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Finding folk religion: An archaeology
of ‘strange’ behaviour
Sonja Hukantaival
Abstract: Archaeology is not only about describing things; we also seek to understand what we find. Sometimes a find can seem puzzling, unexpected in the
context in question. It is argued here that evidence of non-Christian elements
of religiosity in a historical context can constitute such surprising finds. These
finds become less confusing in the light of other sources, such as folklore accounts
and historical records. Still, archaeology can offer something not accessible to
other disciplines.
This paper discusses the phenomenon of folk religion, and the ways that we
can take to find the meanings behind the material remains of practices, which
may perhaps seem odd to us. A multidisciplinary approach is favoured, and the
contribution of archaeology is crucial in gaining information about past practices.
The paper also offers a short survey of some archaeological approaches to questions of folk religion. Another issue addressed is why we might be surprised to
find evidence of ‘strange’ practices in historical contexts. It is suggested here that
historical constructs about the ‘civilising’ effects of Christianity, Reformation,
and Enlightenment, respectively, have affected the way that religiosity has been
seen in the context of historical Europe.
Keywords: folk/popular/vernacular religion, historical archaeology, multidisciplinarity, ritual deposit

Introduction
If, for example, an upside-down turned goat skull is found, clearly deliberately
deposited at a border-mark (see Fig. 1), archaeologists’ interpretations easily
turn towards a potentially religious action behind the find. In a prehistoric
setting, such a find may be discussed without any unconcealed value-charges,
but what if it was found in a historical, Christian, context? The find in question was unearthed during archaeological excavations in the town of Turku (in
south-western Finland) in 2006 (Hukantaival 2007: 72; Saloranta 2010: 70).
It was dated to the 14th century, and it lay right next to the cathedral; thus it
was situated in the middle of the religious centre of the area.
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Figure 1. Deposited goat skull at a 14th-century border mark. Photo by
Sonja Hukantaival 2006.

As historian Stephen A. Mitchell points out, Western historiography has revealed a tendency to portray the conversion to Christianity in a triumphalist
manner, resulting in a complete, uniform, and evenly distributed spiritual
hegemony. Any controversial evidence has generally been dismissed out of
hand (Mitchell 2011: 38). One can easily suspect that the original reasons
behind this conduct have been political, but I suggest that this attitude is still
unconsciously with us scholars, even though the importance of the political
reasons has diminished.
Many scholarly works offering a general survey of religious matters reveal
this aspect. It is perhaps not so surprising that the general surveys offered by
archaeologists, who traditionally have concerned themselves with prehistoric
contexts, often present Christianity (and other ‘world religions’) as a final chapter. They often only discuss the ‘origins’ of these traditions, which suggests that
after the ‘triumph’ of the world religions, the questions of religion become of
merely marginal interest to archaeologists and, to a greater extent, the concern
of other disciplines (see, e.g., Steadman 2009; less blatantly Insoll 2011).
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The ‘controversial evidence’ against the cohesion of religion is often called
‘folk religion’ (e.g. Yoder 1974; Christian 2004). Other terms also used are ‘popular’ (e.g. Crummey 1993) and ‘vernacular’ (e.g. Primiano 1995) religion. The
most openly problematic term is naturally ‘superstition’, because of its strong
negative connotations (see Cameron 2010: 4–6). I have here chosen to use the
term ‘folk religion’, even though it also has its subtexts (I will return to discuss
these further below). Nevertheless, it is the term I am accustomed to since it
translates most closely to the Finnish kansanusko (more precisely ‘folk belief’),
which is the general term for these phenomena in Finnish research (see, e.g.,
Koski 2011; Enges 2012). I might on some occasions use the term ‘folk belief’
as a synonym for ‘folk religion’, but I prefer ‘religion’ over ‘belief’ as a broader
concept including practices as well as beliefs. The definition of folk religion will
be discussed in the next chapter.
I am proposing that the aforementioned believed ‘triumph’ of uniform Christianity causes (unconscious?) presumptions about religiosity in historical times.
As a result, archaeologists who are working with material from historical times
have had difficulties interpreting evidence inconsistent with the expectations
of past religiosity, as has, for example, been noticed by Roberta Gilchrist (2008:
120). This is why I call the archaeology of folk religion an archaeology of ‘strange’
behaviour in the title of this paper; a title that may seem slightly provocative,
but is meant to be playful and self-critical.
The aim of this paper is to bring forth for archaeologists the complex nature
of religiosity in European historical times and to discuss how our understanding of different phenomena can be increased. I will address questions about the
nature of folk religion, about who the ‘folk’ in question are, and what the role of
archaeology is in gaining an understanding of the phenomena. I will also offer
a brief and limited overview of the current relationship of archaeologists and
folk religion in (mainly) northern Europe.

