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PREFACE

The beast of Oksava. The bear has never been a predator to me. Since my
childhood in the Ronkaala Vicarage in Haapajarvi the predator of Oksava
—avillage whose name intimates the presence of oksi, bear —has stuck in my
mind; in the winters of the 1940s it roused fear in the district —a wolf, carrying
out malicious deeds in the barns and sheepfolds of the village. I was around
five years old, too young, in the mind of my brother Samuli, two years my
senior, for the big boys’ skiing tricks on the ice of the Kalajoki. The boys found
out how to get rid of me: ‘The beast of Oksava is coming!” The housekeeper
Elsa Saarinen got me to calm down. My experience shifted from Elsa to the
family’s oral history, stretching back over generations. The local folklore was
enriched, when later, after many an attempt, the wolf was finally shot. It cost
50 pennies to see its pelt at the winter fair; naturally, I went to see, and heard
that this beast which had slaughtered dozens of sheep and calves was not
really a wolf, but a man who had turned himself into a wolf — and his name
was revealed, too. It was a werewolf, from the world of the noita, the shaman.

Getting up speed from the bear-skull pine of Muurreppdd. 1 remember, as a
five-year-old boy in 1945, going fishing at Muurreppas, as the village at the
northern end of Lake Muurasjarvi near Pihtipudas was known in the local
dialect, with my father Veikko Pentikdinen (1909—82) and brother Samuli
(1938—2005). It abounded in fish, and we used to go there from Haapajdarvi with
a long rod in tow in the summer and in winter a net, by bicycle, by lorry or
bus, once by skiing the journey of over six leagues. The village lane twisted
between fields until it rose high up a hill, where the shops were. So that I
could get up the hill on the bike, I had to get up speed right from the bear
pine (karhupettii). We later heard memories from Matti and Martta Tiainen,
and other locals at the Keitaanniemi angling spot, of the bear skulls still to be
found on the branches of that pine tree between the world wars. As it stood
there still, majestically surveying the bend in the road to the village, memories
of childhood flooded back during the field trip to Pihtipudas in April 2006.
I photographed the pine. In November 2006 the memories were discussed,
as we sat next to the locals by the bonfire, along with Arto Tiainen’s family,
Aapeli Lappalainen and geologist Aimo Kejonen. What is Muurreppdi, after
which the whole village is named? Does its origin lie in some forgotten Sami
word, or in thefts of honey and raiding ants’ nests, which belong to the bear’s
way of life. Someone beside the bonfire asks, could the honey-paw be the
ant-swallower, Muurreppiii?

Bear dung in front of the tent at Angelinjoki. In 1967 a quickwater boat grated
up onto the village beach of Talvadas near Utsjoki. A collection programme
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Golden King of the Forest

for Sami folklore was beginning, a collaboration between Lauri Honko, Olavi
Korhonen, Helvi Nuorgam-Poutasuo and others. The travellers decided to
proceed from Inarinjoki to Angeli. We spent the night at Ranttila on a fine
sandy ridge close to the seer Uula Ranttila’s dwelling. We were ready for a
proper interview, as we knew Uula had often refused the task of noita often
offered him. I slept in a tent with Lauri Honko. In the night I awoke to the
almighty shaking of the tent’s supporting poles. “‘Who’s there, it’s not He
Himself, is it?” We didn’t dare speak or go outside. In the morning things
became clear: in front of the tent was a warm pile of bear dung. Uula Ranttila
looked us in the eye: “You know from that who walked there, and it was better
that you didn’t get up and speak anything. Hark to what the ancients said,
that He can come at the call of his name.’

