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Uro VALK, DANIEL SAVBORG

Place-Lore, Liminal Storyworld and
Ontology of the Supernatural.
An Introduction

laces are far more than geographical locations; they are sites of memories

and venues of extraordinary encounters in storytelling. Some of them
have an intimate relationship with us as places of dwelling that determine our
belonging; others are distant or remain in the world of imagination. Places
can be monumental, grand, small, cosy, homely, holy, scary or repulsive,
natural or man-made, familiar or strange — either belonging to our daily
surroundings or being beyond our direct experience — and they can also
be meaningful to us in a variety of ways. This collection of articles offers a
variety of approaches to the construction of places in narrative genres, the
relationship between tradition communities and their environments, the
supernatural dimensions of cultural landscapes and wilderness as they are
manifested in folklore and in early literary sources, such as Old Norse sagas.
The storyworld that is evoked by these multiple modes of verbal expression
can be conceptualised as a liminal realm between factuality and fiction,
where everyday reality is transformed by imagination and where the subtle
magical power of words evokes the supernatural. Sceptical folks, however,
question the reality of this narrative enchantment, reinforcing the cognitive
boundaries between the ‘real’ and ‘imagined, between fact and fantasy.
However, even analytical minds are often carried away by the ideological
currents that shape societies. The folklore of place can thus become a part of
national agendas and be used for political goals.

The book consists of three parts that investigate these topics, expounding
the dimensions and levels of narrative construction of places, and the
broader framework of research. The first part “Explorations in Place-
Lore” offers a set of case studies and analysis of local legends from North
European traditions past and present. The second part “Regional Variation,
Environment and Spatial Dimensions” broadens the comparative and
historical aspects of place-lore, and shows the role of beliefs, legends and
ritual practices in shaping the environment of tradition communities both
in their daily surroundings and in the fictional landscapes of sagas. Thirdly,
the last part of the book “Traditions and Histories Reconsidered” examines
former scholarship, its historical formation and sources from reflective and
critical perspectives. It carries the discussion from local traditions and single
case-studies to the level of statehood, national ideologies and geopolitical
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spaces. The introduction addresses the conceptual framework of the book,
focussing on the basic notions of place-lore, the supernatural and genres of
expression. It also links folkloristic approaches with current debates in some
related disciplines, such as religious studies, anthropology and ethnology.

Place-Lore and Narrative Gravitation

Environment is not a mere background or surrounding for stories, songs and
other expressive forms, it is a sensed and intimately known reality. Places
acquire meanings — both personal and shared - through lives, experiences
and narratives (Knuuttila 2006). We can talk about the stratification of
places as they store their histories, and about their simultaneity, as multiple
interconnected places often co-exist and overlap with each other (Knott
2005: 127). Some significant places emerge due to perceptual strategies by
means of which certain landscape features are prioritised and perceived as
special, charging local topography with the quality of sacrality (Anttonen
2014a: 120). Such an overall dynamism of places - either sacred or profane,
emergent or with waning significance - indicates that they cannot be
identified through some essentialist features, but are situational, undergo
constant remaking and are lodged in changing circumstances (Heynickx
et al. 2012). As seen from a folkloristic perspective, telling and listening
to stories is the quintessential practice of building places. Frank J. Korom
who has studied oral narratives about the advent of the local deity in a West
Bengali village has shown that although stories often rely on widely spread
traditional motifs, each narrative is born as a creative and independent work
of verbal art. The relationship that people develop with locality, the belief
systems and narrative theologies they share — and their very place in the
world is thus unique, and differs from that of neighbouring communities.
(Korom 2016.)

Some places grow in time and accumulate meanings, layer by layer,
although the same places can also obtain personal significance as awareness
of them grows together with life experience and memory. Keith Basso (1996:
107) has noted that relationship with place is both reciprocal and dynamic:
“When places are actively sensed, the physical landscape becomes wedded
to the landscape of the mind, to the roving imagination, and where the latter
may lead is anybody’s guess”. Because it is animated by thoughts, emotions
and memories, place becomes a powerful agent that attracts, inspires and
bounds people. Edward S. Casey (1996: 25) has talked about the capacity of
places to hold and gather, to generate particular configurations and senses
of ordered arrangements of things. Places also hold their inhabitants within
their boundaries and offer them protection, bringing people together. In
some religions, the power of deities to reward and protect their devotees
is limited to the vicinity of the abodes of these deities, thus people are
firmly bound to place (Tuan 2001 [1977]: 152-153). In belief narratives,
places can also act in a straightforward manner, without involving any
supernatural agents: forests lead people astray or hide cattle, sacred places
punish transgressors who violate taboos, displeased lakes travel long
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Introduction

distances to new locations. Human misdeeds trigger the dramatic reactions
of places and those extraordinary events are remembered in local legends.
Other places display the activities of giants, ancestors, saints or heroes who
have left visible traces in the environment. Yi-Fu Tuan notes that among
native peoples, mythic history is recorded in the landscape, in rocks and
waterholes that these peoples can see and touch. A native finds there “the
ancient story of the lives and deeds of the immortal beings from whom
he himself is descended, and whom he reveres” (Tuan 2001 [1977]: 158).
Places thus store collective memories of the mythic past, as is also shown
by Cristina Bacchilega, in her monograph Legendary Hawai’i and the
Politics of Place (2007). She has explored such “storied places” in Hawaiian
traditions, focussing on wahi pana - significant and celebrated places that
appear in mo ‘olelo - a narrative genre of the indigenous folklore. Bacchilega
discusses how local stories have been translated and re-interpreted within
the framework of Western notions of folklore genres and applied to produce
legendary Hawai‘i, primarily for non-Hawaiian audiences.