‘Official’ religion and folk religion
The term ‘religion’ has been recurrently discussed among scholars. It may even
seem like the only commonly shared view on religion is that it is difficult to
define (see, e.g., Goody 1961; Asad 1983: 238; 1993: 29, 54; Insoll 2004: 5–23;
Whitehouse 2004: 1–3; Steadman 2009: 21–23). When ‘folk’, another term facing considerable definitional problems (see, e.g., Foster 1953), is added to the
equation, this task becomes even more confusing (see, e.g., Yoder 1974; Primiano 1995; Christian 2004). I have elsewhere (Hukantaival in press) discussed
a suggestion that the core of the definitional problems of ‘religion’ and ‘ritual’
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lies within the relationship between language and reality, and the difficulties to
satisfactorily divide and confine the complexity and dynamic nature of reality.
Also, Veikko Anttonen, professor of comparative religion, has pointed out that
both ‘religion’ and ‘folk religion’ are ultimately nominalist constructs rather
than realistic categories (Anttonen 2004; 2012: endnote 3).
This notion does not, however, remove the need for definitions (see also
Bell 2007).1 For the purpose of this paper, I will leave the discussion of the
definition of ‘religion’ aside, and concentrate on ‘folk religion’. The classic way
to categorise in scientific approaches has been to form a list of criteria that a
member of the category should fulfil (about discussion on this see, e.g., Koski
2011: 110–118). In human sciences, these lists are seldom absolutely strict, and
often some flexibility is allowed. Also, a list of possible components belonging
to a category can be given, as in the example below.
The following elements can be seen as part of folk religion (Enges 2012:
59–60):
1) Understandings about the genesis of the universe, its structure, and
the forces operating within it, understandings of human essence and
life-course, death and afterlife, natural and supernatural, society, and
its relationship with nature and the universe.
2) Different supernatural agencies, such as gods, spirits, and ancestors.
3) Calendar rites and rites of passage, and corresponding cult places,
benign and malignant magic, folk medicine, and its understandings of
diseases and healing.
4) Religious specialists, such as cunning folk, witches, and healers.
5) Popular modes of thinking, e.g. understandings of morals, norms,
sanctions, and luck.
6) The religious genres of folklore, like memorates, myths, spells, and
spiritual songs.
As folklorist Pasi Enges points out, this list is extremely extensive and quite
close to the way that many researchers define ‘worldview’. It seems that these
kinds of definitions easily become too broad in an attempt to include every
possible angle of the phenomenon in question. Personally, I prefer a simple
definition as the one given by Don Yoder (see below), especially if we keep in
mind that definitions are always problematic to some extent and one should
not regard them dogmatically (see also Hukantaival in press).
The above list does not offer any means for distinguishing folk religion from
‘ethnic’ or ‘indigenous’ religions, such as the religiosity before contact with
Christianity. This may cause problems if folk religion is, as a result, perceived
only as a relic from pre-Christian times. The relationship with the ‘official’
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religion is the element that is relevant to folk religion as discussed here (see
also Rydving 2004). This can be seen in Don Yoder’s useful definition:
Folk religion is the totality of all those views and practices of religion that
exist among the people apart from and alongside the strictly theological
and liturgical forms of the official religion. (Yoder 1974: 14)
Historian Euan Cameron, who has studied how European religious authorities
have defined and outlined the ‘wrong’ religiosity, or ‘superstition’, at different
times, calls this the relationship between ‘the theory and practice’ of religion.
He stresses the importance to remember the distinction between the two:
Much writing on the area of superstitions has been bedevilled by a failure
to distinguish adequately between what people were instructed to think
and do on one hand, and what evidence suggests they thought and did
on the other, between norms and reported realities. (Cameron 2010: 6)
On the other hand, folklorist Leonard Norman Primiano, who criticises the
terms ‘folk/popular’ religion and prefers ‘vernacular’ religion instead, points
out that, since vernacular religion is religion as it is lived, it is impossible for
the religion of an individual not to be vernacular (Primiano 1995: 44). The
critique offered by Primiano is partly directed towards the dichotomy in the
terms ‘folk’ or ‘popular’ religion against ‘official’ religion. He suggests that the
terms misleadingly imply that somewhere religion exists as a pure element,
which is then transformed and contaminated into folk religion (ibid.: 38–40).
The term ‘vernacular’ is borrowed from linguistics and has meanings such as
‘indigenous’, ‘personal’, ‘private’, ‘native’, and ‘local’ attached to it (ibid.: 42–43).
Primiano also stresses that even the institutionalised elements of organised
religion have a vernacular nature and, in fact, what scholars have referred to
as ‘official’ religion does not exist (ibid.: 45). At this point, Primiano’s reasoning raises a question: Why discuss ‘vernacular religion’ and not just ‘religion’?
Perhaps Primiano is overstating a bit to make his point clear? In my mind, if
we continue taking analogies from linguistics, one could compare the relationship between ‘official’ religion and folk religion to the relationship between
literary language and spoken dialects. One is based on rules agreed upon by
a specific group of people while the others are more ‘alive’, being constantly
recreated in use (with a base in tradition, naturally). Still, literary language
is also re-discussed, and rules are modified, so it is not static either, just as
‘official’ religion.
I agree with Primiano about ‘official’ religion being mostly an ideal type
(ibid.: 46), and Cameron’s notion of ‘theoretical’ religion is also somewhat similar (Cameron 2010: 6). Nevertheless, even if ‘official’ religion only exists in
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theory, it still does exist. As with the above given analogy of literary language
and spoken language, the ‘official’ form and ‘folk’ form of religion both affect
each other. However, the influence of the ‘official’ religion has perhaps been
more prominent because of authority issues.2 In addition, as Cameron’s study
reminds us, the border between (official) religion and ‘superstition’ has also
been constantly negotiated, thus the categories are always dynamic.
Researchers within the cognitive approaches to matters of religion, such as,
for example, Harvey Whitehouse and Ilkka Pyysiäinen, point out that there
are types of religiosity that are more natural to human cognition (cognitively
optimal religion), and types that are more complicated, which need to be learned
and rehearsed (cognitively costly religion). Theologically correct religion is cognitively costly while many aspects of folk religion stem from ordinary, everyday
thinking, which originates in the immediate experience of individuals. Thus, folk
religion aims at practical solutions to everyday issues, not at creating general
theories. The ‘naturalness’ of everyday religiosity leads also persons who are
explicitly committed to orthodox concepts to occasionally ‘slip’ into this mode
since it is both easier to handle and more relevant from the everyday point
of view than fixed theological systems (Pyysiäinen 2004; Whitehouse 2004:
29–59, 127–134).
The beliefs and practices of religion that have not followed the teachings of
the church constitute the folk religion discussed in this paper. Some of these
elements could have been inherited from pre-Christian times, but they would
still have been reinterpreted from another point of view. Moreover, these elements would be mixed with Christian features, also as interpreted by people.
The result is a dynamic, non-consistent whole that includes many elements
that could be seemingly contradictory, but still no conflict is experienced in the
mind of the practitioner. In the words of folklorist Laura Stark:
[...], folk religion represents neither Christianity’s ‘contamination’ of
ethnic folk belief nor the ‘misinterpretation’ of Christianity by the nonliterate rural populace, but a functional system in which the most useful
elements of each belief system are adopted and fashioned into a syncretic
whole. (Stark 2002: 30)
As Cameron puts it, the different forms of supernatural power overlapped and
intermingled in people’s minds (Cameron 2010: 62). This can be illustrated by a
folklore example of a building ritual that was recorded in Pihtipudas (in Central
Finland) in 1885, and has been published in the Suomen Kansan Muinaisia
Taikoja (Ancient Magic of the Finnish People) series (SKMT):
When a stable is rebuilt, a silver coin is split in four pieces and one piece
is put in the middle of each first log-joint. Then a guardian-spirit comes
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to the stable. One should say the Lord’s Prayer and blessings while doing this. (SKMT IV, 1: I 237§; translation from Finnish by the author)
As the name of the publication mentioned above (Ancient Magic of the Finnish
People) shows, ‘magic’ is one aspect of folk religion that has attracted much interest. Thus, a quick definition of this term is also in its place before continuing.
Magic is also a term with many connotations, and especially classic scholars of
religion made a considerable effort to exclude magic from religion (e.g. Frazer
1992 [1922]; Durkheim 1964 [1915]). Magic has been defined in different ways,
but I have adopted a view where magic is a means to a certain desired end (see,
e.g., Frazer 1992 [1922]: 11–12). Again, the category is dynamic, but the difference with other means to ends is that although the effect is believed to be a
result of the action (not necessarily caused by a helping ‘supernatural’ being),
the relationship between cause and effect does not follow the causality of action
of a more ‘profane’ nature (or, as scientifically understood) (see Malinowski 1954
[1948]: 27–33). Thus, for example, placing a horse skull in the foundation of a
hearth to prevent cockroaches from breeding in the house is counted as magic3
since, according to the everyday reasoning, the connection between cause and
effect is not similar to lighting a fire to stay warm. Of course, it must always be
kept in mind that the distinction between magical cause and effect and ‘mundane’ causality has probably not always been as clear-cut to the practitioners
as it is to present scholars.4