A bear in rut on the way to Honkaniemi. It happened at about 1 o’clock in the
morning on 2 June 2005. I was returning from salmon fly-fishing at Kerman-
koski in the township of Heindvesi when I met a bear eye to eye. I turned into
the road to Viitalahti (some 10 km to the north-west of Hein&vesi), rejoicing in
the peaceful calm of the summer night, and drove calmly through the hills
along the road to Honkaniemi (on the way to Viitalahti), when before me
rose a majestically lumbering bear about 30 metres in front. I stopped, and
noticed the bear too was pausing. What next? I got out of the car, aiming to
get my camera from the back, but decided to keep still. | guessed the moment
would pass if I moved: I stood beside the car, the door open. The bear was
clearly interested in me, and rose on both feet, looking me in the eye, and
began to turn with his whole being, drawing attention with his penis bone
to his being a male. Our experience together took about five minutes or so,
after which the bear peacefully continued his journey towards the brow of
the hill, disappearing into the depths of the forest. I told the locals about the
event. Few have seen a great male bear, though they are known to den and
overwinter in the area. ‘He must have been looking for a mate.” An animal,
estimated at 500 kg, made it into the Heinavesi paper the following August
after emptying an 8o kg honey pot. One reason for the bear’s behaviour, it
occurred to me, relates to the bear’s annual cycle: it was the ‘running time’,
when the same bear was seen a 100 km apart in Enonkoski, Savonranta
and Kerimdki. Why did his attention focus on me? Did it all stem from my
anorak, under whose red hood I had fished all evening? Perhaps the bear
had previously been near a woman, and apart from sniffing perfumes had
learned to recognise a woman’s endearing tones. Did the bear of Honkaniemi
show his manhood because he thought he had met a woman? The bear must
have been searching for a partner by night at that season, and apparently
was doing so at that moment.

The presence of the bear is rooted deep in the Finnish psyche. This book
brings out some of the ways that presence has been manifested in the country’s
myths, rituals and folklore, and in people’s minds.

Juha Pentikdinen
Heinavesi, Christmas 2006
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TRANSLATOR'S NOTE

Juha Pentikainen’s Karhun kannoilla (2005) was aimed at a domestic Finnish reader-
ship. Various challenges have arisen in undertaking its presentation in English to
aninternational audience; the resulting volume is far more than a mere translation.
The most obvious technical difficulty has been the rendering of ancient so-called
rune poetry (from Finnish runo, ‘poem’), and dialectal and archaic folklore texts,
into another language; to mention but one aspect of this, the full Finnish dialect
dictionary has so far only reached to the middle of K. Rune poetry is always
problematic; those found in the present volume are among the most challenging
of all such texts, a characteristic which can only be glimpsed in translation, as is
the degree of uncertainty of interpretation in many cases. Without the use of the
libraries of Helsinki and in particular the helpfulness of native Finnish specialists
— first among whom must be mentioned (with great gratitude) Senni Timonen
of the Finnish Literature Society, who spared a good deal of time in checking
especially the poetic texts — the task of interpreting them would have been all
but impossible.

The translator has also assumed the role of editor, typesetter and, to a certain
extent, contributor, in consultation with the author. Such additions may be listed
as follows. 1. The book has been reorganised, and extra material, for example
from Juha Pentikdinen’s other works, has been incorporated, giving a broader
scope to the treatment; however, the central focus remains the ancient culture of
Finland. 2. T have added some new sections of my own composition (based partly
on discussions with Juha Pentikdinen, partly on my own research): much of the
Introduction and Chapter 1, the section on the Norse berserkir in Chapter 4 (treated
in more detail in Tolley 2007a and b), some of the discussion of Ob Ugric bear
rituals (based on information to be found in The Great Bear), and shorter sections
elsewhere (in particular in Chapter ). The section on Greek sources in Chapter 3 is
largely based with permission on the paper of Apostolos N. Athanassakis presented
at the symposium Karhun kannoilla, Pori, 2005 (and published as Athanassakis
2007). The sections on the Sami bear rites and bear names in Finland are by Risto
Pulkkinen (and are dealt with more fully in Finnish in Pulkkinen and Salmenkivi
2007). 3. Explanations have been given of many matters which could be taken for
granted when addressing a Finnish audience; these additions are at times of some
length, and have also involved the preparation of the two maps of Finland. 4. On
occasion, useful texts or points for consideration have been added from English-
speaking cultures. 5. I have checked most original sources and revised the text
accordingly when necessary.

I would like to thank Juha Pentikdinen for his friendly support, both by email
and in person in Finland, and also Risto Pulkkinen for his continual help, in
particular with smaller points of interpretation, as well as Maria Vasenkari of the
Kalevala Institute. Great thanks go to Liisa Lehto and Juha Nirkko of the Folklore
Archive in Helsinki, and Anna Partanen of Helsinki University, for checking
archive references. We would also like to thank the Niilo Helander Foundation
for funding the translation, editing and typesetting of the volume, as well as a
most necessary trip to a very cold Helsinki in January 2006 to discuss work on the
volume and to make use of the specialist libraries.

