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BOOK REVIEWS 

 

Kaarina Kailo.  
Finnish Goddess Mythology, the Golden Woman and Traditional 
Ecological Knowledge from Climate Change to Indigenous Earth 

Democracy and the Gift  
(Oulu, Juvenes Print, Lore & Loom/Myyttikehrä, 2021, c.2018) 

 
Reviewed by Krista Rodin 

 

Dr. Kailo’s recently reprinted 
her 2018 work. Finnish Goddess 

Mythology is a detailed analysis of how 
indigenous Finnish and Ugric female 
spiritual figures fit within the broader 
context of pre-Christian societies’ 
approach to the natural world. Pre-
Christian sacred female figures are not 
widely portrayed in many accounts of 
Finnish history. Even the main National 
Museum in Helsinki lacks substantial 
references to the indigenous goddesses 
of the region, and starts their history 
section with the country’s Swedish 
heritage. Dr. Kailo’s work, however, fills this gap by structuring her 
book into five main themes that lead into her presentation of the 
regional goddesses and feminine figures. She starts with a brief 
introduction of Modern Matriarchal structures as understood by 
people she has worked closely with including American Peggy 
Reeves Sanday, Ohio Bear Clan Seneca Barbara Alice Mann and 
German Heide Goettner-Abendroth. This cross-continent approach 
highlights these three authors agreement that matriarchy is not the 
direct opposite of patriarchy, but rather a different form altogether; 
one that stresses the equitable role distribution and respect for both, 
and all, genders. This leads into the second chapter, which is an 
examination of how the equitable distribution is based not on an 
exchange economy, but rather on a gift economy as framed by 
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Genevieve Vaughan and her International Network of Feminists for 
a Gift Economy. Kailo goes a bit further to coin the term Gift 
Imaginary to describe “indigenous matriarchies that offer more 
mother-woman, and nature friendly attitudes than the hegemonic 
ones” (11). Her premise with the second chapter is that the exchange 
economy of patriarchy has led to the current climate crisis and 
depletion of natural resources and that a return to a gift economy, 
based on giving and giving back rather than on taking and depleting 
would create a more balanced approach thereby helping the planet 
and all those who live on it heal. She stresses a Traditional 
Ecological Knowledge system (TEK) throughout the chapter. The 
third chapter is on Indigenous Knowledge and Earth-Based 
Feminism. Here she discusses the work of primarily North 
American indigenous wisdom keepers including Lakota Vine 
Deloria, Jr. and Seneca Chief Oren Lyons. After introducing their 
ideas, as well as those of many other authors, she places them a local 
Finnish geographical context of a place she visited every summer as 
a child. These three introductory chapters form the general, yet 
highly personalized and therefore detailed, background 
investigation into Finnish herstory as regards a Finnish relationship 
with the land. She recognizes that not a few authors have mentioned 
that the Finns hate and fear their woods, but she clearly demonstrates 
that this attitude is neither ubiquitous nor, in most cases, accurate. 
These three chapters also set the stage for new perspectives on the 
female figures in the Finnish national epic, The Kalevala, which is 
the subject of chapter four, The Golden Women – Earthbody 
Warnings from Prehistory. The Kalevala is a mid-19th century epic 
poem by Elias Lönnrot that consists of compilation of Finnish oral 
folktales and myths. It starts with the story of the Creation of the 
Earth and then goes into the battles between the peoples of Kalevala 
and the “realm of women” Pohjola that include the fight for Sampo, 
a mythical machine that brought ‘good luck’ to its owner. How this 
‘good luck’ brought through a blacksmith’s tool is defined is one of 
the many alter-native (this is the way she writes the term) 
perspectives Kailo raises in her interpretation of the work. She also 
reinterprets the realm of women, Pohjola, as follows: “Pohjola for 
its part refers to the vast cross-cultural areas of history when 
different ethnic and language groups shared mentifacts and artifacts, 
i.e. ideas, concepts, beliefs, values, and the diverse artifacts that 
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expressed these worldviews (bronze casts, jewellery, rock art, 
etcetera)” (16). This interpretation is in line with a aforementioned 
gift economy. Throughout the first three chapters and now more 
focused in the fourth, she mentions “Terra Feminarum,” a mythical 
place in Antiquity that was supposedly run by women. Tacitus, 
among others, mentioned it. As to date, no archeological evidence 
of its existence has been found. It is generally considered to be fable-
based. Kailo, on the other hand, believes that it really existed 
somewhere between current day Estonia and Finland. She plans an 
upcoming book on the topic, but uses chapter four to introduce her 
findings and explain how the oral transmissions mutated over time, 
especially since the Middle Ages when Christianity either coopted 
or demonized indigenous female figures. Her work on “Terra 
Feminarum and the Golden Woman” is a key element to the 
reconceptualization of the figures in The Kalevala. The final chapter 
introduces and analyses Finnish Goddesses and Great Mothers, 
based on Kailo’s proposed Finnish Traditional Ecological 
Knowledge system. She includes figures from the Kalevala 
including the Creators, Ilmatar and Veen emo, the Three Sisters, 
Helka, Pälvätär and Kuutar, the Sun and Moon goddesses, Hongatar, 
the Bear Mother, Louhi and others. She goes into detail about the 
connection between sacred female figures and bears as an example 
of the close interspecies connections that are part of TEK. Kailo has 
also written extensively elsewhere on this topic. This book 
concludes with a list of Finnish Guardian Spirits, Haltijas, and 
Goddesses to show the transition from one way of understanding to 
another. In her words: 

I emphasize that Totemistic Animal Mothers, Mother 
Goddesses, Spirit Guardians and Great Mothers are 
historically and geographically contingent references to the 
primordial feminine life force which has shifted from being 
expressed with animal metaphors to supernatural Spirits, and 
then the more anthropocentric concepts of human deities. 
(16) 

 
Finnish Goddess Mythology and the Golden Woman is not 

the usual compendium of goddesses that the title might presuppose, 
but rather an introspective introductory inquiry into the pre-
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Christian ecological and spiritual knowledge of the Finns, in other 
words, a Finnish Traditional Ecological Knowledge system, that 
Kailo intends to build upon in her upcoming work on “Terra 
Feminarum.” She demonstrates how folktales and myths “transmit 
ecological knowledge and ecosocially sustainable lifeways” (2) and 
why this knowledge is so necessary in these times of a climate crisis 
that we have brought upon ourselves through the exchange economy 
model. Interspersed throughout the book are images of her quilts and 
ancient woodcuts that highlight the figures and topics mentioned. 
Dr. Kailo has showcased her quilts in gallery exhibitions throughout 
Finland. 

Dr. Kailo spent many years studying and living with First 
Nations cultures in Ontario and Quebec, Canada, before returning to 
her homeland in Finland. The experiences she had in Canada 
influenced her decision to learn more about the seemingly forgotten 
stories of goddesses and great mothers from her own culture. Her 
academic background with degrees in Comparative Literature and 
academic appointments in Literature and Women’s Studies in 
Canada and Finland makes her an ideal person to help reframe 
perceptions and interpretations of the role(s) of sacred female 
figures in traditional Finnish mythology and to illumine how the 
revised understandings can help reframe current approaches to the 
natural world in order to create a more gift-based ecologically sound 
model. 
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