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Pekka Hakamies (Finland)

THE ROLE OF FOLKLORE IN MAINTAINING IDENTITY AMONG
A KARELIAN GROUP IN EASTERN FINLAND

There is a general border between West and east cleaving Europe from the Barents Sea to the
Balkans. On the border area cultures have had to adapt to the situation, fluctuation of the state borders
and immigration of new inhabitant groups. My paper is aimed at illuminating one case in the North
Europe, which represents also some common problems of the border area.

The Karelians are the oldest known indigenous group in the area nowadays known as North
Karelia in Finland. At the beginning of the modem period Karelians were subjects of the Russian
Empire, they belonged to the Russian Orthodox Church and their culture had Karelian ethnic
characteristics. These Karelians became a minority in the 17th century, when the area was ceded to
the expansive kingdom of Sweden and large groups of Lutheran immigrants from eastern Finland
moved in to the newly acquired part of the country. According to the peace treaty of Stolbovo 1618,
the population remaining in the area had the right to preserve their old religi on, and no pressure on
religious grounds was to be applied, but in practice the treaty had little effect. Karelians living in the
area suffered from religious and economic discrimination, and the majority fled to the Russian side of
the border. Hostile attitudes of the Orthodox and Lutheran groups weakened during the latter half of
the 17th century and since the 18th century there has been no manifest antagonism between these
groups.

Significant groups of Orthodox Karelians remained in a number of villages in the western part of
present-day North Karelia of Finland in the parishes ofLiperi and Polvijarvi. As the first permanent
settlers in the area they had selected fields best suited to cultivation, and presumably their solid
economic position was the reason preventing their emigration to Russia. The Lutherans, in contrast,
sometimes came to North Karelia as deserters with little more pro perty than an ax. During the 17th
and 18th centuries the Orthodox population of the Taipale parish differed significantly from the
Lutheran population in regard to average wealth. Their strong economic position is often mentioned
in the letters of the Lutheran clergy, and it is also apparent in the documents of local administrators in
the 19th century. By the middle ofthat century about two-thirds of the Orthodox still belonged to the
group of wealthy landowing pea sants, while three-quarters of the Lutherans were landless. Thus a
social gap between the Orthodox and Lutherans arose alongside the already existing ethnic and
religious divisions.

It was probably the sound economic position of the Orthodox that made it possible for them to
maintain an ethnically distinctive Karelian character during centuries as a small iso lated group among
the lutheran majority in some villages in Finnish North Karelia. The Lutheran clergy tried
continuously, on one hand to convert orthodox to Lutheranism, and on the other hand, to inhibit their
reciprocal relations with the Lutheran population. Administrative problems appeared especially
during the 18th century, when the Orthodox lived under Swedish rule with their priest serving the
Russian church but under the supervision of the Swedish church.

At the 17th century in this area two ethnic groups fell in confrontation. The Karelians, who were
orthodox, i.e. belonged to the Russian church, originally felt loyalty to the Russian Empire and were
bearers of the Karelian culture and language, were called Russians by the Lutheran population, who,
in turn, spoke eastern Finnish dialect, associated with the Kingdom of Sweden and beared the eastern
Finnish culture and who were called Swedes by the Orthodox Karelian population in Finland as well
as on the Russian side of the Swedish-Russian border. During the following centuries the
confrontation weakened but the ethnic boundary was still maintained; later it was based most strongly
on the confessional factor, i.e. on the mem bership of the Lutheran or the Orthodox church. These
labels, which often had a somewhat pejorative character, were preserved to some extent until the
middle of the 20th century'.

As Fredrik Barth (1969) has pointed, ethnic distinction does not depend on isolation and absence
of interaction with other groups. Instead, interaction may promote the main tenance of the ethnic
boundary between "own" and "alien" group. It is problematic whether the Orthodox Karelians of
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Taipale parish can be regarded as an ethnic group, how long time they maintained their ethnic identity
and what kind of process its disappearance has been. During the last few centuries the Orthodox and
Lutherans have lived in close interaction. There has not been any ecological differences between the
groups, both of them using the same ecological niche, simple agriculture. It can be assumed that the
Orthodox minority which was isolated from the main population of Karelians at the beginning of the
17th century soon began to assimilate gradually to the majority. Anyhow, the boundary between the
Orthodox and Lutherans remained clear, which Barth sees crucial for the existence of an ethnic group.
Some traits of the culture of the Orthodox Karelians seem to have been prominent in maintaining
ethnic identity.