Folk religion in surprising (?) places
As mentioned above, the assumed Christian ‘triumphalism’ that Mitchell pointed out has affected our expectations regarding evidence of religious phenomena.
However, as Robert W. Scribner remarked, another construct of historiography
also affects the way that we see ‘superstitious’ beliefs in Europe’s past. In the
parts of Europe affected by it, the Reformation has been seen as the ‘modernising’ and ‘civilising’ moment in history, which ultimately abolished the popular
culture of magic and superstition. Later on this view has been contested, and
historians have pointed out that after the Reformation intelligent Protestants
continued to believe in demons and spirits, and the Reformation did not remove
the threat of witchcraft and hostile sorcery either (Scribner 1993; Cameron
2010: 10–14).
What about the Enlightenment then? As historians Owen Davies and Willem
de Blécourt state, it is too crude and misleading to portray the Enlightenment
as a period when Europe (finally) cast off the belief in witchcraft and magic.
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The changes that took place were subtle renegotiations rather than huge intellectual and social leaps. What did happen was that intellectual interpretations
of aspects of folk magic shifted from being a very real and satanic offence to
being a merely fraudulent and morally reprehensive crime. Still, after this decriminalisation of witchcraft, the majority of Europeans still felt the same way
about the matters they had before, and the considerable intellectual interest
regarding diabolic intervention in human affairs also continued (Davies & de
Blécourt 2004: 1–5). As Cameron put it: “Therefore, it is not in the least surprising if evidence survives of popular ‘superstitions’ long after the supposed
‘decline of magic’” (Cameron 2010: 14).
Davies and de Blécourt also remind us that the Enlightenment has been
simplistically portrayed as a period when the beliefs and worldview of the
‘elite’ and the ‘people’ irrevocably pulled away from one another (Davies & de
Blécourt 2004: 1). This brings us back to the question of ‘folk’ in folk religion.
Traditionally ‘folk’ has been connected with rural peasant populations (small,
isolated, homogenous, ‘primitive’) and contrasted with ‘urban’ cultures, or at
least a distinction has been made between ‘elite’ and lower class ‘folk’ (see, e.g.,
Foster 1953; Crummey 1993; Christian 2004). It has been pointed out that both
‘folk’ and ‘popular’ carry the same connotation (Crummey 1993: 702; Primiano
1995: 39–40).
The example of the deposited goat skull given at the beginning of this paper
was found in the middle of an urban centre, but since it dates to medieval times,
the find could be dismissed as belonging to a still ‘superstitious’ time (before
both the Reformation and the Enlightenment). Also, questions about the (truly)
urban nature of a medieval town in such a peripheral area as Finland could be
put forward. Another example, also from Turku, was found at excavations in
2011 by the residence of Gustaf Gadolin (1769–1843), who was the professor of
Hebrew, Greek, and theology at the Academy of Turku (Väisänen 2000). On the
bottom of a storage pit, the bones belonging to a hare’s left hind leg were found
in a position indicating that they had been put there as a hare’s foot (see Fig. 2).
The storage pit could not be precisely dated, but stratigraphically it belonged
to the times just before the Great Fire of 1827, thus coinciding with professor
Gadolin’s lifetime, or at least the lifetime of his father, professor Jacob Gadolin,
who owned the property before him (Pihlman et al. 2012: 3–5). During this time
(the late 18th and early 19th centuries), the urban nature of Turku cannot be
contested, and again the proximity of the cathedral is striking. The possible
connection to the clearly educated ‘elite’ position of the owner of the property
is also interesting. The hare’s foot could certainly have belonged to a servant,
giving it a more ‘proper’ lower class connection, but this need not be the case.
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Figure 2. A hare’s foot at the bottom of a storage pit on professor Gadolin’s premises.
Photo by Sonja Hukantaival 2011.

