
 1 

Literacy and healers’s tactics in Finnish folk medicine 1850–1950 

 

Kalle Kananoja 
Postdoctoral researcher 
University of Oulu 
 
Postal address: 
Kalle Kananoja 
Valkintie 15 
20660 Littoinen 
Finland 
 
E-mail: kalle.kananoja@helsinki.fi 
Tel. +358 40 582 6086 
 
Acknowledgments: Earlier versions of this paper were presented at 19th century research days, 
University of Oulu; Crossing Boundaries in Health and Medicine workshop, University of Helsinki; 
and Healing Hands workshop, TRAFO Berlin. I would like to thank the organizers of and 
participants in these events, especially Heini Hakosalo, Ritva Kylli, Maarit Leskelä-Kärki, Pia 
Vuolanto, Dorit Brixius and Nayeli Urquiza for their feedback and encouragement. Saara-Maija 
Kontturi and Katariina Lehto kindly helped in locating particular sources. I remain indebted to 
Markku Hokkanen and the anonymous reviewers of Social History for their constructive critique on 
the complete draft manuscript. 
 
Funding: This research has not received external funding. 
 
 
Word count: 10,566   



 2 

Abstract 

Folk medicine inevitably declined and was pushed into the margins with the spread of literacy and 

the proliferation of modern, scientific biomedicine. However, it still remained the primary way to 

health in peripheral regions of Europe, such as rural Finland, well into the twentieth century. The 

spread of literacy affected folk medicine in ways that enhanced many folk practitioners’ healing 

resources. Drawing on newspaper articles, reports by medical doctors and journalists, written 

reminiscences by lay informants, and court records, this article argues that literate healers 

prescribing pharmacy medicines were far from rare phenomenon in the Finnish countryside by the 

early twentieth century. Finnish folk medicine became increasingly a hybrid medical practice 

combining herbalism and methods learned from popular health guides and scientific literature. By 

discarding superstitious practices and employing hybrid methods, folk healers sought to enter 

modernity as peasant intellectuals. This article presents a novel analysis of nineteenth- and early 

twentieth-century Finnish folk medicine not as a tradition passed from generation to generation, 

but as a modernizing undertaking with literacy as a key resource.  
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Introduction 

In September 1888, folk healer Amanda Pauliina Jokinen was sentenced in her home municipality 

of Tyrvää to pay 96 marks for practicing quackery and to receive a warning from the director of 

the Finnish National Board of Health (subsequently NBH).1 Jokinen, initially, did not travel to 

Helsinki, although she told to the rural police chief that she had done so. She bragged that, instead 

of scolding her, the director of the NBH had wished her good luck in her work as a healer and 

apologized for the inconvenience of having to travel to Helsinki.2 Tyrvää’s police chief and district 

 
1 Finnish National Archives in Turku (subsequently FNAT), Ca2:2, Minutes of the criminal procedures of the 
Tyrvää judicial district, Minutes of the criminal court, 29 September 1888, ff. 711r–711v. 
2 Finnish National Archives, The National Board of Health, 1st Office (subsequently  NBH 1st/FNA), Eab:84, 
Correspondence from authorities and private persons, Letter from Otto Stenbäck, Provincial physician in 
Tyrvää, 28 December 1888, and a Copy of a letter from Tyrvää’s police chief to Otto Stenbäck, 17 December 
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physician did not let her off so easily. After receiving their inquiry about the matter, the NBH 

decided to issue a warning to Mrs. Jokinen on February 27, 1889.3 Despite this, she continued her 

practice as a folk healer until her death in 1926, and even passed the trade to her daughter Hulda. 

Although the NBH issued a warning to Jokinen, her own version of the events was remembered in 

Tyrvää’s oral history.4 Claiming that she had passed the doctors’s examination in Helsinki, Jokinen 

was able to advertize her practice in the oral culture of a rural society. This article, however, is 

more concerned with literary rather than oral practices of folk healers and their patients. What 

tactics did popular healers use in claiming the legitimacy of their practice and to establish 

confidence in their patients at a time when modern biomedicine was making inroads into the rural 

societies? 

Amanda Jokinen was extremely popular in her day. People travelled from different parts of Finland 

to Tyrvää, and the train connection to the village facilitated patients’s efforts to meet her 

personally. Others sought help via correspondence. Jokinen received hundreds of letters, with 

patients seeking help to all kinds of conditions from skin diseases and nervous system conditions 

to musculoskeletal diseases.5 Jokinen was not the only folk healer who corresponded actively with 

her patients. For example, Anni Pölönen, a famed female healer active in eastern Finland, 

provided consultation by letter.6 Literacy played an important, and perhaps even a crucial role, in 