Places thus appear differently to local people and to outsiders, and the
related narrative traditions are transformed when they circulate in various
media and across boundaries. Not only is folklore local, but there are also
multiple folkloristic research traditions, bound to different languages and
sociocultural contexts. In the 1990s a new concept emerged in Estonian
folkloristics — kohapdrimus, ‘place-lore, which soon became a distinct field
of studies, the importance of which has only increased in the years since.
Growing public interest in place-lore has brought about several publications,
both in hard copy and in digital form, and has led to a place-lore revival.
In its “second life” (Honko 2013a [1991]), obsolete folklore is resurrected
from archives and other dormant forms and brought back into circulation.
Conserved place-lore resumes its life in the environment - often in its
original dwelling places, with landscape becoming narratively re-loaded.

According to Mari-Ann Remmel (2014: 67), place-lore is “mostly
narrative lore, which is strongly bound to some toponym, site or landscape
object, and which includes (place) legends, place-bound beliefs, descriptions
of practices, historical lore, memories etc”. Mall Hiiemée has characterised
place-lore as a set of traditions that focus on natural and cultural
surroundings, such as hills, valleys, forests, wetlands, lakes, rivers, fields,
rocks, old trees, graveyards, chapels, churches, roads, and terrain. She notes
that the very existence of these objects in the neighbourhood supports the
continuity of the related place-lore, which in turn attributes value to sites and
objects, safeguarding them from destruction. Hence, place-lore is a concept
that refers to a symbiotic relationship between tradition communities and
their environment, between tangible reality and the storyworld. (Hiiemée
2007 [2004]: 364, 370.) When the Estonian term kohapdrimus appeared, it
seemed problematic to find a suitable equivalent in English. It was explicated
as “place-related oral tradition”, and it took many years before “place-lore”
gained traction as a more fitting translation (Valk 2009). Its definitions
above reveal that place-lore is not an analytical label that pinpoints a certain
genre but a synthetic concept that highlights a variety of expressive forms
that manifest close bonds between humans, places and the environment.
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Characteristically, place-lore contains elements from different time periods,
but place-lore is also in constant formation as new memory places are
being created (Remmel & Valk 2014: 387). The concept has close affinities
with the notion of environment mythology (Finnish ympdristomytologia),
defined by Veikko Anttonen (2014b: 76) as a web of meanings that come
into being through the interaction between mobile humans and both rural
and urban landscapes that are never natural in themselves but become
naturalised through various practices and discourses. Ergo-Hart Vastrik
has noted that folkloristic interest in place-lore correlates with recent shifts
in the humanities that have changed the research focus to include human
relationships with the environment. This ‘human’ aspect has appealed to
local communities and municipalities in Estonia, which have recognised
the value of place-lore in regional identity building as well as in nature and
heritage tourism. (Vastrik 2012: 26-27.)

Thus, place-lore has the power to unite people, to protect them (Casey
1996), and to move them to action in their endeavours of protecting
remarkable places in their locality. In addition, certain distant destinations
enthral people into making long journeys. Places with historical importance,
such as sites of crucial battles, the birth places, homes and graves of great
heroes and celebrities, and monuments of the past are visited by thousands of
travellers. Innumerable pilgrims have been drawn to holy places by miracle
stories of saints and of miraculous cures to receive blessings and return home
with fresh stories to tell. However, as Jacob Kinnard notes, “there is nothing
inherently sacred about any place or space or physical object; human agents
give them power and maintain that power” (2014: 2). Places are empowered
through narratives that are recycled in countless variants and which mark
them out as extraordinary locations. Hence, we can talk about the social
gravitation that certain sites exert through storytelling. This narrative
gravitation field can fluctuate in time, increasing or waning, depending on the
changing status of the place. The landscape, as it becomes storied, turns from
a passive surrounding into an active participant in creating the supernatural
environment. Lisa Gabbert has written about “performative landscapes”
that participate in creation and shaping of the liminal reality where this
world and the other world meet. People who enter this environment beyond
the boundaries of everyday reality transform themselves ritually into story
characters and become participants in the legendary realm. (Gabbert 2015:
162-164.) Thus, the storyworld, landscape and people all participate in the
creation of this realm, in the supernaturalisation of places.

Regina Bendix (2002) argues that tourism relies to a great extent on
narration and narrative potential to attract travellers — those who crave
for something new, genuine and authentic - to the “aura of the touristic
experience”. Here Bendix refers to Walter Benjamins understanding of aura
as the irresistible attraction of certain works of art which bring into material
proximity something which is felt to be inaccessibly remote. (Bendix 2002:
473.) Aura in Benjamin’s understanding is also a form of perception that
endows a phenomenon with the “ability to look back at us”, to open its eyes
or “lift its gaze” (Hansen 2008: 339). Notorious places appear as animated;
they generate a sense of personal relationship and emotional awareness.
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Places are of different kinds. They can be familiar, homely or unknown, or
mysterious, or even dangerous. Places can become lived experiences and
as such they can evoke different feelings. Visiting a cemetery can generate
a sense of peace and tranquillity or bring back sweet memories, yet the same
surrounding can evoke feelings of loss or regret, even mystery and fear, when
the graveyard appears in the darkness of the night. American folklorists
have studied the tradition of legend questing and legend tripping - visits to
haunted places and scenes of horrific tragedies (Ellis 1996; Kinsella 2011;
Gabbert 2015; Tucker 2015). Analyses of the psychological side of these
visits reveals a strongly emotional aspect — on the one hand the need to
induce fear, and on the other hand developing methods to cope with it, such
as relying on comforting companionship (Thomas 2007: 58-59).