According to Fredrik Barth, the classification of people as members of an ethnic group must
depend on their exhibiting the particular traits of their culture. This, in turn, can be analyzed by the
researcher on the basis of the materials attainable (ibid.: 12).

Folklore has generally been seen to occupy an important position in the formation of group identity
(Dundes 1989; Honko 1988). Among the Orthodox Karelians in Liperi parish, some elements of their
old culture seem to have aquired a special ethnic label on the basis of the absence of similar tradition
among the Lutherans. They have been used in the formation of identity and especially in emphasizing
their own ethnicity in comparison with the Lutherans. This additional function has helped these
elements to survive, although the Orthodox Karelians have gradually been assimilated in to the
Lutheran majority to that extent that the sole factor distin-guising them has during this century been
their membership in the Orthodox church. Therefore, any field work and collection of new material
that would be relevant to ethnic differentiation has been very difficult to carry out. [ have mainly had
to base my research on old, somewhat fragmentary archive materials.

On the basis of the common economics and ecology, considerable part of the culture of the
Orthodox Karelians and Lutherans has been similar, so the maintenance of ethnic identity has been
based on few distinguishing traits. In the light of surviving material these ethnically distinctive traits
have been, besides the religion, some aspects of dress and appearance and a part of the folklore and
ritual culture.

In the folkore, wedding habits and wedding poetry have played an important role in maintaining
and expressing ethnic identity. The Orthodox and Lutheran wedding rituals have both been bilocal
and had two parts. The ritual began at the home of the bride. where the leave-taking ceremony was
celebrated. This was foilowed by the marriage ritual in the church and then the proper wedding or
homecoming ceremony at the home of the groom. The ritual as a whole was a meeting of two
families, even though the other villagers have also participated. (On wedding ritual in general in
Finland see Sarmela 1994:63-88.)

The Orthodox and Lutheran rituals have differed in some rites and habits. In the Orthodox
wedding it was customary for the bride to perform laments; these were absent from the Lutheran
wedding. During the last few centuries the Orthodox population of Liperi has formed the westernmost
fringe of the eastern, Karelian-Russian lament culture. In Karelia the bride's lamentation usually
began at the betrothal, when the engagement was confirmed, and continued until the end of the leave-
taking ceremony. Laments were ritual communication in which the bride and her mother could
unburden their minds at the moment the daughter was leaving forever her home, where she had spent
her entire childhood. In the Orthodox weddings of Liperi the lamenta tion did not begin immediately
after the betrothal but only at the leave-taking ceremony, when the daughter's separation from her
parents and home was already in progress. According to ethnographic descriptions, the bride took
leave of her parents, other relatives and friends in the com munication provided by the laments. In
fact, in Liperi not all brides could actually perform these laments, and there were specially skilled
women, lamenters, who did this in the name of the bride, as was the case elsewhere in Karelia. At the
end of the leave-taking ceremony the lamenter called the bride to sit down on a bench in the middle of
the room, unloosened her braid and asked all the participants to comb her hair. Her hair was then
arranged in a manner typical to married women and she received her sdpsd (<russian cepcik), the
headdress used only by married women as a sign of their social status. This was the end of the leave-
taking ceremony and the bride left with the groom and their escort to the church and then to his home.

At the home of the groom the general atmosphere was not coloured by the sadness of the
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separation but by joy. The mother of the groom stood at the door to meet the bridal pair and sang them
a ritual song of welcome, Tulovirsi, an old wedding song in the Kalevala metre in which the coming
of the bride to the home of the groom is described and the bride is advised about how to behave in her
new home. There were also other fixed wedding songs and poetry, but this song seems to have been
the most common.

Wedding folklore and the songs in particular have remained relatively unchanged. The Karelians
of Liperi had already been separated from the core Karelian population in the Middle Ages, and no
regular contacts between these groups have been documented in recent centuries. In any case, the
wedding songs have remained quite similar in regard to both text and melody to the wedding songs in
other parts of Karelia, especially in the archaic northern Russian Karelia, although these populations
have been separated by roughly 300 miles and 600 years.

The archaic Karelian traits seem to have been preserved in the weddings of the Liperi Orthodox
until the 1870s. At that time the old customs began to be scorned, and, for instance, at weddings
young boys could pay lamenters with buttons instead of coins. At the beginnig of the 20th century,
however, collectors of folklore could still find old women who could not only perform ritual laments
but also improvise occasional laments on request.

