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We tend to take for granted the status of certain types of verbal art in pre-modern societies, as well 

as the status of mythology and the specialists who use these. On the other hand, the authority of the 

verbal art, mythology and specialists all clearly change over time.  Our assumptions of their authority 

are most often simply a projection of our (Romantic) intuitions and expectations of an ideal era of the 

tradition, often one or more steps removed from the sources that we have. Traditions not only vary 

and evolve continuously, their authority and that of their users also evolves and can sometimes change 

quite fast and in surprising ways. It is therefore methodologically significant to develop perspectives 

on this process and how it works. 

 

This lecture opens an approach to looking at verbal art, mythology and the people who use these as 

forming a three-part system in which the authority of each is constructed in relation to the others 

within the context of practices. Finno-Karelian kalevalaic incantations and epic will be taken 

alongside and Karelian laments to illustrate the long-term development of interfaces between verbal 

art and mythology in relation to the authorities who use them. The authority that each of these 

develops becomes most apparent when the authority of one of the three is used strategically in a new 

way. Examples of this will be taken from Old Saxon, Old English and Old Norse poetries in the 

context of religious change, where poetry that had long been interfaced with vernacular mythology 

and ideology is used for Christian aims. These Germanic poetries are from the Middle Ages with very 

little information about the social and historical processes surrounding them.  The recent mobilization 

of Rotenese ritual poetry in the 20th century in order to advance the conversion to Christianity will be 

taken to consider the social dynamics of authority that first make the use of this form of verbal art 

desirable and then lead it, and the associated specialist users, marginalized from their earlier 

authoritative roles. 

 