Place-related legends and traditions about the supernatural are the focus
of the largest single group of chapters in the present volume. In his piece,
Terry Gunnell examines Icelandic legends directly connected with specific
places in the landscape, dlagablettir (‘enchanted spots’). They were seen as
cursed and dangerous to visit. Legends have served to preserve knowledge
of these places as well as the belief in their status as enchanted, even up to the
present day. Three chapters in the volume are concerned with a certain type
of place, the church. Kaarina Koski investigates the role of church buildings
in Finnish folk belief. She describes how the “supernatural otherness of
the church” is expressed in many folk traditions and legends. They depict
dangerous encounters with otherworldly beings in the church at night as
well as the different kinds of spirits found there. The special status of church
buildings is closely connected with their sacrality and the special rituals
conducted there. Church buildings in folk tradition are also in focus in
Sandis Laime’s chapter. He develops what he calls “place valence approach”,
an understanding of why a certain place has the capacity to attract certain
narrative motifs. In his piece he specifically analyses the motif of churches
sinking underground in Latvian folklore. John Lindow devotes his chapter
to the churchyard and the Scandinavian folk legends that relate to it. He
emphasises the liminal status of the churchyard, situated inside the church
wall, but outside the church building. In many folk legends, the churchyard
is a place where the dead communicate with the living. In Ulo ValK’s chapter
another type of place is in focus. He examines stories of hauntings in
a particular hospital in Tartu. Here the place of the supernatural encounter is
further emphasized by the fact that the hauntings are connected with specific
areas within the hospital. Kristel Kivari investigates several phenomena that
are generally seen as pseudo-science, including place-related ideas such as
“energylines” in the earth, which are supposed to influence dowsing rods and
pendulums. In an important way this chapter also problematizes the concept
of ‘supernatural; since firstly, the idea of energy lines has a connection with
accepted sciences such as geology, and secondly, the direct purpose of some
of the investigations of the phenomenon in her discussion was to give the
supernatural natural explanations.
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Regional Variation, Environment and Spatial Dimensions

The physical environment is closely connected to narrative traditions.
Folklore is always born in certain social and physical settings and is shaped
by these surroundings. Carl Wilhelm von Sydow, who was interested in
the dissemination of traditions, noticed that in the course of transmission
folklore becomes adapted to a certain milieu - i.e. it appears in ecotypes.
He remarked: “The narrower the cultural area is, the more uniform will be
the development and the more distinct the oicotypification” (von Sydow
1948: 16). Later research has revealed that folklore cannot be considered an
isolated phenomenon of culture and that the notion of ‘uniform tradition’
is incompatible with its endless live variation, and is, in fact, an oxymoron
rather than a useful theoretical construct. However, there is no reason to
doubt that folklore of the pre-Internet age bears a regional character. It is not
only recorded in local dialects from people who reside in certain places, but
itis often flexibly harmonized with nearby sites and adjusted to surrounding
landscapes. Lauri Honko (2013b [1981]: 174) called these processes the
‘milieu-morphological’ adaptation of folklore, which he sees as consisting
of operations and devices, such as familiarisation and localisation, “linking
a certain tradition to a spot or place in the experienced physical milieu”
The fusion of boundaries between the narrative plot and its physical and
social environment is one of the distinctive features of legend as a genre.
According to Timothy Tangherlini, local traditions reflecting culturally-
based values and beliefs exert influence upon legends. Therefore, the legend
can be considered as a highly ecotypified genre (1990: 385).

Ecotypes and regional variation in legends and traditions are discussed in
three of the chapters in the present volume. Frog examines ATU 1148b, “The
Theft of the Thunder-Instrument’, a tale that is spread over the Scandinavian
and Baltic area; his main focus is regional variation. He particularly analyses
how the ATU 1148b tradition has been attached to local landscapes in
Sami traditions to a specific sacred site and in some Norwegian versions
to a road through scree. Madis Arukask presents several aspects of the role
of the herdsman, both certain rituals and different kinds of supernatural
connections in the Vepsian culture area. He points out some features that
differ remarkably from the traditions of herdsman magic in southern cultures,
and explains them as differences between burn-beat agriculturists and cattle
breeders on the one hand and large-scale corn cultivators on the other. Bengt
af Klintberg conducts a survey of the legends and beliefs about bracken and
its magical flower that blooms at Midsummer Night. The chapter shows
close connection between spatial and temporal dimensions in legends and
the role that belief narratives play in the supernaturalisation of the everyday
world. Bracken legends can transform the well-known environment into the
realm of the supernatural, manifesting the “chronotope of enchantment’, to
take up the term that Camilla Asplund Ingemark has used to characterise
the generative principle of some narrative genres (Asplund Ingemark
2006). Bracken legends often merge with legends about buried treasures
and express one more aspect of place-lore — namely the awareness that
some singular places close to human neighbourhoods remain hidden, even
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inaccessible, and they only occasionally reveal their secrets. The temporal
aspect of legends - the magical time of special nights — plays an active role
in making the supernatural places.

These three chapters address the impact of folklore upon the perception of
local natural surroundings which sometimes then acquires an otherworldly
character. Lotte Tarkka (2015: 17) has drawn a distinction between “the
environmental or social spaces that are the ‘other] such as the forest or
neighbourhood village” on one hand, and the empirically inaccessible
otherworlds (such as the land of the dead) (cf. also Tarkka 2013: 327-428).
For Max Liithi the contrast between the nearby and a remote otherworld
was found in the distinction between the down-to-earth legend and the
marvellous folktale (German Sage vs. Mdrchen). He states that “folktale
characters do not feel that an encounter with an otherworld being is an
encounter with an alien dimension” (Liithi 1986 [1982]: 10), while the
opposite is the case in the legend. When it comes to physical or geographical
distance, Liithi (1986 [1982]: 7-8) describes a sort of paradox: although the
legend emphasises that otherworld beings belong to another world, they
are physically close to human beings, living with or close to them; in the
folktale the opposite is true: hero has to wander far and wide before he meets
otherworld beings, whose dwelling places remain distant. Liithi concludes
(1986 [1982]: 8-9): “In legends otherworld beings are physically near human
beings but spiritually far. In folktales they are far away geographically but
near in spirit and in the realm of experience”