The hare’s foot is an ancient magical object, known already c. AD 77–79 by Pliny
the Elder. He explains in his Natural History that the hare’s foot is known to
cure joint pains and gout if the patient carries it as an amulet (Plinius Secundus
1963: 149). The hare’s (or rabbit’s) foot has since become one of the best known
lucky charms and evil-averting objects, but there is little scholarly discussion
on the origins and meanings of this custom (see Ellis 2002). In Finnish folklore,
the hare’s foot is not particularly common when compared to other magical
objects. This may point to it being a fairly new (Indo-European?) introduction
into the magical repertoire in this area. This could explain why 17th-century
finds of this object are known in the south-western town of Turku (Hukantaival
2007), where new influences were first felt. However, there is some evidence of
the use of a hare’s foot as a protective magical object in the late 19th century
from even such remote areas like Lapland (SKMT IV, 2: XII 41§; SKMT IV,
3: VI 820§, n6), so this matter definitely requires more investigation before
anything conclusive can be said.
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The possible connection between the hare’s foot and a respected family of
professors and clergy may seem puzzling at first glance. It could be pointed
out that just two generations before, Gustav Gadolin’s grandfather was born
a peasant (Väänänen 2000). However, I would still refrain from insisting that
magical beliefs can only be connected to lower-class people. For example, the
educated elite of the 18th-century Finland still debated whether cattle plague
was caused by poisonous air, bad fodder, or witches’ projectiles (Nikander 1937).
Also, as Laura Stark has discussed, in Early Modern Finland magical practices
and beliefs were taught to children as situated knowledge, which means that
it was learned by doing in the context of everyday life. For this reason, magic
became an unconscious habit: the right way to do things in a certain situation
(Stark 2006: 71). In this light, it may be easier to understand that even church
men had assimilated certain habits and customs, and did not always question
the nature of these (see also Falk 2008: 162). In addition, as discussed above,
many aspects of folk religion are cognitively natural, which could also cause
persons with theologically correct education to ‘slip’ in everyday life (Pyysiäinen
2004; Whitehouse 2004: 29–59, 127–134).
Research has shown that evidence of folk religion can be found from all periods, from centre and periphery, in urban and non-urban, as well as lower and
upper class contexts (e.g. Valk 2004b: 309; Swann 2005: 116). Also, Primiano
points out that the distinction between the clergy and the laity is not absolutely
clear since some members of the clergy undoubtedly share many of the beliefs
and practices of their lay followers (Primiano 1995: 702). Again, folk religion
is to be found where evidence shows that what people thought and did was
not the same as they (in theory) were instructed to do (see Cameron 2010: 6),
no matter who ‘the people’ were. Also, folk religion is not confined to ‘profane’
contexts: as sacred locations, for example, churches and cemeteries are particularly central places for folk beliefs (see, e.g., Koski 2011: 105–108; Falk 2008:
152–163; Valk 2004b: 300).
The believed ‘civilised’ nature of Europeans (see Cameron 2010: 10–14) has
also caused a tendency to see folk religion as something belonging to ‘others’
(see also Mitchell 2011: 106–107). This has been especially outstanding in the
USA, where such archaeological sites where protective charms and divination or
conjure items have been found have traditionally been interpreted as occupied by
people of African American heritage (Fennell 2000: 281). The same attitude can
naturally also be sensed in the idea that folk religion is something belonging to
rural, ‘simple’ people as opposed to civilised, modern, urban people (see above).
The difficulty to understand ‘superstitions’ among ‘civilised’ people is still
visible in contemporary scientific research, especially outside the humanities.
An interest in different ‘superstitious’ beliefs has risen in the field of psychology
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at the University of Helsinki. The resulting studies are interesting, although
they are also quite ‘painful’ reading for someone with a background in culture
studies. The main idea seems to be to try and explain how it is possible that
many kinds of ‘irrational’ beliefs still exist among otherwise ‘civilised’ people.
The attitude towards the object of study (the people who believe) is arrogant in
a very ‘19th-century anthropologist’ way (see, e.g., Lindeman & Aarnio 2006;
Aarnio 2007).
Nevertheless, these studies offer some benefits that can be useful for understanding folk religion also for researchers in humanities. As a result of their
studies, psychologists have deduced that humans use both an analytical and
an intuitive system of reasoning. These systems are independent in a way that
makes it possible for an individual to be simultaneously rational and have ‘irrational’ beliefs, and further:
The finding that paranormal beliefs mainly arise from an intuitive system,
instead of a malfunctioning analytical system, explains why the beliefs
do not vanish with the increase of education, scientific knowledge, and
rational thinking. (Aarnio 2007: 6)
Psychologists’ studies did indicate that individuals with a higher education are
more sceptical than individuals with a lower education (e.g. Aarnio 2007: 6),
but this view is challenged in another analysis of contemporary beliefs, made
from the viewpoint of a folklorist (Hänninen 2009: 51–52).
Since psychologists are puzzled by ‘superstitions’ today, it surely should not
be surprising to find evidence of folk religion at any time in the past. I also hope
to have shown that evidence of folk religion should not be surprising in any
context: rural or urban, domestic or ecclesiastic, educated or illiterate, upper or
lower class and no matter what ethnicity is in question. There have certainly
been differences both between individuals and between times and places, but
the nature of these differences can better be discussed after some more research
without obvious preconceptions has been carried out, hopefully with valuable
contributions from archaeologists, in addition to other disciplines.