 
1888. This was not the first time Jokinen had been sentenced in court. In 1882, the Imperial Court of Appeal 
in Turku similarly sentenced her to receive a warning from the NBH. FNAT, Cb:192, Court of Appeal in 
Turku, Minutes of the criminal court of appeal, I Department, 11 May 1882. The National Board of Health 
had received knowledge of the court’s ruling by the end of October 1882, but did not do anything to deliver 
the warning to Jokinen. NBH 1st/FNA, Ca:35, Minutes of the board, 28 October 1882. The simple, and most 
plausible explanation why the 1882 sentence was never put into effect was that both the local police chief 
and the district physician of Tyrvää changed in 1883. 
3 Katri Rinne has erroneously claimed that Amanda Jokinen appeared before the NBH director in 1888. K. 
Rinne, Amanda Jokinen: Tyrvääläinen kansanparantaja (Vammala, 1988), 20–1. The correspondence 
between the NBH and Provincial physician Stenbäck clearly shows that Jokinen had not appeared before 
the Board as she had claimed. The NBH deemed that it is appropriate that she receive a warning, and she 
was personally present at the NBH meeting on 27 February, 1889, to receive the admonition. The minutes 
for 1887 and 1888 of the NBH meetings are incomplete, but a copy of the ruling remains in FNAT, Ea:1, 
Correspondence received by the Provincial Doctor of Tyrvää, 1870–1913. 
4 A. Nummi, Tyrvään Manta eli vaimo kun sairaita parantaa: Amanda Jokisen ja Hulda Jokisen elämäntyön 
kuvailua (Vammala, n.d.), 20. 
5 Rinne, op. cit., 36–41. 
6 S. Pölönen, ’Kansanparantaja Anni Pölönen – Viekin Mummo’, in Ismo Björn (ed), Viekin Mummo ja 
Mannerheim: Kirjoituksia henkilöhistoriasta (Joensuu, 2010), 83–96; S. Pölönen, ’”Tulevaisuus tuntuu 
synkälle perheenhuoltajan sairasteessa”: Perheeseen liittyvät kuvaukset kansanparantajalle vuosina 1938–
1960 kirjoitetuissa kirjeissä’ (M.A., University of Eastern Finland, 2010). 
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the maintenance and development of Finnish folk medicine in the early twentieth century. 

Rational folk healers like Jokinen and Pölönen were popular although they did not resemble the 

traditional Finnish wise man or woman, referred to by the title tietäjä (seer). Instead, they sought 

to make the most of modernizing medicine. This article suggests that folk healers were located 

between tradition and modernity, or cultural hybrids, who sought to enter modernity7 by 

combining rural herbal medicine with modern pharmacy products and patent medicines. As 

pharmaceutical anthropologists have demonstrated, folk practitioners have included 

pharmaceuticals within their therapeutic arsenal in order to adapt to processes of modernization 

in various localities.8 Unlike the roots and herbs collected in the woods and fields, pharmacy 

medicine enjoyed an official and accepted status among medical institutions such as the NBH. 

Jokinen and others might have used hybrid practices in order to avoid condemnation by medical 

doctors and prosecution by the courts. However, it is equally possible that folk healers turned 

increasingly to pharmacy compounds and patent medicines because they were regarded as more 

potent and effective medicines. In this way, they would have been able to respond to increasing 

demand for modern medicines.9 

In addition to letter writing, literacy was a crucial skill for many folk healers because it enabled 

them to seek new medical knowledge by studying from books and newspaper articles. Following 

Steven Feierman, I argue that many Finnish folk healers could be referred to as peasant 

intellectuals. In his historical anthropology of the Shambaa of Tanzania, Feierman defined 

intellectuals as people, who ‘engage in socially recognized organizational, directive, educative, or 

expressive activities. Teachers, artists, political leaders, healers and bureaucrats are all 

intellectuals within this definition of the term’.10 These individuals are best able to shape discourse 

 
7 On entering modernity, see N. G. Canclini, Hybrid Cultures: Strategies for Entering and Leaving Modernity 
(Minneapolis, 1995). On healing as hybrid knowledge, see M. Hokkanen and K. Kananoja (eds), Healers and 
Empires in Global History: Healing as hybrid and contested knowledge (Cham, 2019). 
8 D. Landy, ‘Traditional Curers and the Impact of Western Medicine’ in D. Landy (ed), Culture, Disease and 
Healing (London, 1977); A.E. Ferguson, ‘Commercial Pharmaceutical Medicine and Medicalization: A Case 
Study from El Salvador’, Culture, Medicine and Psychiatry, 5 (1981), 105–34; N.E. Waxler, ‘Behavioral 
Convergence and Institutional Seperation: An Analysis of Plural Medicine in Sri Lanka’, Culture, Medicine 
and Psychiatry, 8 (1984), 187–205; S. Reynolds Whyte, ‘Pharmaceuticals as folk medicine: transformations 
in the social relations of health care in Uganda’, Culture, Medicine and Psychiatry, 16 (1992), 163–86. 
9 Ulla Piela has written about modernization and Finnish folk medicine, however, from a different 
perspective and with a folkloric approach, discussing ideas of nature manifested in incantations. U. Piela, 
’Luonto ja muuttuvat maailmat kansanlääkinnässä’, in H. Helsti, L. Stark and S. Tuomaala (eds),  
Modernisaatio ja kansan kokemus Suomessa 1860–1960 (Helsinki, 2006), 277–331. 
10 S. Feierman, Peasant Intellectuals: Anthropology and history in Tanzania (Madison, 1990), 17–8. 
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within peasant society. Although literacy was not a crucial skill for the peasant intellectuals 