The next chapters in the volume explore the relationship between the
remote and nearby otherworlds and spatial dimensions in sagas. Daniel
Sévborg discusses the generic features of Icelandic sagas, focussing on the
relationship between supernatural elements and spatial distance. He applies
Max Liithi’s contrastive model of legends (Sagen) as two-dimensional
narratives and folktales (Mdrchen) as one-dimensional stories to Old Norse
literature. It appears that two-dimensionality is a characteristic of stories
about events in the vicinity of tellers, whereas one-dimensionality increases
with geographical distance. Mart Kuldkepp addresses other aspects of
distance in Old Norse literature, analysing travelogues about the spiritual
quest of two heroes who convert to Christianity and start preaching in
their home countries. Imaginary holy lands outside everyday experience
function as gateways from the natural to the supernatural realm and display
liminal qualities. The geographical distance between places is converted into
spiritual distance between heathendom and the holiness of Christianity.
Kuldkepp’s approach successfully reveals a common pattern in two sagas
usually treated as belonging to entirely different genres.

Nation, People and Folk: Traditions Reconsidered

Folklore studies from the 19" century often express a craving for the glory
and wisdom of the distant past. Several monumental source publications
were conceptualised as memorials to past generations. Folklore was seen
as revealing their spiritual heritage and was envisioned as a treasury, as
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a resource-rich asset to be deposited in the national archives and to be used
for the development of literary culture. Awareness of the historical value of
folklore thus did not mean that the glance of scholars was turned backwards
only. The approaching 20" century engendered high expectations of general
progress, enlightenment, modernisation, and liberation of peoples from
poverty, ignorance, and social and political suppression. Patriotic idealism,
folklore collecting, the publication of epics, interest in and research into
pre-Christian mythologies and histories all created a sense of ethnic
unity, in several cases leading to the foundation of nation states. Folklore
represented their national heritage and was labelled with ethnonyms as
a marker of ownership. When folklore was designated as Estonian, Finnish,
German, Latvian, Russian, Swedish or some other ethnic heritage, these
compartmentalisations also charted the geopolitical map of European nation
states. The temporal dimension of folklore thus came together with the notion
of countries as territorial units. Early folklorists were often provincial scholars
with in-depth knowledge of local dialects and lore that was specific to places
and which marked off these places as unique. It was not only differences in
landscape and material culture that distinguished sites from each other, but
also differences in local psyche and tradition, including beliefs in magic and
the supernatural. These traits marked folklore as fundamentally different
from the intellectual traditions of the educated urban people. However, the
opposition between the ‘superstitious’ folk and the rationally minded ‘elite’
might be nothing more than a cognitive construct of modernist thinkers
who were drawing sharp boundaries between their own enlightened mindset
and the backward mentality of the past. In his chapter, Jonathan Roper
problematises this distinction. While folklorists have for a long time been
concerned with folk belief as opposed to educated scepticism, Roper argues
that we also have to take the concepts of folk disbelief and educated belief
into account. He shows that sceptical narratives that contradict the pattern
of depicting the folk as credulous have often been recorded by open-minded
non-folklorists. It appears that their works sometimes offer a more nuanced
picture of the intellectual life in the countryside than those of the folklorists
with their bias towards focussing on tale types and supernatural beliefs.
The chapter by David Hopkin also addresses narrative traditions among
local communities. Whereas Roper looks for alternative sources to study
the mentality of the people, Hopkin examines folklore collections to study
peasant history. He shows that historical legends of the peasantry express
social divisions and group ideology and can be re-examined as important
sources for studying the history of peasant emancipation. Because of their
‘truth value, legends can help scholars to understand why people behaved
as they did, they are also expressions of ‘peasant historiography’ However,
Hopkin argues that “legends, despite their historical character, are not really
about the past, they are about the present and future” Hence they have
a great role to play in the formation of social identities and political realities.
Hopkin’s article also discusses the construction of the Celt in France. In the
18" century, the division of the French population into three estates — the
clergy, the nobility, and the commons - was frequently connected with the
allegedly different origins of the classes: the nobles were descendants of the
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Franks who had conquered and oppressed the Roman-Celtic population,
whose descendants were the commons. Diarmuid O Giolldin sheds light
on a common assumption about folklore — the idea of its national quality,
which has led to the perception of folkloristics as being a ‘national science’.
O Giolldin discusses the construction of the concepts Baltic, Nordic and
Celtic and the interest in collecting the folklore of these supposed cultures.
These attempts, as well as the founding of folklore societies and university
chairs, are analysed in connection with national movements and nation
building in the 19" and 20™ centuries.

The three articles in the third section of the book lead us from the rural
communities - i.e. from the grassroots level of folklore — towards folklore’s
political uses in constructing and reinforcing national identities. From
places and localities we reach the concept of homeland and geopolitical
spaces. Romantic national ideologies, in turn, became important factors
of collecting folklore, which leads us back to a small community, tied to
a place, which is “an extremely meaningful component of individual
identity”, as Alan Dundes (1989: 13) argues in his essay “Defining Identity
through Folklore”, where he demonstrates the complexity of the dynamics
of belonging and self-identification. The last chapters thus also illustrate the
multi-layered nature of folklore in relation to social, political and territorial
identity formation.

