl

The fact that the literary topos of the volva in
eddic poetry owes elements to both the
literary Latin description of classical sibyls
and to the actual practises of famous seeresses
in pre-Christian times does, of course, not
presuppose that Tacitus was known in 13"
century Iceland (as has been claimed:
Tausend 2009: 173), but may well reflect a
common Germanic reminiscence of such
important women in a distant past.
Nevertheless, despite  these literary
interferences of Late Antiquity and the Early
Middle Ages, it would be dangerous to draw a
direct line between the literary medieval
descriptions of the volur with the seeresses of
Germanic antiquity — even if the role of the
latter was also surprisingly close to that of the
classical Mediterranean sibyls. But this again
may be due to the interpretatio Romana
tacitly inherent in the descriptions of the
Germanic seeresses and given voice by our
classical sources.
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Notes

1. On seeresses generally, see Schréder 1933: 133-137;
Hultgard 2005; Simek 2006: 367-369, 463f., 477f.;
Tausend 2009: 155-174.

2. On the fate of Veleda, see Guarducci 1945-1946;

Keil 1947; Wilhelm 1948; VVolkmann 1964.

Despite what Walter Baetke (1938: 113) says,

namely “in Germania”, the manuscripts and

editions all read “in Celtica”.

4. The name Waluburg has nothing whatsoever to do
with the German name Walpurga (from Wald-burga).

5. To assume, as Tausend (2009: 166f) seems to
imply, that Veleda and/or Ganna had something to
do with the sacrificial feast of the Semonones,
described in Tacitus, Germania 39, is pure
speculation.

6. “Kultfunktiondrin” is the term preferred by Olof
Sundqvist (2003: 425).

7. The term ‘ritual specialist’ is understood here as
having specific association with cult.
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A Retrospective Methodology for Using Landnamabdk as a Source for the
Religious History of Iceland? — Some Questions

Matthias Egeler, Ludwig-Maximilians-Universitat Miinchen

Abstract: This paper describes and discusses nine different categories of ‘indicators’ that can be taken into consideration
when assessing the historicity of accounts in Landnamabdk. This presentation is specifically targeted at references to
religion and religious practices in Iceland prior to the Christianization of the country. The methodological tools can be
adapted to analyse other types of information, other texts, and other traditions.

If one approaches the Icelandic Landndmabok
or ‘Book of Settlements’ as a historian of
Norse religion, one faces a dilemma. On the
one hand, this text contains an extremely rich
assemblage of religious motifs: funerary
rituals, temple buildings, sorcery, supernatural
beings, prophecies, shape-shifting, and
miracle-working all play a role in this text;
religion and the supernatural are indeed so
prominent in Landnamabok that they appear
to have formed a key interest of its author(s)
and/or redactor(s) (cf. the overview in Map 1
below). This suggests that Landnamabdk
might have tremendous relevance as a source
for the religious history of Iceland. Yet,
Landnédmabdk is anything but a contemporary
witness to the happenings it claims to record.
The first, ‘original’ version of Landnamabdk
has frequently been ascribed to Ari the
Learned and Kolskeggr Asbjarnsson in the
early 12" century. If this dating of the
‘original’ Landnamabok is correct, this first
version of the text was already written down
some two centuries after the events it
describes, but this version is not extant. What
we have are a number of later recensions
dating from the late 13"/early 14™ century
onwards: the Sturlubdk recension (ca. AD
1275-1280), the Hauksbdk recension (probably
AD 1306-1308), the Melabdk recension
(early 14" century, but extant only as a small
fragment), and two recensions from the 17"
century (cf. Simek & Hermann Palsson 2007:
241f.; Sveinbjorn Rafnsson 2001: 614f;
Hermann Palsson & Edwards 1972: 3-5). This
means that the extant texts of Landnamabok

78

are not two but four centuries removed from
the Settlement Period.

This temporal distance is the more
significant as the different extant recensions
of Landnamabok differ markedly from each
other, and furthermore stand in complex inter-
textual relationships to the corpus of the Sagas
of Icelanders (islendingasogur): Landnamabdk
and the Sagas of Icelanders share a consider-
able amount of material, and more often than
not the exact nature of the relationships
between these two corpora is problematic or
just  simply unclear (Boldl 2011: 230;
Sveinbjorn Rafnsson 2001: 616). Yet even if
it is hardly possible to disentangle the details
of the interrelationships between Landnamabdk
and the Sagas of Icelanders with any degree
of certainty, it is abundantly clear that both in
the choice and in the treatment of the motifs
contained in Landnamabdk, the different
recensions of this text are very much part of
the literary discourses of their time of
creation. Thus, they are anything but a
monolithic pillar rooted in the Settlement
Period in any straightforward way.