studied by Feierman, for Finnish peasant intellectuals, and especially for folk healers, literacy 

proved an important resource for maintaining their position as the primary providers of health 

care in the Finnish countryside in the early twentieth century. Literate folk healers become more 

common in the archival record at a moment when biomedical knowledge was gaining more 

ground. As the institutions of public health and the medical profession became politically stronger, 

folk healers were also increasingly denounced to the local courts. By constantly referring to 

officially approved medical knowledge, these healers sought to demonstrate that their practices 

were not based on magic and superstition. Instead, they were between tradition and modernity, 

and strongly seeking to pass as modern in the eyes of their patients and their professional 

competitors, the medical doctors.  

In Finland, literacy was an important factor in the transformation of healing. In the medical 

marketplace, the shift from traditional to modern medicine was a drawn-out process. The Finnish 

case highlights how a thinly spread hospital network and a low number of physicians left ample 

room for unofficial healing to flourish. Agrarian Finland was located relatively far from 

metropolitan centres of medical development, and economically poor at the dawn of 

independence in 1917. Yet, at the same time, literacy and other facets of modernity spread 

rapidly, and thus opened possibilities for patients and healers to explore a variety of healing 

modalities. In the historiography of medicine in Finland, folk healing practices have long been 

overshadowed by histories of scientific medicine and its practitioners and institutions.11 However, 

in a pioneering contribution, Anna-Maria Reinilä has pointed to the uses of health literature 

among lay practitioners, and Hindrik Strandberg has shown that practitioners of cupping therapy 

possibly made a limited use of texts.12 This article presents a novel analysis of nineteenth- and 

 
11 N. Pesonen, Terveyden puolesta – sairautta vastaan: Terveyden- ja sairaanhoito Suomessa 1800- ja 1900-
luvulla (Porvoo, 1980); O. Vauhkonen, ’Yleiskatsaus Suomen lääkintälaitoksen ja terveydenhuollon 
kehitysvaiheisiin 1600-luvulta 1970-luvulle’, in Terveydenhuollon historia (Helsinki, 1992); H.S. Vuorinen, 
Tautinen Suomi 1857–1865 (Tampere, 2006); A. Tiitta, Collegium medicum: Lääkintöhallitus 1878–1991 
(Helsinki, 2009); S. Nyström (ed), Vapaus, terveys, toveruus: Lääkärit Suomessa 1910–2010 (Helsinki, 2010); 
M. Harjula, Hoitoonpääsyn hierarkiat: Terveyskansalaisuus ja terveyspalvelut Suomessa 1900-luvulla 
(Tampere, 2015); H. Laurent, ’Asiantuntijuus, väestöpolitiikka, sota: Lastenneuvoloiden kehittyminen osaksi 
kunnallista perusterveydenhuoltoa 1904–1955’ (Ph.D., Helsinki, 2017). 
12 A.-M. Reinilä, ‘Lääkintä- ja terveyskirjallisuus maallikoiden käsissä’, in P. Laaksonen and U. Piela (eds), 
Kansa parantaa (Helsinki, 1983), 130–144; H. Strandberg, ‘Koppning i Finland fram till mitten av 1900-talet’ 
(Ph.D., University of Helsinki, 2012), 134–147; 305–8. 
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early twentieth-century Finnish folk medicine not as a tradition passed from generation to 

generation, but as a modernizing undertaking with literacy as a key resource.  

 

Finnish Folk Medicine in Folklore Studies and Medical History 

Although Amanda Jokinen’s healing methods and patient networks have been studied in detail, 

earlier scholarship has not always viewed her in favourable light. For example, Lauri Honko, one of 

the best-known scholars of Finnish folklore, wrote disparagingly that Jokinen represented ‘so-

called rational folk medicine’, a herbalist who made a living by marketing medicines that could be 

bought in a local store. It is clear that Honko did not make much of this type of a healer – ‘Jokinen 

may not be the most colourful type’ –  as her healing practice did not include magical methods or 

traditional incantations.13 This is understandable against the background that folklorists’s and 

religious studies scholars’s main object has been to document folk traditions that have largely 

vanished from the modern society. Hybrid herbalists such as Jokinen were not regarded as part of 

the traditional Finnish folk culture, although they were a popular type of practitioners since at 

least the 1850s.  

