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Sacred Sites of Folk Belief and Spatial 
Order in Southwest Finnish Village 
Societies offers some innovative and 
thought-provoking research into sa-
cred natural locations in southwest 
Finland and their status as places 
attracting folklore. Comprising four 
research articles and an introductory 
section (92 pp. plus appendices), 
it is a doctoral dissertation with 
good coverage of its subject. The re-
search’s main aim is to examine the 
connection of vernacular oral tradi-
tion recorded and archived mostly 
during the first decades of the twen-
tieth century with 120 places in the 
southwestern landscape. At the core 
of the dissertation is its utilization of 
cartographic materials: maps of vil-
lages and their borders. The author 
focuses especially on ‘natural’ sites, 
though the actual locations may be 
on cultivated land.

The work’s introductory section 
presents a synthesis of the study, 
summarizing the research articles’ 
materials, methods, and conclu-
sions. It also includes discussions 
of research history, and terms and 
concepts. Björkman’s research’s 
theoretical foundation finds its 
main elements in the Durkheimian 
concept of the sacred, which takes a 

society-focused view of the concept. 
In this approach the sacred is seen as 
representing and upholding society 
and its values. The author supple-
ments the Durkheimian view with 
studies by Veikko Anttonen and 
Laura Stark, who both discuss the 
borders of the sacred and profane 
in their work. The folkloristic per-
spective comes from Lauri Honko’s 
concept of tradition ecology and 
research on place lore, which has 
played a  prominent role in Estonian 
folklore studies in recent years.

The author’s overview of the 
theoretical discussions may appear 
to be derived from past discussions 
in the field. For example, Honko’s 
theory of tradition ecology saw its 
heyday during the early 1980s, and 
many references cite authors such as 
Uno Harva and Martti Haavio. How-
ever, I believe this stems more from 
a lack in contemporary research on 
the vernacular belief tradition than 
anything else. Björkman’s research 
thus contributes to the investiga-
tion of archival materials in folklore 
studies and the study of religion, 
and re-evaluates aspects of belief 
tradition. The research’s focus on 
the southwestern tradition and ar-
eas is especially relevant. As Björk-
man notes, folklorists’ interest has 
often been in eastern Finland and 
the Karelian tradition. The (south)
western belief tradition and poetic 
mythology have begun to receive 
popular interest relatively recently, 
but it is important to establish the 
latest scientific knowledge on the 
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subjects rather than leave the field 
to popular presentations, important 
as they might be. 

One of the terminological and 
conceptual choices that caught my 
eye is the preference of ‘folk’ to 
‘vernacular’ when discussing the 
beliefs of the early modern agrarian 
populace. Björkman defends this 
preference when discussing belief 
tradition. He argues that attempting 
to avoid the negative connotations 
of ‘folk’ by using ‘vernacular’ only 
substitutes one set of problems with 
another, and that ‘folk’ can easily 
still be used in the contemporary 
context if one properly acknowl-
edges its weight. The terminological 
discussion is ongoing, and terms 
and concepts undergo constant re-
evaluation in scientific discussions. 
In this case I would have liked to 
have seen more reflection on the hy-
brid nature of ‘vernacular’ or ‘folk’, 
and the so-called ‘elite’. Cultural 
spheres lived (and live) in interac-
tion, not as separate and essentialist 
wholes. I would therefore also have 
liked to have seen a more reflexive 
stance on the abundant use of emic 
and etic in the dissertation. 

The dissertation’s studies share a 
methodological utilization of maps 
in locating places that have attracted 
folklore. The first research article 
has been published by Routledge 
in an edited volume, Sacred Waters: 
A Cross-Cultural Compendium of Hal-
lowed Springs and Holy Wells. Björk-
man shows how sacred springs, 
some of which can still be found in 
nature, have often been near borders 
and in peripheral places, away from 

the central locations of social inter-
action. According to his analysis 
peripheral locations offer an oppor-
tunity to conduct rituals that are not 
communally sanctioned, permitting 
people of lower social rank to gain 
freedom from hierarchies of centres.  

The article is followed by an 
article in Temenos which focuses on 
places of interaction between local 
and nature spirits and humans. It 
follows Veikko Anttonen and Jo-
chum Stattin in evaluating the role 
of borders and the sacred. The article 
takes a new view of spirits guarding 
boundaries by utilizing village maps 
and comparing their borders with 
belief legends about encounters with 
various spirits. By analysing maps 
and places where he has been able 
to locate spirit narratives, Björkman 
shows how dense living environ-
ments in villages and the contested 
spaces between them are reflected 
in folklore.

The third study, published in 
Ethnologia Scandinavica, is a meth-
odological article that explores the 
use of village and Great Partition 
maps as tools for locating places 
previously mentioned in belief tra-
dition. Theoretically, the article is 
connected with recent discussions 
of the qualities of a place that cause 
it to attract belief tradition and mark 
it as something extraordinary. In-
terestingly, although studies of the 
subject are indeed quite recent, this 
resembles an older folkloristic con-
cept of motive attraction in which 
dominant actors become laden with 
various themes. The study therefore 
connects older interests of folklore 
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studies with new interpretations; 
a feature that somehow permeates 
the dissertation. While it naturally 
repeats aspects discussed in the 
introductory section and preceding 
articles, a dedicated methodological 
article is nevertheless an important 
and interesting part of the research 
as a whole.

The fourth and final study of 
Björkman’s research, published in 
Folklore, thematically follows the fo-
cus on boundaries, social order, and 
nature sites connected with belief 
legends. By examining the locations 
of 120 revered (a term used for ‘sa-
cred’ in the final article) locations, he 
examines how social groups could 
performatively establish and contest 
social order and make spatial claims. 
Although all the dissertation’s stud-
ies make good contributions to the 
whole, I believe the final article best 
shows the evolution and shaping of 
the author’s thinking. Adopting a 
view of the performative aspect of 
tradition and situating a different 
kind of performative narration in 
natural places is theoretically ambi-
tious but elegant. 

John Björkman’s doctoral disser-
tation is a methodologically innova-
tive work that establishes interesting 
further directions for investigation. 
The work as a whole includes some 
repetition in discussions of research 
materials and theories. This is an 
unavoidable and understandable 
feature of article-based dissertations 
in general, yet the article format 
reveals the change and evolution 
of authors’ thinking. The use of ar-
chived narrative tradition combined 

with cartographical data and field-
work is an intriguing approach that 
I hope will result in fruitful future 
discussions and research.
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