The multidisciplinary archaeology of folk
religion
How can we then reach the ‘practice of religion’, as Cameron expressed it? In
Finland, research on folk religion has traditionally been the interest of the
disciplines of folkloristics and comparative religion. As a result, the material
culture of folk religion has largely been excluded from study, thus serving only
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as illustrative material if considered at all (see, e.g., Issakainen 2006: 1–2).
At the moment, there seem to be a rising interest among scholars of different
disciplines in matters of folk religion in Europe. As Mitchell remarks, a positive
development is currently taking place in the research:
Finally, after years of working in relatively atomistic parallel universes,
such necessarily interrelated fields as folklore, history, philology, and
archaeology are once again recognizing the advantages of a comprehensive approach to such subjects as witchcraft, magic, and religion, [...].
(Mitchell 2011: 22)
In an ideal situation, a truly multidisciplinary research would be realised
through a joint project, comprising professionals from different disciplines all
treating the phenomenon in question from their own viewpoints and discussing
different ways of approaching the material. However, in practice it is often up to
the individual researcher to try to operate with the different sources available.
This calls for carefulness and good knowledge of source-criticism involved in
each type of source. As always, special caution should be employed in combining evidence if different sources are temporally and/or regionally distant from
each other (see, e.g., Gazin-Schwartz & Holtorf 1999: 13).
In addition to archaeological finds, other sources that can be used for understanding folk religion are, for example, historical sources, such as witchcrafttrial records, legal texts, and ‘superstition treatises’ (see, e.g., Mitchell 2011;
Cameron 2010), as well as folklore material; for example, accounts on magical
practices, and ethnological sources (mainly the material culture of folk religion
not collected archaeologically). This list is by no means exclusive, and the possibilities vary in different countries with distinct research traditions and a
different emphasis on the sources available.
Since extensive folklore collections exist in Finland, and I am using these
sources in my own research on building magic, I chose to discuss some sourcecritical aspects of this material as an example (see also Gazin-Schwartz &
Holtorf 1999; Valk 2006).5 Most of the folklore accounts concerning Finnish folk
religion have been recorded in the late 19th and early 20th centuries – a point
that is important to bear in mind when working with this material. Other vital
aspects of understanding are concerned with how the material has come to be
as it is – the ‘formation processes’ of folklore material, to use a term familiar
to archaeologists (see Schiffer 1987).
Recently, these questions have been discussed, for example, by folklorist
Kaarina Koski. She reminds us that at the time that most of the material was
collected, the so-called ‘Finnish research method’ was prevailing in folkloristics,
and it exerted significant influence on how the material was formed. According
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to the mentality of the period, folklore accounts were understood as a collective
‘voice of the past’, and individual accounts were detached from their context.
On the other hand, the benefit of the research paradigm was that it needed
large collections to achieve its objective to find the believed ‘original forms’ of
the traditions. The influence of the individual collectors on the material was
also considerable and researchers of the period controlled the ‘authenticity’
and ‘folksiness’ of the accounts. Collectors were not interested in asking about
traditions in central areas since these were not thought to be places where the
‘original’ elements had survived (Koski 2011: 28–39; see also Anttonen 2004:
74–75). For these reasons, it is also crucial to familiarise oneself with the collector’s guides (e.g. Mustonen 1936 [1885]) of the period for a better understanding
of the formation of the folklore material.
As we are aware of the source-critical issues involved, knowledge of folklore
material helps our understanding of matters of folk religion and more broadly
the ‘mentality of the past’ (see Valk 2006: 316; also Stark 2006). Since all these
different potential source materials are at hand, one could ask what the role of
archaeology is in the research of folk religion. The neglected material culture
of folk religion has already been mentioned, but also one critical point about
many of these other sources has been remarked by historian Cameron as follows: “Nothing intrinsic to the pastoral superstition-treatises proves that any
identifiable group of people actually practiced the activities that it condemns”
(Cameron 2010: 69–70).6 To discuss whether the practices were actually real and
not just imagined, Cameron turns to their survived physical evidence (Cameron
2010: 69–72). Who else than archaeologists are most competent to discuss the
physical evidence of past actions?
As a result of the different ‘formation processes’ of varied source materials,
only parts of the ‘practice of religion’ have been recorded and have survived. One
example is given by Ralph Merrifield, who could be called one of the pioneers
in discussing matters of folk religion from an archaeological perspective. When
ruminating over the numerous finds of deliberately concealed shoes in the constructs of buildings, he points out that no surviving folklore or other accounts
exist about this practice, even though the physical evidence shows that it has
been a common custom (Merrifield 1987: 133–134; see also Swann 20057). A
similar example can also be given from Finland. It seems from the archaeological material that whetstones (both used and unused) have often been concealed
in buildings (Hukantaival 2007: 68; 2011: 49). However, in over 700 folklore
accounts on concealing objects in buildings thus far examined by the author,
no whetstones are mentioned (although they are mentioned, for example, in
hunting-magic, see SKMT I 306§). Concealed whetstones in buildings have also
been found in southern Scandinavia (Falk 2008: 115). The whetstone “on which
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iron tools have been often sharpened” is also one of the magical objects known
to Pliny the Elder in his Natural History from circa AD 77 (Plinius Secundus
1963: 35; see also Mitchell 1985 on whetstone symbolism).
Archaeologists can also contribute to the research of folk religion by observing
different phenomena in a long-term perspective. For example, Swedish archaeologist Ann-Britt Falk has studied changes in elements of folk religion (building
concealments) through changes in the archaeological material, building on the
idea that the latter refer to changed meanings (Falk 2008: 59). According to her
studies, the Reformation had a bigger effect on folk religion than conversion
to Christianity, which is quite an interesting observance (ibid.: 74, 184–201).
As Cameron remarked, there is a difference between how people were instructed to think and behave and what evidence suggests that they actually did.
Archaeological finds tell us about what people actually did, in a highly reliable
way, compared to many other sources that are often heavily influenced by authorities. To access what they thought, other sources may be more informative.
In any case, there is no sense in confining the study of folk religion to only one
type of source material, while a much broader understanding can be achieved
from multiple sources.