Folklore studies on health and healing in Finland were rather guided by the research tradition 

created in the nineteenth century with the collection and publication of the national epic, 

Kalevala, by Elias Lönnrot. This tradition is clearly reflected in the speech delivered by Professor 

August Ahlqvist in a commemoration held at the University of Helsinki after Lönnrot’s passing in 

1884. In the speech, Ahlqvist made a clear distinction between the seers, who Lönnrot had 

interviewed, and the quacks who cheated people: ‘Tietäjä was a true shaman, one of the most 

intelligent persons in a community, whose morality was highly regarded’. Ahlqvist argued that 

these seers served both as doctors and priests, and their mere presence had a positive (or 

placebo, in modern terms) effect on the sick. Their spells and rites could reveal the cause of a 

disease and destroy it, while at the same time easing the patient’s lot mentally. Ahlqvist claimed 

that anyone who has seen a true tietäjä in action would concur with Lönnrot.14 In other words, 

 
13 L. Honko, ’Terveyskäyttäytymisen kokonaisuus’, in P. Laaksonen and U. Piela (eds), op. cit., 30. All 
translations from Finnish to English by the present author. 
14 ’Professori A. Ahlqwistin puhe yliopiston muistojuhlassa Elias Lönnrotin kunniaksi’, Uusi Suometar, 15 
May, 1884. 
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Ahlqvist made an important distinction between true seers or healers and fraudsters or quacks. In 

the context of Kalevala, folk healer was not a charlatan but a highly respected tietäjä. This has also 

remained the guiding principle of Finnish folklore studies, where the focus has remained on 

healers who either used spells and magic rites rather than other, mixed medicines.15 

Scholarly expositions of health and healing in Finnish folk culture remained largely unchanged 

from the late nineteenth century, when the earliest studies were made, to the 1990s, when Ilmar 

Talve presented an accessible English-language summary in Finnish Folk Culture (1997). According 

to Talve, a guardian spirit watched over an individual’s health. Evil magic forces, however, could 

attack and harm individuals in many ways, or one might be infected by offending the spirit of a 

certain place. Diseased could also be brought by a projectile or an evil eye. Diagnosis was made by 

etiological means by incantation. Traditional folk therapies included exorcisms, magic rites, spells 

and the use of medicinal substances. However, Talve also pointed to pluralism in folk medicine. All 

healers were not seers who used spells. Common treatments included such universal practices as 

massage, bonesetting, cupping and bloodletting. Other healers knew how to stop bleeding, treat 

fractures or administer herbal medicines.16 

During Swedish rule (from the Late Middle Ages to 1809), Finland had district physicians 

(piirilääkäri) since the middle decades of the eighteenth century, and in the Grand Duchy of 

Finland (1809–1917), municipal doctors since the 1880s, but their numbers remained low and 

services expensive. In 1860, there were only 94 physicians in the country. Four decades later, the 

number was almost fourfold (373), and by 1920, the number of physicians had risen to 662 (see 

Graph 1).17 Yet, numbers remained low compared to neighbouring Sweden, which had 470 

doctors in 1860 and over 1,600 in 1920.18 In 1910, approximately two thirds of Finnish doctors 

 
15 L. Honko, Krankheitsprojektile: Untersuchung über eine urtümliche Krankheitserklärung (Helsinki, 1959); 
Piela, op. cit.; U. Piela, ’Kansanparannuksen kerrotut merkitykset Pohjois-Karjalassa 1800- ja 1900-luvuilla’ 
(Ph.D., University of Eastern Finland, 2010). 
16 Cf. eg. I. Manninen, ’Kansanomaisesta tautiopista ja taikaparannuksista’, in Gunnar Suolahti et al (eds), 
Suomen kulttuurihistoria, 3 vols (Jyväskylä and Helsinki, 1933), I, 228–44, and I. Talve, Finnish Folk Culture 
(Helsinki, 1997), 230–2. In a comprehensive study, Anna-Leena Siikala has analysed Finnish wise men and 
women in the context of shamanism and Finno-Ugrian collective consciousness. A.-L. Siikala, Suomalainen 
šamanismi: Mielikuvien historiaa (Helsinki, 1992). 
17 Nyström (ed), op. cit.,  519. 
18 W. Kock (ed), Medicinalväsendet i Sverige 1813–1962 (Stockholm, 1963), 154–6; Ulf Nicolausson, ‘Den 
öppna vården i Sverige’, in Kontinuitetsutredningen (ed), Husläkare – en enklare och tryggare sjukvård 
(Stockholm 1978), 24. 
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were practicing in towns and a third in Helsinki, making scientific medicine essentially an urban 

phenomenon.19 In the early twentieth century, Finnish medical culture showed signs of pluralism. 