Ontology of the Supernatural

Our analytical and reflexive era of knowledge production presupposes
a critical examination of the categories that we use. We have discovered
that many concepts have roots in European epistemological traditions
and their potential to illuminate and encompass other cultural realities
can either be limited or even distorting. Thus, ‘Teligion’ has turned out
to be a problematic term, as it is too often understood ‘prototypically,
which means viewing its diverse phenomena through the lens of some
particular religion, usually that of Christianity (Alles 2005: 7704). Several
authors argue that religion as a category is pre-theoretical, culturally
constructed and ineffective, especially if we look beyond the boundaries of
the Abrahamic religions: Judaism, Christianity and Islam. Along the same
lines, the fundamental dichotomy between nature and society, human and
non-human in Western epistemology appeared as a late construct, which
spread with the ideas of modernity, only becoming firmly established
quite recently (Latour 1993). Anthropologists representing the ontological
turn have rejected the notion of inanimate nature, which lacks agency and
personhood, and have shown the human relationship with the environment
in a new light. In Western epistemology, personhood as a category can only
be applied to self-conscious individual humans, but this is not the case for
many peoples who are not affected by the theory of the great divide between
nature and culture. In addition, animals, birds, fish, spirits, deities, rocks
and trees can be recognised as (other-than-human) persons - as far as they
relate to humans (and to each other) in a particular way (cf. Harvey 2012).
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These interactions reverberate in the indigenous theories that Eduardo
Viveiros de Castro (1998) has called perspectivism - consistent ideas in
Amazonian cosmologies concerning the way in which humans, animals
and spirits see themselves and one another. According to this outlook
“animals (predators) and spirits see humans as animals (as prey) to the
same extent that animals (as prey) see humans as spirits or as animals
(predators)” (Viveiros de Castro 1998: 470). Philippe Descola (2013) has
developed the theory of basic configurations, how humans are related to
nature, and described animism as one of those cognitive modes. He points
out that in animist ontologies, plants, animals and other elements of the
physical environment are endowed with a subjectivity of their own; and
that different kinds of person-to-person relationship are maintained with
these entities. In animist thought, both humans and non-humans possess
the same psychological dispositions (interiority) with the latter also being
bestowed with social characteristics (Descola 2011: 19). The counterpart
of animism is the prevailing Western ontology of naturalism, which “can
be defined by the continuity of the physicality of the entities of the world
and the discontinuity of their respective interiorities” (Descola 2013: 173).
Thus, in the Western world, humans are singled out by their intellectual
and ethical capacities and are seen as surpassing the rest of living nature,
although they share essentially the same substance of their physical bodies.

Graham Harvey (2005: 185) notes that animistic thought does not
require concepts such as ‘nature’ nor ‘supernature’ because various persons,
such as animal-, tree- or human-persons, and according to some animists,
places as relational persons, co-exist and interact within the same domain.
In light of these deliberations, the category of the supernatural might seem
problematic. The compound super-naturalis reflects some basic Western
dichotomies of matter and spirit, body and mind, nature and something
which is superior to physis. It implies a hierarchical world where the divine
consciousness transcends the earthbound biological reality that is governed
by the laws of nature. Morton Klass (1995: 27) finds the term ‘supernatural’
uncomfortable, especially in cross-cultural study, because many societies
make no distinction between the two realms of Western ontology, and the
concept is “irremediably ethnocentric and thus leads inevitably to confusion
and misinterpretation”. (However, Klass [1995: 28] finds it a perfectly ac-
ceptable term in certain contexts, such as “tales of the supernatural”’) In
2003 a special issue of Anthropological Forum was published, dedicated to
the notion of ‘supernatural’ as a contested concept in anthropology with
its controversial cultural baggage and the implied dichotomy it bears with
the ‘natural’ world, something which in non-Western cultures may be
associated with colonial domination (Lohmann 2003). Some authors reject
it, especially as an etic category, although others find it cognitively useful.
Thus, according to the provisional definition of Thomas Raverty (2003:
188), the supernatural is “a general categorical perspective, whether insider
or outsider (emic or etic), wherein human metaphorical and analogical
capabilities, especially in imaginatively enlarging upon sense data and
empirical reality, are given free rein” This notion of the supernatural,
which refers to imaginative cognition, seems broad enough to encompass
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non-Western ontologies beyond Christian theology. In the same issue of
Anthropological Forum, Susan Sered (2003: 217-218) found the concept
useful, bearing in mind the differences between cultures in the extent to
which they recognise spheres that are distinct from the ‘natural’ Finding
unified theories and neat dichotomies problematic, she recommends
thinking about the supernatural as ‘enhanced natural’ or ultra-natural,
rather than as ‘not natural’

We, editors of the current volume find these more nuanced approaches to
the concept more appealing than strict avoidance of the term simply because
of some theological and philosophical connotations. The supernatural has
become an emic notion, at least in the Western world, with vernacular
equivalents in many languages; it rarely causes misunderstandings in
fieldwork or when analyzing textual sources. Folklorists have a long history
of discussing the supernatural and using it as an etic category. In some early
works, it seemed to indicate irrational superstitions in contradiction to
a scientific worldview and to reality as the scholars themselves perceived it
(cf. Klass 1995: 30). However, the term today does not usually have pejorative
connotations, and has been used by some researchers as a cognitive category,
testifying to the unknown, mysterious and transcendental aspects of reality.
Thus, Barbara Walker (1995: 2) notes:

The existence of the term [supernatural] itself is a linguistic and cultural
acknowledgement that inexplicable things happen which we identify as being
somehow beyond the natural or the ordinary, and that many of us behold beliefs
which connect us to spheres that exist beyond what we might typically see, hear,
taste, touch, or smell.