All this is of course well known (cf. Gisli
Sigurdsson 2014: 177; Jakob Benediktsson
1966-1969), and the purpose of reiterating
these fundamental problems of Landnamabdk
as a source for the religious history of the
Settlement Period is merely to highlight the
dilemma that a historian of religion faces
concerning Landnamabdk: on the one hand,
this text contains such a wealth of religious
motifs that it seems impossible not to turn to
it as a source for the study of Old Norse
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Map 1. The ‘geographical’ distribution of religious/supernatural motifs in Iceland according to Landnamabok
(Sturlubdk recension). Not marked are mere mentioning of ‘priests’ (godi) or of genealogical relationships to holders of
ecclesiastical offices. (The map of Iceland on which locations have been marked is © Landmelingar islands,
http://www.Imi.is/en/okeypis-kort/, 14.08.2014, used with permission.)

vernacular religion, but, on the other hand, the
problems of source criticism inherent in-this
text are so overwhelming that it is anything
but clear how, and even if, it can be used to
study the pre-Christian religion of Iceland.
The present article aims at contributing
towards the methodological discussion of how
‘authentically pagan’ elements in Landnéama-
bok — i.e. elements which have a ‘factual’
source value for the study of the Icelandic
vernacular religion of the Settlement Period —
can be identified. For this purpose, it will
propose a catalogue of methodological
guidelines which might be applied for
assessing the value of individual anecdotes in
Landnamabdk as historical sources. It goes
without saying that this catalogue is not
intended to be an apodictic formulation of
‘the truth’, but rather an unassuming list of
questions intended to be further discussed,
amended, and supplemented. Equally, the
intention of posing the question of historicity
to Landnamabdk cannot be about proving, but
must indeed always be about assessing the
historicity of this material: in many cases,
showing that accounts of Landnamabok are
unhistorical is just as illuminating as showing
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that it is historically reliable. It might even be
that occasionally a detailed unhistorical
account is more telling than a stark historical
one, providing more information about
Landndmabdk’s time of writing than we
‘lose’ about the Settlement Period.

Some Preliminary Distinctions

If one enquires into the ‘truth’ of the accounts
given in Landnamabok, one has to
differentiate a number of different layers of
authenticity. ‘Truth’ in the sense of a factually
correct description of Viking Age conditions
is not the only kind of ‘truth’ found (or not
found) in Landnamabok; another kind of
‘truth’ is the bona fide recording of traditions
which one of the authors/redactors working
on Landnadmabok thought to be authentic,
even if they were not. Terminologically, one
possible way of framing the difference
between these different categories of ‘truth’ is
to speak of ‘folkloric truth’ vs. ‘historical
truth’.

Truth-Type A: Folkloric Truth. A ‘folkloric
truth’ is defined as a statement constituting a
bona fide representation of opinions current
during the time of their recording.
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The acts of writing by the authors and/or
redactors of Landnamabok and its different
versions may have recorded a contemporary
understanding, thus reflecting what the ‘truth’
was as it was known to the author/redactor, or
they may record an invention dating to the
time in which the text was created
(written/redacted). In the former case, i.e. if
the text reflects a contemporary understanding,
it can be termed a ‘folkloric truth’. Strictly
speaking, there may be one such layer of
‘truth’ for each writer and redactor involved
in the creation of the extant recensions of
Landnédmabdk. Since more often than not it is,
however, impossible to differentiate these
different authorial layers conclusively, no
attempt will be made in the present article to
pin down possible indicators for, say, an
assessment of a 12" century ‘folkloric truth’
of the original Landnamabok vs. a 14™
century ‘folkloric truth’ of the Hauksbok
redaction. Another problem which has to be
acknowledged, but can be solved only very
rarely (if ever), is that the oral culture could
have developed several competing views on
one and the same question. This implies that
even in the case of blatant contradictions
between  different medieval  Icelandic
traditions, more than one version could be
bona fide true (= a ‘folkloric truth’) even if it
is not factually so.!

Truth-Type B: Historical Truth. A ‘historical
truth’ is defined as a statement constituting
an accurate representation of actual
historical circumstances.

Even if an entry in Landndmabok is a bona fide
recording of the ‘truth’ insofar as it constituted
the contemporary understanding of the time in
which the extant text was created, this does
not necessarily imply that this high medieval
‘folkloric truth’ is identical with the factual
conditions of the Settlement Period, i.e. the
‘historical truth’. The factual accuracy — the
‘historical truth’ value — of such information
is, however, a possibility to be enquired into.
Arguably, the narratives recorded in
Landnamabdk — unless they are a conscious
literary invention by one of its writers/
redactors — are recordings of what is essentially
folklore (understood as contemporary social
understandings).? This is the basis for terming
the faithful recording of this contemporary

80

0 n
f&lorfc trith
(D e

1l —)

(@)

1B

ma

historical tlglth
>

11 IV

Y

Figure 1. The relationship between ‘folkloric truth’ and
‘historical truth’ vs. ‘specific truth’ and ‘general truth’.
‘folkloric’ understanding a ‘folkloric truth’. In
contrast to this, the term ‘historical truth’ tries
to grasp the factual relationship between the
extant literary account and the historical
circumstances of the Settlement Period beyond
‘mere’ high medieval understandings. Of
course these two ‘truths’ are not mutually
exclusive; in fact, in order to be ‘historically
true’, an account will normally also have to be
‘folklorically true’, as it is only a continuous
folkloric chain of transmission which gives
the author/redactor of the extant text access to
an aspect of Settlement Period history.

Another distinction which is necessary to
draw is the distinction between a ‘general’
and a ‘specific’ truth:

Truth Quality A: General. A motif, image or
concept can be described as ‘true in a
general way’ if the author/redactor has taken
it from the pool of contemporary social
understandings available to him, but has put
it into a context of his own devising.

One hypothetical instance would be the idea
that settler X built a temple: such a claim
reflects a ‘general truth’ if the author/redactor
of the text shared a contemporary bona fide
belief that the early settlers built temples, but,
for reasons of his own, ascribed this motif to a
settler for whose temple-building he had no
authority.

Truth Quality B: Specific. ‘Specifically true’