Not only was folk healing – a plural medical system in itself – still widely practiced20 but 

biomedicine was gaining strong ground with the construction of a country-wide hospital network 

as promoted by the NBH.21 Minna Harjula has shown how health citizenship was formed in Finland 

during the course of the twentieth century by promoting the acceptability of medical knowledge 

and health services, by promoting the regional availability of the services in the 1920s–1950s, and 

by making them universally affordable in the 1960s–1980s.22 However, as Harjula has emphasized, 

her work covers only the official health care sector, and does not focus on folk and alternative 

medicine.23 

 

 
19 K. Kauttu and T. Kosonen, Suomen Lääkäriliitto 1910–1985 (Helsinki, 1985). 
20 U. Piela, ’”Konsti elää Kauwwan”: Parantamien Suomessa varhaismodernilta ajalta nykypäivään’, in M. 
Hokkanen and K. Kananoja (eds), Kiistellyt tiet terveyteen: Parantamisen monimuotoisuus 
globaalihistoriassa (Helsinki, 2017), 83–129; A. Rissanen, Kansanlääkinnän murroskausi: Maailmankuvan 
muutoksen näkyminen 1900-luvun kansanparantajakokemusten kerronnassa. (M.A., University of Turku, 
2008). 
21 Tiitta, op. cit. 
22 M. Harjula, op. cit. An English-language summary is provided in M. Harjula, ‘Health Citizenship and Access 
to Health Services: Finland 1900–2000’, Social History of Medicine, 29 (2016), 573–89. 
23 Minna Harjula, op. cit., 21. 
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By the early twentieth century, new medical practices were also arriving to Finland from abroad. 

German influences were especially strong in the nature cure (Germ. Naturheilkunde) movement 

propagated by several individual healers.24 Returning migrants from North America brought other 

types of alternative medicine to Finland, emphasizing drugless healing and naturopathic cures. 

These healing systems were strongly hybrid in character, combining a number of doctrines and 

influences from ancient and modern therapies.25 Furthermore, patent medicines were extremely 

popular. They were marketed rather aggressively and sold by pharmacists despite little proof of 

their effectiveness.26 In a comparative Nordic perspective, the situation in Finland was not unlike 

that in Sweden or Norway, where the medical marketplace was characterized by controversies 

between scientific and alternative medicine, and where other than biomedical healing systems 

were strongly debated, and opposed by the medical establishment.27 The literate folk healers 

studied below had to find ways to respond to increasing competition not only from medical 

doctors, but also from a variety of other practitioners, many of whom were self-taught and 

itinerant. Literacy proved extremely important not only in gaining modern medical knowledge but 

also in maintaining correspondence between patients and healers. 

 

Medical Pluralism in Finland – The Doctors’s View in 1920 

The decree of 1688 given to the Royal Collegium medicum in Stockholm provided the legal 

framework for the official practice of medicine in Finland until the late nineteenth century. A new 

 
24 S. Rytty, ’Puoskarointia vai puhdasta auttamisen halua? Luonnonparantaja Maalin Bergström ja laittoman 
lääkärintoimen harjoitus 1900-luvun Suomessa’, in M. Hokkanen and K. Kananoja (eds), Kiistellyt tiet 
terveyteen, 130–64; K. Achte, J. Rantanen, and T. Tamminen, Luontaishoidon Isä Tohtori E. W. Lybeck, 
Elämänmäen Parantaja (Nurmijärvi, 1994). 
25 K. Kananoja, ‘Circulating Heterodox Medicine: Globalising and Localising Naturopathy in Interwar 
Finland’, in H. Weiss (ed), Locating the Global: Spaces, Networks and Interactions from the Seventeenth to 
the Twentieth Century (Berlin, 2020). 
26 R. Oittinen, ‘Health, Horror and Dreams for Sale: Patent Medicine and Quackery in Prewar Finland’, in R. 
Jütte, M. Eklöf and M. C. Nelson (eds), Historical Aspects of Unconventional Medicine: Approaches,concepts, 
case studies (Sheffield, 2001), 119–38. 
27 M. Eklöf, Homeopati i Sverige: En kontroversiell medicinhistoria (Stockholm, 2014); B. G. Alver, T. I. Fjell, 
and T. Ryymin, Vitenskap og varme hender: Den medisinske markedsplassen i Norge fra 1800 til i dag (Oslo, 
2013); M. Eklöf, Läkare och läkekonster (Stockholm, 2010); S. Ling, Kärringmedicin och vetenskap: Läkare 
och kvacksalverianklagade i Sverige omkring 1770–1870 (Uppsala, 2004); E. Palmblad, Sanningens gränser: 
Kvacksalveriet, läkarna och samhället, Sverige 1890–1990 (Stockholm, 1997); O. Bø, Folkemedisin og lærd 
medisin: Norsk medisinsk kvardag på 1800-talet (Oslo, 1972). 
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decree given in February 1890 was intended to strengthen the monopoly of physicians, but its 

contested sixth clause still left room for practitioners who did not possess scientific training, if the 

NBH was willing to grant them a license. Only the law of 1925 made it illegal for anyone without a 

university degree to practice medicine.28 This increased the tensions between the medical 

profession and popular healers. 