Until the beginning of the 19th century the dress of orthodox women in Liperi in cluded some
items of Russian origin, such as the feresi skirt and sdpsé headdress that was already mentioned.
These were not worn by Lutherans, and they have been a clear ethnic marker. Pre sumably the feresi
skirt was superseded by western-type dress as early as the first decades of the 19th century, as it is
only mentioned occasionally in the documents ofthat period. In contrast, the sipsi headdress remained
in use as a sign of the married Orthodox woman until the latter half of the century. Its final citations in
local inventory documents are from the 1860s and at the be ginning of 20th century old Orthodox
women could give detailed descriptions of the sépsd to ethnographers. One sépsi headdress has been
preserved in the local museum.

The preservation of elements of the old culture seem to be typical of women in general, and this
has also been the case in Liperi. Men did not have any ethnically distinctive clothing in Liperi, nor did
they have in Karelia in general in comparison with the Finns. Instead of dress, the Karelian men could
have beards as a distinctive trait. The growing of beard was based on the tradition of Orthodox
church. In Liperi there is no definitive evidence of the ethnic meaning of the beard, but in Ladoga
Karelia in the old Russo-Finnish border area the beard was an element of ethnic distinction.
Nevertheless there are in the materials some cues pointing to the possible meaning of the beard as a
symbol of ethnic differentiation also in Liperi’.

The Orthodox Karelian cultural traits referred to above seem to have been those in which ethnic
identity was manifested. Partially they have been selected because of their con nections to the main
rituals of their bearers. The wedding has always been a very important event not only in the life of the
individual but also for the whole community. In the established village communities the wedding
ritual also acquired position which expressed the social status of the celebrants (Sarmela 1974;
Sarmela 1969:105). Bearing in mind the fact that the Orthodox Karelians in Liperi were mainly
wealthy farmers, it seems natural to conclude that the ethnic la bels, i.e. the Karelian elements in the
wedding ritual, were gradually associated with the social position of their users and became a sign
ofthat position. The use of some clearly Karelian rites at the wedding celebration was a sign to the
whole village that the participants belonged to the highest social stratum. This may be the reason why
the sépsid headdress was used as the last Kare lian item of dressing - it did have a double meaning as
symbol of social status of a married woman and of a member of the wealthy. Orthodox part of the
community. It was closely related to the wedding ritual, it was placed on the head of the bride in a
certain rite, and it had a clear symbolic meaning in representing social position.

The old, archaic elements of the wedding ritual acquired a new, secondary function together with
the original and, gradually, instead of it. Initially the main function of the laments was to release the
emotional tensions connected with the bride's leaving home and conducting the wedding ritual.
Correspondingly, the wedding songs had their own function in installing the bride in to her new
position in the family of the groom (Nenola-Kallio 1982;181). In Liperi the performing of laments
manifested the social position of the celebrants and, gradually, lost its original function. In this way
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the content of the wedding folklore lost its earlier meaning to a certain degree, as the mere existence
ofthat folklore was a sufficient message to the village. Thus archaic folklore could be preserved for a
long time in a cultural context that no longer corres ponded to the content ofthat folkore.

In Liperi there was also some kind of condensation of the wedding ritual: laments were no longer
performed from the betrothal to the leave-taking ceremony as was the case elsewhere in Karelia but
only just at that very moment when the bride was leaving her home. Wedding songs were also
performed mostly at the reception of bride at the home of the groom. In Liperi those parts of wedding
folklore were preserved longest that had the strongest ties to the culmination points of the wedding
ritual, the role changes of the bride in the rite of passage (van Gennep 1960:116ff). They were
specifically the most important parts of the wedding ritual, in which the Karelian ethnic identity was
manifested.

Language has also been considered as an element of ethnicity (Fishman 1977). There is very little
material which can show any linguistic elements in the identity of the Orthodox Karelians in Liperi.
There seem to have been some typical Karelianisms in the vocabulary and morphology in the
language of the Orthodox people, and there are some notions that the linguistic difference was really
felt in the latter half of the 19th century. The archive materials also contain a single, fragmentary
report of a traditional Karelian religious village feast “praasniekka” (<prazdnik in Russian), which
was celebrated at the latter half of the 19th century.

The Karelian traits of the wedding ritual were phased out in the latter half of 19th century,
presumably during the 1870s. At that time the sipsi was also abandoned, and other traits of Karelian
culture such as distinctive features of dialect and the praasniekka village feasts ceased to be
transmitted to the younger generations. At the beginning of the 20th century older Orthodox people
could still remember some wedding songs, laments, use of the sapsa headdress and the former
existence of some other elements belonging to the old Karelian folk culture, but they told that this all
was a living tradition when they were young.

