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The Kalevala is a collection of old Finno-Ugric mythology that was published in 1835 and 
1849. It formed a cornerstone of Finnish cultural identity in the Grand Duchy of Russia 
during the struggle for national independence and attracted the attention of artists after it 
was published.

This paper focuses on artistic and art-historical interpretations of one of the Kalevala’s 
stories, which describes the tragic fate of a young man, Kullervo, whose life was marked by 
abandonment, hatred, revenge, incest and suicide. Proof of the story’s interest outside Finland 
is J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Story of Kullervo, written in 1914, and published in 2015. ‘However 
wild, uncivilised and primitive these things may be, their atmosphere and landscape belongs 
essentially to Northern Europe’, wrote Tolkien.

Research has shown that Elias Lönnrot, who composed the Kalevala, was not only 
a collector of traditional stories but was also author of the new literary construction; the 
stories had not existed in written form earlier and the plot had never been conceived as an 
epos. Kullervo’s story falls among the sections of the Kalevala that Lönnrot heavily edited 
and rewrote. His motivation was to showcase the artistic and cultural tradition of a Finnish- 
speaking folk. Kullervo’s story bears an obvious resemblance to classical tragedies and their 
modern variations – like those by Shakespeare – has always been obvious. It is also worth 
paying attention to Lönnrot’s moral warning through Kullervo, who grew up evil and violent 
due to lack of proper care and upbringing in his childhood.

The Kalevala was a life-long inspiration and project for the artist Akseli Gallen-Kallela. 
Kullervo Cursing (1899) is one of his most well-known paintings and his career culminated in 
making a major contribution to the construction of a national artistic identity at the end of 
the 19th century. The depiction of a poor, half-naked, man raging in the middle of a forest was 
interpreted as no less than a metaphor for his Nordic nation.

A more recent counterpart to Gallen-Kallela’s Kullervo is the life and work of 
Kalervo Palsa, known for his austere life in northern Finland and, among other things, his 
use of Kullervo motifs in his art. The narratives of the artist have characterised him as a 
trope of Nordic artisthood, which draws its grim force from alienation, barren nature and 
primitiveness, and Palsa’s mentality is explained as parallel to Kullervo’s deprivation and 
creative drive.

Kullervo’s story keeps welling up in Finnish cultural discourses, on the one hand in 
academia, in more or less folkloric considerations of Finnish young men’s inclination to 



Kullervo’s Story: Mythology, National Aspiration and the Construction of a Nordic Cultural Identity and “Artisthood” // Riitta Ojanperä
---

FNG Research Issue No. 3/2016. Publisher: Finnish National Gallery, Kaivokatu 2, FIN-00100 Helsinki, FINLAND.
© All rights reserved by the author and the publisher. Originally published in http://research.fng.fi

2

__________

Akseli Gallen-Kallela, 
Kullervo Cursing, 1899, oil on 
canvas, 184cm x 102,5cm, 
Antell Collections,  
Ateneum Art Museum, 
Finnish National Gallery
Photo: Finnish National 
Gallery / Jouko Könönen
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Kalervo Palsa, Kullervo, 1983, 
oil on canvas, 110cm x 90cm,  
Maj-Lis Pitkänen Collection, 
Museum of Contemporary 
Art Kiasma, Finnish  
National Gallery
Photo: Finnish National 
Gallery / Pirje Mykkänen

violence and suicide, and on the other hand in celebrating cultural notabilities, such as the 
150th anniversary of Jean Sibelius’ birth in 2015. The story has served as a narrative tool 
in many historic and cultural contexts where grim, dark and antiheroic versions of Nordic 
identities have been constructed: the story as a warning example to a young nation of the 
fatal consequences of luckless child rearing; the story used in modelling an alternative, nature-
based anti-modern cultural orientation in the modern age; the story as an affirmation of an 
oppressed nation’s justification for rising up in revolt; the story as a version of the modern 
myth of a genius artist doomed by lack of understanding.

In 2015, the Finnish choreographer Tero Saarinen created a modern dance performance 
to Sibelius’s Kullervo symphony. His remark on his personal motivation underlines the story’s 
cultural relevance in our time. He wrote: ‘The principal themes that we may distil from the 
tale’s various versions in the arts include Kullervo’s broken childhood, his identity problem, 
his emotional instability and his obsession with taking revenge for a ruined life. These are 
universal themes: just consider Sophocles’ Electra or Shakespeare’s Hamlet. I do not see  
him as a specifically Finnish character. There have been – and always will be – stories like this  
whenever there is war.’