Archaeologists and folk religion
Even though the ‘archaeology of folk religion’ is a marginal offshoot of the also
quite marginal ‘archaeology of religion’ (see, e.g., Insoll 2004: 1–5), it is still not
a complete novelty. In this chapter, I will not attempt a comprehensive view on
the subject, but rather make a short survey of some of the themes connected to
folk religion, which have been discussed by archaeologists. Because of my own
northern location, this survey is biased towards studies made in the northern
parts of Europe.
One of the first serious attempts to define an archaeological field of research
connected with folk religion is the aforementioned Ralph Merrifield’s book The
Archaeology of Ritual and Magic (1987). The intention of the book was to guide
archaeologists to pay attention to evidence of religion in any period, but its
unprejudiced attitude towards matters of folk religion in historical times might
have had a most noticeable impact. The most obvious follower of Merrifield is
Brian Hoggard with his ‘archaeology of counter-witchcraft’ (Hoggard 2004).
Matters of folk religion in connection to death and burial have also interested
British archaeologists. Roberta Gilchrist’s awarded article on evidence of magic
in medieval burials is a relevant discussion on the matter (Gilchrist 2008), and
recently Sarah Tarlow (2011) has discussed attitudes towards death and the
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dead in Early Modern Britain and Ireland from multiple angles, including the
viewpoint of folk belief.
In Scandinavia, an archaeological plea for noticing the unused potential of
research in folk religion was made by Norwegian Volker Demuth in a presentation at Kontaktseminaret in 1999. As an example, he discussed how matters of
folk religion can be reached through the decorations on Early Modern ceramics
(Demuth 2000). In Finland, Marianna Niukkanen has touched upon the same
subject of magical meanings in the ceramics decorations (Niukkanen 2007).
Both Demuth and Niukkanen refer to the Dutch researcher Maria GarthoffZwaan, who discussed the symbolic meanings (fertility, regeneration and protection against evil) of the decorations already in 1988 (Niukkanen 2007: 34 >
Garthoff-Zwaan & Ruempol 1988).
Since my own research subject is ritual concealments made in buildings
(Hukantaival 2007; 2009; 2011), I focus on this topic specifically. The phenomenon of deliberately concealed objects in buildings has attracted the interest of
many archaeologists studying historical times, perhaps since similar phenomena
had first been discussed in prehistoric contexts (e.g. Capelle 1987; Henriksen
1998). The most extensive work made in northern Europe on building concealments in historical times is the licentiate thesis by Swede Ann-Britt Falk,
already mentioned above (Falk 2008). Articles about the topic have also been
written, for example, in the Czech Republic, Hungary and Poland (Vařeka
1994; Daróczi-Szabó 2010; Baron 2012), to mention but some studies outside
the Nordic countries.
As well as it seems to be in other parts of Europe (see, e.g., Mitchell 2011:
22), the amount of recent publications indicates a rising interest in the matters
of folk religion in Finland, after some more silent times. This can be seen as a
growing amount of publications grazing the topic also among archaeologists.
Juha Ruohonen is conducting research on cemeteries on islands, which in itself
can be seen as part of folk religion since they differ from ‘official’ instructions
on burial (see, e.g., Ruohonen 2010), but he has also written an article about
evidence of a magic practice involving a coin wrapped in red woollen thread in
one of these island cemeteries (Ruohonen 2011). Also, Timo Muhonen’s research
topic is related to matters of folk religion. He studies stone cairns connected
with offerings and other practices and beliefs besides the better known connection to prehistoric burials (e.g. Muhonen 2010; 2011). Some interest in folk
religion has also been visible in the studies concerning contexts in northern
Finland and Lapland (e.g. Herva & Ylimaunu 2009; Äikäs & Guttorm 2011).
In Estonia, especially Heiki Valk has repeatedly discussed matters connected to folk religion. He has, for example, discussed evidence of folk religion
in burial customs, like beliefs connected to village cemeteries (Valk 1995), and
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urban furnished graves, from the point of view of regional and ethnosocial differences (Valk 2004a). Additionally, he has studied the relationship between
Christian holy sites and different sacred places of folk religion, noticing that
Christianity has influenced these places in various ways (Valk 2004b; 2008).
To mention another recent Estonian archaeological study connected to folk
religion, an article has been written discussing a find of a stone disk engraved
with symbols (most likely some sort of talisman), a unique find in Estonia (Jonuks et al. 2010). Also, the phenomenon of re-using Stone Age tools as magical
‘thunderbolts’ has recently been discussed in Estonia (Johanson 2009). These
‘thunderbolts’ have attracted the attention of archaeologists also elsewhere in
Europe (e.g. Carelli 1996; Muhonen 2006).
In addition to more traditional topics of research on folk religion (such as preChristian survivals, offerings and magic), some interest has also risen towards
the dynamic ‘border area’ between ‘official’ and folk religion. Private devotion
(see, e.g., Webb 2005) is one example of such a ‘border area’, certainly involving
many elements approved and encouraged by the ‘official’ religious authorities,
but at the same time a ‘dangerous’ zone with a profound possibility for folk
interpretations of religion (see Cameron 2010: 50–62). Also, for example, Christian magic is a subject that has certainly been avoided as an unorthodox topic
for discussion, but this, too, is now being explored by daring researchers (e.g.
Cameron 2010: 58–62; Mitchell 2011: 43–73). Janne Harjula gave a presentation at the Annual Meeting of the European Association of Archaeologists in
2012, discussing some finds of medieval wooden vessels with parts of prayers
carved on them as rune inscriptions (Harjula 2012). The fluctuating border
between private devotion and magic is an interesting question to be discussed
in this connection as well.
One thing that can be noticed in many of these studies mentioned above
is that there is little consensus among archaeologists about what folk religion
is. Every researcher certainly defines the terms he/she uses according to his/
her own research tradition, but the source of the confusion might in this case
be that, in general, research discussing folk religion is not well known among
archaeologists. It seems that the idea that folk religion is pre-Christian religion
surviving in defiance to Christianity or as a relic in peripheral areas is quite
common (see, e.g., Daróczi-Szabó 2010; Valk 2004b). This is the traditional
view that has influenced much of the discussion and the formation of folklore
records as mentioned above. Perhaps the other extreme is the ‘relational ontology’ preferred by Herva & Ylimaunu (2009), in which matters of folk religion
are tried to be explained outside religion altogether.
The ‘archaeology of folk religion’ is not a uniform field, and perhaps few of
the researchers in question even consider themselves to be part of such a genre.
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I do not see this as a problem in itself, but discussing the theories and methods
in use, and the needs for developing them, is easier after a field of research has
been defined. Most of the research on folk religion carried out by archaeologists has concentrated on single find groups without wider connections to other
aspects of folk religion, which is understandable since the phenomenon of folk
religion is overwhelmingly vast and one could say that the ‘archaeology of folk
religion’ is still in a basic research phase. However, it is also refreshing to notice
that matters of religion are being integrated more widely into archaeological
research of historical times, as in Roberta Gilchrist’s recent book on medieval
life in general (Gilchrist 2012).