Other scholars demonstrate the continuity of the supernatural as a persistent
topic in folk narratives that has never faded away, either in religious or in
secular contexts (Gay 1999; Dégh 2001). As a consistent but boundless realm,
the supernatural thus appears in oral and literary traditions throughout all
ages and in all societies, and it can be studied as a more or less distinct
field. As the unknown domain beyond the limits of our understanding,
the “supernatural’ world lies beyond the defining parameters of natural
law, allowing the human imagination free rein in the shadowy margins of
knowledge and ignorance” (Reeve & Van Wagenen 2011: 1).

Imaginary Realms of Genres

Folklore, which is to a great extent a verbal practice, has its more or less
recognisable discursive modes, called genres'. Different genres evoke different
kinds of outlook, feelings and dispositions to believe or disbelieve. They make
people perceive the world from a variety of perspectives and to reflect upon
it in multiple ways. The supernatural in folklore can be considered a generic
phenomenon - not only a form of artistic expression or representation,
but of realising the generic potential of generating imaginary realms that
coalesce with socio-physical reality. Proceeding from Frog’s discussion about
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enactment as an aspect of genre, the supernaturalisation of the environment
can be considered as something that “genres may do’, if they “actualize
something as reality at a mythic level” (Frog 2016: 62-63). Expressive
imagination evokes the supernatural as a kind of aura, a numinous halo
that can enshroud the ‘ordinary world’ with a mysterious veil of anomalous
otherness. From a folkloristic perspective, the supernatural appears “as a
social phenomenon, located in the context of a verbal performance and
metanarrative reaction rather than an existential one,” as Bill Fllis has noted
(2015:196). In belief narratives, other-than-human persons gain agency and
interact with people. Trees, lakes, cliffs and other elements of nature wake
to life, animals and birds communicate important messages, such as omens
of death or accidents; spirits appear, often intentionally, and intervene in the
lives of humans, who are the closest kin of the ‘others’; the dead come back
from the otherworld to visit the living. Belief narratives animate the world
by fostering relationships between humans and the non-humans, which are
bestowed with personhood and individuality. The supernatural is evoked
through imagination and storytelling as a kind of liminal reality, which is
never fully comprehensible or complete, but compelling in its powerful
presence. And this storied world of the supernatural manifests basic
elements of the daily reality while remaining open-ended and uncertain,
and implying the vast space of the unknown beyond the realm of human
existence.

Lotte Tarkka (2015: 27-30) has noted the overlap of wakefulness, dream-
world and utopias, and the expressive power of their relationships. In her
account, folklore genres appear as “differentiated yet interconnected spheres
of vernacular imagination: they offer the expressive means and set the
expressive constraints for imaginative processes and their communication”
(2015: 30). Genres actualise during the process of oral or literary production
and sometimes take easily recognisable forms, such as myths, legends or
sagas, while at other times remaining indefinite. Genre categories often
seem irrelevant if they are used merely as labels for sorting, but if we
consider genres as tradition-bound creative practices they offer insightful
perspectives with which to comprehend textual production. Through their
expressive and cognitive power, genres explicate this world while at the same
time envisioning otherworldly realities. Myths are among the mightiest
genres that can evoke the supernatural and relate it to the basic conditions
of human existence. Anna-Leena Siikala has characterised myths as
narrative and poetic expression of mythic consciousness. Although they are
persistent, and rely on a long history of fundamental symbolism, myths are
far from static; rather they are kaleidoscopic. Mythic images are in constant
motion and derive “their force from the implicit significance of these
symbols” (Siikala 2012: 19). Frog (2015: 33) has explicated the mechanisms
of mythic discourse which generate stability and produce variation through
the concept of a symbolic matrix - “a term which refers to the constitutive
elements of a mythology or mythologies in a cultural environment and
conventions for their combination” He has noted that mythical symbols
are invested with emotion, “because they are socially recognized as being
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meaningful to people in powerful ways [...]” (Frog 2015: 38). Genres of the
supernatural have a personal aspect as they are emotionally charged, evoke
memories and offer frames for life experiences, while as communicative
practices they actualise in social settings and become a shared resource.