In the 1870s the Liperi district underwent rapid development and changes. The mobility of the
people increased, the economic structure became more diversified and general primary education was
organized, Karelian culture traits began to look even more outdated, came into conflict with everyday
life, and lost their former prestige. At the same time the marriage norms of the Orthodox changed.
Until that time the wealthy Orthodox men could traditionally marry poorer Orthodox women but not
wealthy Lutherans. From the 1870s on the social border became more important than the religious-
ethnic one that was rarely crossed in earlier days. Until then the group identity of the Orthodox people
consisted of three dimensions: religious, social and ethnic. During the 1870s the social and religious
identity was separated from ethnic identity and the latter lost its former position. The ethnic
differentiation began to serve as a disadvantage as it went in an increasing discrepancy with regard to
the surrounding culture.

Shortly afterwards, the Orthodox population in Liperi suffered from religious oppression that
lasted to the middle of the 20th century. This was caused by the nationalistically oriented part of the
Lutheran population, but it seems to have been initially connected with the rising social problems
ofthat period in Liperi. As a result, the Orthodox tried to avoid any beha vior that would distinguish
them from the Lutheran population. During the life span of three generations the old Karelian
tradition was forgotten so completely that no remnants of wedding laments or other elements of their
past Karelian culture exist today.
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't has to be noted that it is difficult to choose correct terms to be used about the ethnic-religious
groups in the Finnish North Karelia. The terms based on religion are the most often used ones which
is partially due to the fact that religion has been the reason for an official differentiation of the
population. Confessional factor should, however, not be over-esti mated, as it has been only one of
several dissimilarities which all have been generated by the administrational border between Russia
and Sweden which gradually became a cultural border as well. Lutherans are mostly of Savo origin
but later they did not consider themselves belonging to Savo as they lived in a region called Karelia.
On the other hand, they can not be called Karelians as this has traditionally referred to another,
distincive group. This historical background causes even nowadays some confusion in the de fining of
the regional identity in the Finnish North Karelia; “It is important to note that the traits discussed here
were relevant for the ethnic distinction between Karelians and Finns. In relation to the Russians quite
another cultural traits were meaningful for the ethnic identity of the Karelians. These included first of
all language and the archaic part of folklore.

IHonuk C., Hebenbcbknii B. (Ykpaina)
JIO MATAHHS ITPO 3BEPEKEHHS YKPATHCHKOI ETHIYHOCTI HA BAJIKAHAX

[TpoGnemu MikHaUioHanbHUX BigHOCHH Ha bankanax BNpofoBXK OCTaHHIX POKIB MOCTIHHO
TypOyIOTh EBPONEHCHKY rPOMAJICHKICTD, a MOYMHAIO4H 3 1991 p. — He CXOAATb 3 MEPLIMX CTOPiOK
CBITOBOI mnpecH. bBankaHCeKMH perioH  XapakTepU3YEThCS TMOCTIHHMMH  IIEPECENeHChKHMHU
MIrpalifiHHMH TIPOLIECaMH, CKPABOIO MOMIKOH(eCiHHICTIO, 0 H MPHBENO B KiHUEBOMY pe3ynbTaTi
[0 PI3KOro 3arocTpeHHs curyauii B perioHi. O4eBHAHMM €, LIO OCHOBHOK NPOTHCTOAHHA Ha
Bankanax € npo6nema 30epexeHHs HaliOHATBHOT |I€HTHYHOCTI.

Y nauiit po3Binui 3pobneHo cnpody MpoaHanizyBaTH CTAHOBMILE YKPATHUIB y KpajHaX KOJWLIHBLOT
IOrocnasii, 3’sicyBaTti po/ib YKPaiHCHKOrO eTHIUHOro (JakTopy B CKIAAHMX TEPHIIETIAX BIACHKOBO-
noniTHYHOTO KOHGniKTY Ha Bankawax. JlocnmimkeHHs cTaHy yKpaiHCBKOI €THIYHOCTI came y LiboMy
perioHi Ma€ W Mi3HABaJLHE 3HAYCHHS, a/uke 3a cBoe 250-piyHe MpoXKWBaHHA Ha nisgHi €sponu
YKpaiHCbKE HaceneHHs, MOACKyAu B HajJ 3BHYalHUX YMOBAaX, 3MOIJIO BHCTOSTHM Ta HaMaraerhcs W
CHOrOJIHI 30€perTH CBOIO iCTOPIl0, MOBY Ta TPaAMLIT.