Conclusions
Folk religion as defined in this paper is religion interpreted and re-interpreted
by people in their everyday life. Different traditions have certainly had their
part in this interpretation, but folk religion is still not static, and I would like
to stress that folk religion is more than only survivals and persistence of preChristian religion. The relationship between ‘official’ religion and folk religion
is a complex matter that will hopefully be discussed more deeply in the future.
Archaeologists have much to add to the research of folk religion since the
real ‘practice of religion’ is to be reached most reliably through the material
remains of actual customs. Nevertheless, without other sources these material
remains have less potential than if they were combined with them. Since folk
religion as defined in this setting is a historical phenomenon, the utilisation
of historical and folkloristic sources is less problematic than in case they are
used together with prehistoric finds. Still, a good knowledge of source-critical
issues is needed.
If archaeological research is combined with the research on folk religion more
comprehensively, it may become possible to trace the traditions (the ones that
are manifested materially) and their changes back in time. This kind of research
could help us answer questions about how elements of religion are preserved
and how they change, and this could potentially also contribute to the study of
prehistoric religions, for which additional sources are not available. There have
been speculations and assumptions about the survival of religious elements,
but a comprehensive study on the subject is still lacking. In this connection, a
crucial question is if evidence of static customs can be considered as evidence
of static beliefs, in the same way as changing customs have been interpreted
as evidence of changing beliefs (see, e.g., Falk 2008). The connection between
practice and belief should also be discussed more widely to answer this question.
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Even though I strongly support the use of additional sources when interpreting archaeological remains connected to folk religion, I do see the ‘archaeology
of folk religion’ as a part of the ‘archaeology of religion’, not as a separate field.
It has been suggested within the field of comparative religion that the concept
of folk religion has served its purpose by pointing out that religion is more than
theological, only textual, elitist, etc., and could thus already be discarded (Rydving 2004: 149). I do see the point in this: folk religion is included in religion,
but I still feel that folk religion as a concept has not yet ‘done its duty’ in the
field of archaeology. The discussion that has been conducted within comparative religion is not so well known outside it, so a ‘set of training wheels’ is in
its place for the time being.
It is also good to remember that folk religion is not only to be found in the
past. When looking around today, with the role of ‘official’ religion partly replaced by a scientific worldview, there are numerous different ‘folk interpretations’ about matters of religion and other beliefs (for example, about health and
diet), as has been noticed by the psychologists mentioned above (Lindeman &
Aarnio 2006; Aarnio 2007). Magical thinking has not disappeared either, as the
example below (Fig. 3) of modern folk religion circulating in the social media
on the Internet in the year 2012 shows.