Whereas mythic imagination is often expressed in poetry and envisions
otherworldly realms, legendary discourse is much more bound to ordinary
social realities. Legends are not detached from the environment, they are
embedded into familiar settings, they take place. According to Kaarina
Koski, the narrative time-space in legends is flexible, as the “narrators can
adjust the distance between the narrated world and the real world” (2008:
337). She has shown that “The closer to the reality the narrator locates the
narrated events, the more realistic the story is bound to be” (ibid.). The
scope of the supernatural element in legends can vary but predominantly,
legend as a narrative genre depicts unexpected encounters between a human
character and supernatural powers (Liithi 1976 [1971]). This confrontation
becomes more dramatic if the numinous power takes a personified form —
of a spirit, ghost, devil, revenant, nightmare, witch or some other human
or non-human entity. Legends are oriented to everyday life, and the events
described therein usually happen to real people in real surroundings,
known well by the storytellers and their audiences. These stories draw from
the inscrutable realm of the unknown, of the otherworld, and enchant the
social and physical world by shifting elements that derive from legendary
discourse and move into the daily environment. Through this synthesis of
social and narrative realities, legends transform the ordinary world into
an unsafe realm of frightening encounters with the supernatural. Legends
are not only dramatic and entertaining stories, they are also guidelines for
behaviour in critical situations and instructions on how to avoid unwanted
contacts with the otherworld. As legendary plots get localised into familiar
settings, these stories mould the local landscapes and charge certain
places, such as groves, lakes, graveyards, churches and other buildings with
supernatural aura (cf. the chapters by John Lindow, Kaarina Koski and
Ulo Valk in this volume). The numinous radiation of the genre empowers
these places and transfers them into the realm of unknown. Caution and
ritual behaviour, which is prescribed by legends but acted out in real life
situations, shows how compelling this genre is for those individuals and
communities who live in its liminal world, where the supernatural, natural
and social co-exist. The numinous radiation of the genre empowers these
places and transfers them into the realm of the unknown. Caution and ritual
behaviour, which is prescribed by legends but acted out in real life situations,
shows how compelling this genre is for those individuals and communities
who live in its liminal world, where the supernatural, natural and social
co-exist. Remarkably, in contemporary legends, the otherworld can appear
not only in the form of spiritual entities but also as “extraterrestrial aliens,
ethnic, religious and other minorities, criminals, mental patients, new
technology, as well as the faceless power of the state and big commercial
companies” (Koski 2016: 131). Thus both places and social spaces can reveal
a supernatural dimension.
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The current book analyses the hybrid realm where the supernatural
and social realities merge in the fabric of legendry. It has its roots in the
discussions that were held at the Nordic-Celtic-Baltic folklore symposium
at the University of Tartu in June 2012. This international forum, with nearly
one hundred participants, was organised by the Department of Estonian
and Comparative Folklore, the Department of Scandinavian Studies, and
the Tartu NEFA group of the University of Tartu in cooperation with the
Centre of Excellence in Cultural Theory. It was the sixth symposium in the
series of international meetings, which began with one organized in 1988
by the Department of Irish Folklore, University College, Dublin. Other
symposia followed: in Galway (1991), Copenhagen (1993), Dublin (1996)
and Reykjavik (2005) (for a brief history of the meetings see Gunnell 2008:
17-22). The first forum in Dublin had addressed the supernatural in Irish
and Scottish migratory legends. The following symposia extended the
geographical and thematic range of studies, focusing on the supernatural
(Galway), minor genres (Copenhagen), maritime folklore (Dublin) and folk
legends (Reykjavik). The sixth Nordic-Celtic-Baltic folklore symposium,
in Tartu, was entitled “Supernatural Places”, and it addressed place legends
as a versatile genre in international folklore, exploring local tradition
dominants such as holy groves, churches, haunted houses, cemeteries, grave
mounds, hills, forests, lakes, and locations of hidden treasures. Narration of
the supernatural aspects of environment was considered as a practice with
social impact, shaping everyday life and the behaviour patterns of tradition
bearers. Several papers discussed the localisation of legend plots in the
environment and analysed how legends are entangled with social realities,
in both rural and urban settings. Others scrutinised the otherworldly realms
of the imagination, such as paradise, the land of the blessed, purgatory,
the netherworld, and hell. In addition to empirically-oriented papers, the
symposium offered critical reflections on the history of folklore research,
and conceptual and theoretical discussions of genres, the pragmatics of
folklore and its social functions. The current volume cannot represent the
Supernatural Places forum in its full richness.> It offers a selection of papers
that have been reworked, sometimes to a considerable extent, together with
some chapters which have been written especially for this volume.
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NOTES

1 For a comprehensive discussion of ‘genre’ as a concept, its history and usage from
the perspective of folklore studies, see Frog, Koski and Savolainen 2016. For
‘genre’ as a text-type category and a flexible theoretical model for analysing and
interpreting both emergent and ‘classic’ folklore, see Frog 2016.

2 For the programme and abstracts of the sixth Nordic-Celtic-Baltic Folklore
Symposium “Supernatural Places”, held in June 2012 at the University of Tartu,
see Siim 2012.
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The Power in the Place:
Icelandic Alagablettir Legends
in a Comparative Context

he stories people tell change things. They have effects not only on the way

people see the storyteller, but also on the way in which they understand
and experience both the surroundings of the performance and the world
around them in general. Legends directly connected to these surroundings
function alongside place names to give landscape depth, history, personality
and mysticism (see de Certeau 1984; Gunnell 2005; 2009a). However, for
listeners, they also provide a kind of map of how one should behave in this
landscape: what is right, what is wrong, when are they right or wrong, and
how punishment is likely to descend on you if you transgress the largely
unwritten moral rules imposed by society.

The legends that will be discussed in the following article are among the
most common legends still told in the countryside in Iceland, but are less
rarely recorded on paper because they are so short, so similar and only really
relevant to those living and working on the farms in question. The legends
relate to so-called dlagablettir (lit. ‘’enchanted/ cursed spots’), the first part of
the word suggesting that some sort of ban has been placed on them by some
other party, while second part of the word, blettur (lit. ‘spot’) underlines that
they are seen as being separate from their surroundings in some way. These
are places with potential: when you step into this space, you step into legend.

