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Finnish Epic “Kalevala” — An Interpretation as a Literature Work

Shinko Ogihara

Key word: Elias Lonnrot, epic, myth, Vdindmadinen, old age, mother, marriage, charms

As it is well known, the “Kalevala” was compiled by Elias Lonnrot based on runes, folk
traditions collected among the Finns in Karelia, Estonia and Finland. The first publication was
issued in 1833, the second called “the Old Kalevala” — in 1835 and the third “the New Kalevala” —
in 1849. The New Kalevala of fifty poems has two Japanese translations: one by Kakutan
Morimoto(1937), the other by Tamotsu Koizumi(1976). The Morimoto’s edition was made in
pseudoclassical style that, we may say, sounds more like runes sang by singers. While the Koizumi’s
translation is in colloquial language and abundant in detailed explanation and notes based on the
Kalevala studies in Finland and other countries.

From the point of view how the oral tradition could be made up as a literal text, I took an
approach to conceive the Kalevala as a literature created by E. Lénnrot. Much argument has been
done concerning the composition, themes of the Kalevala. Indeed it contains different sources of
oral tradition. At the beginning we read two cantos of poem-myth. The first one tells the creation of
the world, the second - the deed of old Vdindmdinen as a cultural hero, who covers by chanting
charms the surface of the earth planting trees, every kind of plants and wheat. Then there are three
cycles: Lemminkdinen cycle, Kullervo tragedy and Wedding songs. It is clear that these cycles are
originally independent, not related to the hero old Vdindamoinen. When these poems are excluded
from the text, there the Vdinamdoinen cycle left.

Studying the Vidindméinen cycle, I found there are some leitmotifs with which E.L&nnrot
undoubtedly worked out composition of the New Kalevala. Those leitmotifs are as following: aged
man, mother and marriage. The epithet for Vdindmoinen is “old”, and he as a suitor every time
laments own failed proposal of marriage because of his being old. The mothers are of the old
Viindgmoinen, Joukahainen, Aino, Lemminkéinen and the mistress of the Pohjola. All these mothers
are bright and wise, warm-hearted, give appropriate advice and help to their sons and daughters. The
leitmotif of marriage, including the attitude of maidens against it, functions as an axis for all the
different materials of oral tradition to be woven into a masterpiece as a Finnish epic.

Based on an assumption to look the Kalevala as a literature work, I found there a clear theme



as heroic epic. The paper illustrates an interesting case of textualization how oral materials could be

made up as a literal work.