The most thorough exposition of medical pluralism in newly independent Finland can be gained 

from a survey conducted by the National Board of Health in 1920, in which district, municipal and 

town doctors provided information on ‘quacks’ that were active in their region.29 The results were 

summarized by Eino Suolahti in an article published in 1921 in Duodecim, a journal of the Finnish 

Medical Society Duodecim.30 Some doctors answered the survey with one or two sentences, 

declaring that there were no quacks in their town or village nor in the neighbouring countryside. 

Others, however, documented in detail the activities of different kinds of healers. Altogether, 213 

doctors from all over the country answered the survey. According to Suolahti, the survey 

demonstrated that there were three dominant types of healers in Finland: first, bonesetters; 

second, occasional healers, for whom healing was a subsidiary trade; and third, professional 

quacks, who Suolahti categorized as imposters.31 Suolahti’s typology was based on the economics 

of healing rather than actual healing practices; those who made a living by their medical activities 

were classified as quacks, whereas others who cured people as a secondary occupation were 

clearly regarded in a more neutral light. Bonesetting, which was reported in a wide region 

stretching from southern Ostrobothnia to southern Lapland, was similarly described in a more 

neutral light. 

Besides the othering discourses maintained by Suolahti, another methodological issue that rises in 

using the questionnaire is that medical doctors were other healers’s professional competitors, 

even if for many peasant intellectuals healing was only a secondary occupation. Moreover, 

quackery was regarded as illegal medical practice, and therefore an activity, which doctors viewed 

negatively. Unlike reminiscences collected from peasants, many of whom might have been cured 

 
28 N. Pesonen, op. cit., 365–71.  
29 NBH 1st/FNA, Dd3, The NBH’s circular n:o 365. 
30 E. Suolahti, ‘Puoskarintoiminnasta Suomessa’, Duodecim, 37 (1921), 247–63. 
31 NBH 1st/FNA, Eai 4, Responses to the NBH’s circular n:o 365; Suolahti, op. cit.,  247–63; P. Laaksonen, 
’Kansanlääkinnän tutkimuksen vaiheita’, in P. Laaksonen and U. Piela (eds), op. cit., 11–24. Laaksonen (18–
19) errs in claiming that Eino Suolahti personally sent out the circular letter, which originated at the NBH. 
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by a folk healer, medical doctors rarely approved of other than biomedical healing and had little 

experience of being personally treated by folk healers – although there were doctors, who also 

reported their positive personal experiences. Moreover, a medical doctor was often the last 

person to hear about quacks in his (there were hardly any female physicians in the early twentieth 

century) community. Even rural police chiefs could consult a folk healer rather than a medical 

doctor, as one municipal doctor was frustrated to report in 1920.32 Therefore, the survey answers 

should be taken with a pinch of salt, especially the ones which reported that there were no quacks 

in the region. Some doctors expressed this (perhaps unconsciously) in a more truthful manner: 

there are presumably no quacks here.33 Moreover, it must be acknowledged that even if there 

were no reported quacks in some municipalities, people from that place could still travel to 

neighbouring municipalities, and sometimes even to the other side of the country to meet with 

famed popular healers, or if they were unable to travel, to contact them by letter. 

Based on the survey, Suolahti counted that illegal quackery was practiced in 14 towns and in 131 

rural municipalities, or in 34% of all Finnish towns and in 27% of municipalities. As there were only 

662 doctors in the country in 1920, the fact that illegal quackery was reported in 145 towns or 

municipalities is significant. Because of the methodological issues pointed out above, these 

numbers can be taken as indicative of the quacks that doctors had knowledge of, not as the total 

number of healers in Finnish medical culture. Based on this information, Suolahti devised a map 

that documented the regions where different types of healers were active.34 The wider purpose of 

the survey, however, was to provide background material for legislation concerning quackery, or 

in other words, whether harder punishments would help get rid of the phenomenon. Comparing 

Finnish legislation to that of other countries – namely Germany, Norway, and Sweden – Suolahti 

concluded that legislation and harsh punishments mattered little. In Finland, the challenge was 

rather to get the rural police to follow the execution of the existing legal code, if the police 

themselves trusted their local healers. Legislation, therefore, came second to the betterment of 

officially available health care.35 

 
32 NBH 1st/FNA, Eai 4, Replies to the circular letter n:o 365, K. Kiskonen’s reply to the circular letter n:o 365 
(letter n:o 15), Tohmajärvi,18 November 1920. 
33 NBH 1st/FNA, Eai 4, Replies to the circular letter n:o 365. 
34 Suolahti, op. cit., 253–4, map between pages 258 and 259. A few years later, it ended up in the atlas 
published by the Finnish Geographical Society, Suomen kartasto 1925 (Helsinki, 1925–1928), map 37:8. 
35 Suolahti, op. cit., 246–52, 263. 
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Literacy and Popular Medicine 