The national belief survey we carried out in Iceland in 2006/2007 (Asdis
A. Arnalds et al. 2008; see also Gunnell 2007; 2014a) underlined that while
only 2% or 3% of the c. 1,000 people asked had personal experience of
something bad happening to them at these sites, around 55% believed that
it was quite possible, if not probable, that something could happen. Around
10% were certain that bad things could occur. The reason for these high
figures is essentially based on the numerous living legendary accounts
telling of experiences that have occurred at such sites. These accounts have
served to perpetuate the beliefs, if only because so many of them take the
form of memorates and go out of their way to underline exactly when the
incidents in question occurred and to whom (cf. Oring 2008). In a sense, as
one archaeologist has suggested (Omland 2007; 2010), legends of this kind
have served as a very effective form of preservation order for the sites in
question, perhaps more effective than any official government order. There
is no question that this has helped these beliefs survive for several centuries,
perhaps even from the time of the settlement of Iceland (in around 870 AD)
(see below).
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An dlagablettur is essentially an area of grass that is not allowed to be
harvested or disturbed in any way, but can also take the form of a few bushes
or a rock. If we concentrate here on the more common grassy spots, these
tend to stand apart from their surroundings in some natural way, in the
form of a small hillock, mound, tussock, knoll, a depression in the local
landscape, or an islet in a river, lake or pool. They might also be part of
a marsh, or be easily recognised by being close to a particular rock or a cliff
that stands out in the landscape (see images in Bjarni Hardarson 2001).
These spots, usually situated close to farms, are found all around Iceland.
While the Sagnagrunnur database of over 10,000 printed Icelandic legends
(see Sagnagrunnur) only provides around 50 examples of legends relating
to these phenomena,' Arni Ola’s Alég og bannhelgi (1968) contained over
170 examples from all over the country. Bjarni Hardarson’s more recent
(2001) detailed collection of all the living legends in just one particular
southern county, Arnessysla, however, lists around 60 examples, 55 more
than those noted in the same area by Arni Ola. The mere fact that over 800
examples of such legends? (sometimes in ‘potential legend’ form: see below)
can be found in the sound recordings of the Arnamagnean Institute in
Iceland (most made in the 1950s and 1960s: see Arnastofnun) implies that
one might expect most counties to have a similar number of sites to those
recorded by Bjarni in Arnessysla, the majority perhaps being in the south,
west and north of the country, and especially those areas in valleys and
flatlands where farming was the main means of subsistence. These figures
suggest that the dlagablettir legends are probably the most common form of
legend known in the Icelandic countryside, and probably have been so for
some time — even if they are not told on a daily basis.

These sites have obvious similarities and sometimes close relationships
to the Icelandic ‘elf rocks’ previously examined by Valdimar Tr. Hafstein
in connection with road building (Valdimar Tr. Hafstein 2000; see also
Sigvardsen 2009 for parallels in the Faroes). Here I deliberately want to
keep to those legends connected to the grassy spots, areas which were more
tempting for people in need, and thus more regularly dangerous.

As noted above, Icelandic dlagablettir legends can be very short, so short
that it is questionable whether they are legends at all. Some are little longer
than what the Swedish folklorist von Carl Wilhelm Sydow called “dites”
or belief statements indicating that this or that place was not harvested or
tampered with in any other way because it could have “dire consequences’,
as occurs in the following two short examples from southern Iceland:

In the homefield at Prestbakki in Sida there is a hillock which must never be
harvested. If it is harvested, there will be a storm which will blow all the hay
away. (Arni Ola 1968: 178; unless otherwise stated, all translations in this article
are by the author.)

At Mannskadaholl [lit. ‘human danger hillock’], there is a spot on the farm
mound which must never be harvested; that will cause bad luck to animals or
people. Old people still living say that, without exception, animals have died
when a scythe has been used on that spot. (Arni Ola 1968: 143.)
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This second account could stop after the first sentence. The second sentence
nonetheless underlines that this is a belief statement with potential; what
I would call a ‘potential legend’. It refers to oral traditions, and could clearly
be taken further into a legend format, as happens in most cases if the
informant is encouraged to explain, as often occurs in the extant written and
spoken records. The following example from the islands of Breidafjoérdur in
the west of Iceland is fairly typical of how the account might continue:

There is an old story about Rufey island which says this patch on the island called
Kirkja [church] should not be harvested. There was a farmer called Pérdur, who
lived on Rafey. One summer, he set out and harvested the spot, and decided to
ignore everything that was said about that place. But he was a little disturbed by
the fact that that autumn, he lost his cow. Pérdur didn’t let this change his mind
and harvested the spot again the following year, and things got worse, because
now he lost his boat, which was either smashed on the rocks or sunk so that
it couldn't be used. But Pordur still refused to abandon his stubbornness, and
harvested the spot for a third summer. Nothing happened until the autumn, and
people had started thinking that nothing new was going to happen until one
day in late autumn, Pérdur went out alone to an island and never came back.
And when people began wondering where he had got to, they started searching
and he was found lying in a depression in the ground, his clothes all torn and
tattered, and he himself covered in bruises, black and bloody. Pérdur was the best
of men, but he was exhausted and had to be supported back to his bed. He lay in
his bed all winter, and at last got better again. Pordur never wanted to say what
he had encountered on that island, but he swore he would never harvest Kirkja
again, and people believed that his life had been spared on that condition. When
Pordur died, his daughter Maria lost her mind, and the same thing was blamed
for that as had caused Pordur’s injuries. She was sent to Hallgrimur Bachmann
in Bjarnarhofn to be cured, and with his help recovered her health; indeed, it was
said that he knew a thing or two. (Arni Ola 1968: 75-76; based on a manuscript
by Fridrik Eggerz from 1852.)

This account not only adds details about the unfortunate events that can
occur if local belief is ignored, providing an archetypal list of increasingly
worrying accidents; it also contains a strong element of horror and
supernatural mystery in the account of Pérdur’s disappearance, while the
final sentence about a famous doctor brings the supernatural into a clear
relationship with a reality that listeners knew.

The role of the supernatural in the dlagablettir legends seems to grow
proportionally as the accounts lengthen in the hands of more confident
storytellers, commonly extending themselves with what might be referred
to as ‘the Icelandic dream motif’, well recognised from the medieval sagas.
Such longer accounts tell of how during, prior to, or after the harvesting of
the site (or the removal of the bushes or stone) takes place, either the main
protagonist or (more commonly) his wife dreams of a woman who firmly
requests that the activities be halted. The following early legend, recorded by
Olafur Sveinsson from Purkey on Breidafjordur is fairly typical:
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In Latrar in the Flatey parish, lived a man called Ingimundur. He was a prosperous
man, and his grandchildren are still alive (around 1840). This Ingimundur, he
was a very active, tough character. On his land was a small islet, which, I am
told, was called Muli. People weren't allowed to harvest that, and it was never
harvested, although there was a lot of grass on it. It irritated Ingimundur to