Figure 3. Modern folk religion as spread in the social media (Facebook) on the Internet.
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notes
1

In my opinion it is more fruitful to accept categories without strict borders, and give
a definition according to this (see Hukantaival forthcoming), than leave the difficult
task undone altogether, as has also been done recently (Issakainen 2012: 21–22).

2

See also, e.g., Mitchell 2011: 39–40 about the influences of ‘paganism’ on Christianity.

3

There are around fifty examples of this custom known to the author, mostly in the
collections of the Folklore Archives of the Finnish Literature Society in Helsinki (SKS
KRA) (e.g. SKS KRA Oulu A. Leino b) 608. 1892).

4

Although Malinowski did observe that the distinction was very clear indeed in the
society he studied in Melanesia (Malinowski 1954: 27–33).

5

This part has been influenced by fruitful discussions with Timo Muhonen. I am grateful, but also accept all responsibility for the current outcome.

6

The same limitation to the folklore material on magic has been noticed by Tenka Issakainen. There is no way to be sure if the magic described has actually been practiced
or if folklore describes the ways that certain circumstances have been explained. Thus
she is not discussing magic as rites (Issakainen 2012: 12).

7

June Swann started researching these finds already in 1958 (Swann 2005: 115).
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SKS KRA – Suomalaisen Kirjallisuuden Seuran Kansanrunousarkisto (The Folklore
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