Medical popularization made regular medical knowledge widely available to the lay public in the 

early modern period. As Roy Porter has pointed out, ‘dispersing medical knowledge across a wide 

spectrum of society in a sense stood substitute, so to speak, for the wider public distribution of 

doctors and health care themselves’.36 This was certainly the case in rural Finland, where medical 

doctors and hospital medicine were hardly available in the nineteenth century. Disseminating 

medical knowledge was contested, however. While it offered the potential to eradicate 

superstition and magic through promoting scientific medical practices, it opened the door for 

anyone to act as one’s own doctor, or as the doctor of the whole family, neighbourhood, or 

village. 

Several recent studies have pointed to the dynamic connections between written and oral cultures 

in Finland and other Nordic countries from the Reformation to the nineteenth century. Finnish 

historians and literary scholars have documented in detail the birth of vernacular literature in 

early modern Finland. Although in earlier studies oral and written culture were seen as separate 

cultural realms, the interconnections between the two have been analysed in detail in recent 

studies.37 Others have pointed to the emergence of Finnish book and reading culture in the 

eighteenth-century, mostly in urban settings.38 For the purposes of the present study, most 

relevant are the studies on the literary practices of self-taught individuals of more humble, rural 

backgrounds; ordinary people, who learned to read and write despite the lack of access to formal 

schooling, and who produced texts of many different kinds.39 A Finnish-speaking literary culture 

was made possible by a number of factors. The Finnish Literature Society, business-oriented 

publishers, pro-Finnish activists, and Finnish-speaking schools provided the public with books, 

 
36 R. Porter, ‘Introduction’, in Roy Porter (ed), The Popularization of Medicine 1650–1850 (London, 1992), 3. 
37 K. Kallio et al., Laulut ja kirjoitukset: Suullinen ja kirjallinen kulttuuri uuden ajan alun Suomessa (Helsinki, 
2017); T. Kallio, Aapisen ja katekismuksen tavaamisesta itsenäiseen lukemiseen: Ravaan lukukulttuurin 
kehitys varhaismodernina aikana (Helsinki, 2017). 
38 C. af Forselles and T. Laine (eds), The Emergence of Finnish Book and Reading Culture in the 1700s 
(Helsinki, 2016). 
39 A. Kuismin and M. J. Driscoll (eds), White Field, Black Seeds: Nordic Literacy Practices in the Long 
Nineteenth Century (Helsinki, 2016); L. Laitinen and K. Mikkola (eds), Kynällä kyntäjät: Kansan 
kirjallistuminen 1800-luvun Suomessa (Helsinki, 2013). 
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newspapers, and translations of foreign books. From the 1830–1840s onward, the Finnish libraries 

promoted reading and the availability of books. By the 1870s, municipal libraries numbered almost 

400 around the country, and actually there were many more if those organized by youth societies, 

workers’s societies, and factories, are included. By the 1910s, the number of libraries had risen to 

some 2,400.40 

Medical consulting by letter was a phenomenon that connected literate healers and their patients. 

It had become an established practice in early modern western Europe.41 In the Finnish context, 

Anssi Halmesvirta has shown that patients seeking consultation from a doctor were not rare in the 

early twentieth century. In a study of letters published in the medical journal Suomen 

Terveydenhoitolehti, Halmesvirta has argued that doctors effectively spread new ideas about 

public health and hygiene by providing public answers to people’s concerns.42 However, medical 

doctors were not the only ones who used the written word in providing medical assistance, nor 

were they the only ones that patients eagerly contacted. Several Finnish folk healers received 

letters from their patients, and answered by sending medicines, prescriptions, and health 

instructions in return. Similar to learned doctors, these peasant intellectuals actively shaped the 

Finnish medical culture.  

Correspondence is an often-recurring theme in the life stories of literate healers. Amanda 

Jokinen’s and Anni Pölönen’s correspondence are the only ones that have been preserved to the 

present day and they have been studied in detail.43 To make one thing clear, these collections 

include only the letters received by these healers, not the letters they wrote back to their patients. 