Clive Tolley
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Introduction

Metziin kullainen kuningas, metzin ehtanen isinddi, ‘Golden king of the forest,
bounteous master of the forest” these are the opening words of the Finnish
prayer or charm aimed at banishing the male bear from attacking livestock,
recorded by the father of comparative mythology in Finland, Christfrid
Ganander (1742—90, famous for his Mythologia Fennica, published in dictionary
formin 1789, the first systematic publication of information about Finnish-Sami
myths, along with citations of ancient oral poems); a female was addressed
as Metzin kulda, metzin kaunis, metzin ehkid emdindd, 'Forest gold [or simply
‘darling’], forest beauty, graceful mistress of the forest’. With such apotropaic
honorifics the bear was both revered and shunned: to have addressed him
or her simply as karhu, ‘bear’, would have summoned the animal to the
caller’s presence, to wreak ill to man and beast. The dual nature of the bear,
its liminality — it is metsin rajan eliin, ‘beast of the forest border’, a creature
living across the bounds of the taiga and tundra, half way between the utter
wilderness and the world of men, crossing the dividing line between human
and divine, and honoured as kin to man whilst also feared as man’s enemy
—is a leitmotiv of the present book.

Yet the bear is not merely a denizen of the past. No visitor to the centre
of Helsinki can fail to notice the dozens of bear images (Figs. 1, 2, 32, 38, 39,
40); anyone who ventures to the town of Pori on the west coast of Finland
is likely to be overwhelmed by such images, in this the ‘Citadel of the Bear’
or Bjorneborg (the original Swedish form of the name). The bear, an animal
central to the religious and cultic life of the country’s inhabitants from the
most ancient times, is very much an image of modern-day Finland too. As the
national animal of Finland, the bear is surely a fitting symbol of the liminality
of Finland itself, a country which lies at the metséin raja, the border (including
the lofty and less lofty fells of the north) of the great taiga stretching away
eastwards into Siberia, and yet faces the West over the Baltic Sea. Historically,
the border between the Catholic West and the Orthodox East has split the
country, or the community of Finnish speakers, into two cultural areas, and
this Christian border indeed has antecedents in prehistoric cultural boundaries
in this region. The visitor to Helsinki’s Senate Square (Senaatintori) may
behold a complex political manipulation of the image of the bear from the
late nineteenth century, when Finland was struggling to achieve independ-
ence from Russia and establish itself for the first time as a modern nation.
A statue was raised in 1894 to commemorate the Russian tsar Alexander II,
but at his feet may be seen the image of the Suomi Maiden holding a book
of law (a provocative image directly appealing to that found in other Scan-
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Golden King of the Forest

dinavian capitals, for example in
Copenhagen, where an inscription
over the courthouse from 1815 pro-
claims ‘With law shall a nation be
built’, Med lov skal man land bygge);
she s clad in an outrageously wild-
looking bear-skin, which is clearly
intended to evoke the Old Norse
berserkir warriors, and proclaims
the new Finland'’s allegiance to the
A G West. Ironically, the bear of ancient

Finland links the culture more with

Fig. 1. Bear with torch by Hilda Flodin, the Finno-Ugric peoples such as the

1899—1901. Pohjolan talo, Helsinki. (Vesa Sami! and the Ob Ugrians found
Matteo Piludu)

to the north and east, yet here an
ancient image is made to serve a new political purpose and direction. The
statue is considered in more detail in Chapter g, in the context of the growth
of Finnish nationalism, where the symbol of the bear has come to stand for
many different things, ranging from gentleness to strength, from welfare to
Finnishness itself.

The liminality of Finland between East and West also finds a parallel expres-
sionin chronological terms, between Finland as an ancient oral culture and a
modern civilised society following European norms. Even if the development
took place in truth in a gradual fashion, one man is usually regarded as the
lynch-pin: Mikael Agricola (1510-57), the first Lutheran bishop of Turku (from
1550, having been rector from 1539). In line with general Lutheran policy he
preached, and wrote, in the vernacular, in this case Finnish; in Finland, this
fact is of special significance, since Finnish records from before Agricola’s
time are practically non-existent. His writings therefore mark the beginning
of the transition of Finnish literature from the oral form in which it had
existed since time immemorial to a written form, and he is widely regarded
as a founding father of modern Finnish culture and intellectual activity. The
change was not just one of form, however: the very substance was affected,
for written literature implied the adoption of standard European norms.
Ironically, Agricola is valued now for the information he wrote down about
the pagan gods and rites of the Finns (and hence is looked upon as father of
Finnish folk-belief research), whom he divides into the people of Hime and
of Karelia, underlining the cultural border between West and East yet again.
However, these pagan cults were matters he was zealously trying to eradicate,
not preserve; he would surely be appalled to discover that several hundred
years after his death, his Psalter translation (1551) is still widely read, but only
for the sake of what in his preface he had to say about pagan practices!