[Nepiui noceneHui yKpaiHCBKOro MOXOWKEHHA OYalH epecesaTHea Ha TepuTopito Boepoaunu i3
3akapnarrs (yropcekoro Ilinkaprmarrs) we Ha nouarky XVIII cr.'. Tlounnaro un 3 30-x pp.,
pO3MOYMHAETECS OCHOBHA XBHIIA MepeceseHb, fKa HOCHIA, MpaBja, CTHXiHHMH Xapaktep. 3 1751p.
yKpaiHCbkUi TepeceneHchkuii mnpounec Ha bankawu crtap opradizoBanum. Jons Ginemrocri
nepeceneHRiB ciiaganacs no-pisHoMmy. YacTuHa 3 HHX uepe3 HecTadyy XapuiB 3MylieHa Oyna
NPUNUHATH MaHAPiBKY i HaliMaTHcs Ha poboTy, 1100 3apobHTH Ha 3BOPOTHY Aopory. BineuticTs Bee
% 3yMina nojoNaTi TPYAHOLII Ta AicTaTHCA [0 CBOIX HOBHX 3eMellb, jie OyNo 3aKi1afaeHo moceneHHs,
30y10BaHO LIEPKBH, PO30PEHO LIJIMHHI 3eMJTi.

Jlo 1763 p. Ha#biabIn iIHTEHCHBHMIA HATUTMB 3aKapraTchbKMX ykpaituiB Oyr cnpsmoBaHuif 10 bayku
(Boepoaunua). 3aranom, neplia XBHIS YKpaiHCHKHX MepeceNeHLiB, B OCHOBHOMY B XOpBaTilo Ta
Boesoauny 3arepmunace 1787 p.

Ha nouwatky XIX cT. emirpauis 3 yKpaiHCHKMX 3eMeNb MNpoaoBikKyBanacs. Ilopsa 3 1um,
BiAOYBAa€TbCA ¥ pO3CeNeHHS pOJMH MepeceNeHUiB i3 CBOiX nepBicHHX ocepenki — Kepectypa i
Kouypa, yepe3 nepenacenexHs ta Hectauy BinbHOT 3emai. Ocinany BOHUW rONOBHAM HHHOM 32 JlyHaem
~y Cnasonii (Xopsaris), ae y micreuky LLlix 6yno 1832 p. 3acHOBaHO mepiuy KoJIOHiI0’.

1848 p., micia BIAIMIHM MAHLUMHM, PO3MIOYANacs HACTYTI Ha XBHIA NepeceneHs i3 3akapnarts, misHiwe —
3 JlemkiBUIMHH Ta [anuunnu, V apyrik nonosuni XIX cr. yKpaiHii-pycuHu cknanam ke 1,1 % ycsoro
HacenenHs Bauku a iX UHCENBHICTS Y MpuayHaiichKHX 3eMIAX MepeprImiia 20 THC. oci6' .

3ronom, i3 CxinHoi Fanmuuuuy Ta 3axapnarrs npubyno o Bocwii ine 15 THE. yKpaiHChKMX CensH.
[Tepiuum Micnem, e BOHH ociny, Oyno cenuiie [IpHsBop, 3Binku MpUOYIi 3 4aCOM PO3CENUIUCH N0

© INonuk C., Hebeabeokuii B., 1999
60



	1_60
	File0021
	File0022
	1-40
	1_1_30
	1_1_20
	1_1_10
	File0002
	File0004
	File0006
	File0007
	File0008
	File0009

	1_11_20
	11
	12
	13
	14
	15
	16
	17
	18
	19
	20


	21
	22
	23
	24
	25
	26
	27
	28
	29
	30

	1_31_40
	31
	32
	33
	34
	35
	36
	37
	38
	39
	40


	41_60
	File0001
	File0002
	File0003
	File0004
	File0005
	File0006
	File0007
	File0008
	File0009
	File0010
	File0011
	File0012
	File0013
	File0014
	File0015
	File0016
	File0017
	File0018
	File0019
	File0020


	File0001
	File0002
	File0003
	File0004
	File0005
	File0006
	File0007
	File0008
	File0009
	File0010
	File0011
	File0012
	File0013
	File0014
	File0015
	File0016
	File0017
	File0018
	File0019
	File0020
	File0021
	File0022
	File0023
	File0024
	File0025
	File0026
	File0027
	File0028
	File0029
	File0030
	File0031
	File0032
	File0033
	File0034
	File0035
	File0036
	File0037
	File0038
	File0039
	File0040