! Sdmiisthe formused to represent the native Sabmelas (and variants), replacing the earlier term

Lapp(ish), used until recently, a term which originally, and in the present work, designated
peoples within the ken of the Finns following a (semi-)nomadic lifestyle (without their
necessarily being Sami). For signs of ancient Lake Lapp culture, see Plates II-VIII.
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Introduction

It is in this preface that Agricola mentions the bear (1987: I1l.211):

Quin Carhu Sikions noleskele. As the bear licks its offspring,
Nins tate lue ia harioittele. read from this and practise it,
Sijttes saat hengen wrhudhen/ for from this you will gain
spiritual courage,
piamb quin se Rwmins just as it gains bodily strength.
wiakewydhen

This gentle characterisation reveals that in church circles in the sixteenth
century the bear was not a rejected animal, but on the contrary was regarded
asexemplary inits behaviour. Yet Agricolais alluding here to along tradition,
and it is one that looks West. It originated with Aristotle (Historia Animalium
VI130): ‘Of all animals the newly born cub of the she-bear is the smallest in
proportion to the size of the mother; that is to say, it is larger than a mouse
but smaller than a weasel. It is also smooth and blind, and its legs and most
of its inner organs are not yet articulate” The idea was then expanded by
Pliny the Elder (see Chapter 3), and entered the Latin tradition. As with the
habits of so many animals, the Christian tradition could not resist making an
exemplum out of this; it was used by St Ambrose in the fourth century (1961:
237), and from there entered the moralising tradition to which Agricola’s text
belongs; the same idea is found in the writings of the last Catholic archbishop
of Sweden-Finland, Olaus Magnus (29.7). Despite Albertus Magnus (1193—-1280)
demonstrating in his work De Animalibus the falseness of the notion in terms
of natural history, the idea clearly persisted; Shakespeare in Henry VI (pt. 3,
Act 3, Scene 2) calls Gloucester ‘an unlick’d bear-whelp’, and to this day we
talk of licking unruly youngsters into shape.

Yet whilst Agricola was using the bear to attract Finns into a morally
improving reading of the Psalms, a short distance from the metropolitan
city in which he preached the backwoods inhabitants were engaging in
rites involving the hunting of the bear, regarded as a god, and the ritual
consumption of its flesh, accompanied by songs and dances. It was these pagan

Fig. 2. "Bear’ by Emil Wikstrom, 1910. National CUStO_mS that forme_:d the focus of a
Museum, Helsinki. (Vesa Matteo Piludu) scathing attack, delivered a century
later in Agricola’s own city of Turku

at what may be viewed as one of
the pivotal moments in the estab-
lishment of Finland as a civilised
nation, namely the founding in
1640 of the precursor of Helsinki
University, the Academy of Turku,
when Bishop Isak Rothovius, in his
role as cleric and as vice-chancel-
lor of the new Academy, preached
long and pointedly against the dark
practices of the Finns, mentioning
in particular their worship of the
bear and the rites of drinking from
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its skull. Even at a much later date, while Walter Runeberg was producing the
statue of the Suomi Maiden for Senate Square in Helsinki in the 1890s, bears’
skulls were still being hung on the ritual pines of the more remote reaches
of central Finland; the author heard accounts of this taking place between
the World Wars at Muurreppaa on Lake Muurasjarvi (in the township of
Pihtipudas in central Finland), as recounted in the Preface and Chapter 7.

Modern civilisation may have brought a different approach to the ancient
king of the forest, but the hunting of the bear, which on the evidence of abun-
dant remains of burnt bones goes back many centuries, continued long after
the ritual aspect was lost. Hunting was carried out so assiduously, indeed,
that the bear was almost wiped out in Finland by the nineteenth century
(numbers have now recovered to almost a thousand); over the years, the
methods and purposes of the hunt may have varied, but the devotion to it
never seems to have wavered, and Finland to this day has one of the highest
per capita ratios of hunters.

The Finnish bear in a sense casts its gaze in two opposite directions: and
the structure of the present book reflects this, looking first to the Classical
and Nordic traditions, and then to the very different Finno-Ugric myths
and cults. First of all, however, we look at the natural history of this Golden
King of the Forest.