However, people sometimes referred to personally meeting the healers or receiving prior letters 

from them, so that they also offer the possibility to study the earlier exchanges that had taken 

 
40 T.-L. Luukkanen, Mitä maalaiskansa luki? Kirjasto, kirjat ja kirjoja lukeva yhteisö Karstulassa 1861–1918 
(Helsinki, 2016), 596–9. 
41 R. Weston, Medical Consulting by Letter in France, 1665–1789 (Farnham, 2013); W. Wild, Medicine-by-
Post: The changing voice of ilness in eighteenth-century British consultation letters and literature 
(Amsterdam, 2006). 
42 A. Halmesvirta, ‘Despair in Finnish: Consultation by correspondence in Fin-de-Siècle Finland’, in T. Laine-
Frigren, J. Eilola and M. Hokkanen Encountering Crises of the Mind: Madness, culture and society, 1200s–
1900s (Leiden, 2019), 139–62. See also A. Halmesvirta, Ideology and Argument: Studies in British, Finnish 
and Hungarian thought (Helsinki, 2006); A. Halmesvirta, Vaivojensa vangit: Kansa kysyi, lääkärit vastasivat 
– historiallinen vuoropuhelu 1889–1916 (Jyväskylä, 1998). 
43 Rinne, op. cit.; Pölönen, ’Kansanparantaja Anni Pölönen’. Some 700 and 2,200 letters addressed to 
Jokinen and Pölönen, respectively, remain conserved. 
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place between the healers and patients. People wrote for many reasons. Sometimes they were 

too sick to travel or the distance was too long. Others wrote because they simple could not afford 

to travel. Some people wrote because they had consulted the healer personally and requested 

more medicines. 

Another important facet of literacy was the spread of popular medical and health guides. Again, the 

roots for printed health guides can be found in early modern Europe. This tradition of self-help 

medicine and hygiene, print and practice, flourished in the Anglo-American world.44 In the Finnish 

countryside, printed health guides could be borrowed from municipal libraries. In a study of reading 

habits in the agricultural municipality of Karstula in central Finland, Tarja-Liisa Luukkanen has shown 

that the local library owned nine books that could be classified as practical health guides. Between 

1884 and 1893, these were borrowed a total of 153 times, with most readers being men (111). In 

popularity, they were far behind religious books with Martin Luther as the most popular author; his 

books were borrowed a total of 1,798 times.45 Nevertheless, writing letters and reading health 

guides opened up new possibilities for healers and patients to reach out to each other. As the cases 

studied below show, folk healers could utilize such texts to modernize their own practice. 

 

Literate Folk Healers 

A major methodological challenge in studying the Finnish peasant intellectuals is that there are no 

extant autobiographies of folk healers.46 They were described either by outsiders hostile towards 

their practice, such as medical doctors, or in written reminiscences by their family members, 

neighbours and fellow villagers, many of whom were their former patients, and therefore 

especially grateful towards them. When analysing the more positive descriptions of healers by 

their patients, it must be remembered that these at least had visited the healers’s farms and 

 
44 C.E. Rosenberg, ‘Health in the Home: A Tradition of Print and Practice’, in C.E. Rosenberg (ed), Right 
Living: An Anglo-American tradition of self-help and hygiene (Baltimore, 2003), 1–20; C.E. Rosenberg, 
‘Medical text and social context: Explaining William Buchan’s Domestic Medicine’, Bulletin of the History of 
Medicine, 57(1983), 22–42. 
45 Luukkanen, op. cit., 250–67. 
46 On peasants’ autobiographical writing in nineteenth-century Finland, see A. Kuismin, ‘From Family 
Inscriptions to Autobiographical Novels: Motives for writing in grassroots life stories in 19th-Century 
Finland’, in Kuismin and Driscoll (eds), op. cit., 101–19. 
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entered in their houses, therefore being able to describe the material reality they had witnessed. 

If folk healers held books and/or medicine bottles or medical instruments, their patients were in 

the best position to describe them. Other villagers’s daily interactions with folk healers also put 

them in a position to describe the personal characteristics of these peasant intellectuals. Rather 

than dismissing family chronicles and written reminiscences as sources, they can be used for 

gaining an insight on literate healers where there exist no autobiographical sources. Moreover, in 

some points the patients’s information converges with that of medical doctors, who were 

sometimes aware of healers and medical practitioners who had acquired book learning. 

Antti Pänkäläinen’s work Kansanparantajia (1938, Eng. Folk Healers) is one of the most detailed 

expositions of literate healers in Finland.47 He was a journalist and, unlike folklorists, was not 

primarily interested in collecting spells and incantations. Instead, Pänkäläinen collected oral 

histories on nine local healers, who had lived in central Finland, in the countryside surrounding the 

town of Jyväskylä, and one in the town of Mikkeli. All of them had already passed away. Therefore, 

the method was significantly different from noted contemporary collectors of folklore, such as 

Samuli Paulaharju and Ahti Rytkönen, whose observations focused on healers who were still 

practicing their trade. Pänkäläinen’s work is a clear indication of the plurality and hybridity of folk 

healing practices. The healers presented in the book were mostly specialists in curing people, but 

they also included folk veterinarians. Many of them could be called hybrid herbalists, who 

collected plants from the woods and mixed them with medicines bought from the pharmacy. 

Notably, several of them had book learning and explicitly condemned the use of magic practices. 

Using Honko’s classification, they could be called ‘rational folk healers’ par excellence. 

Literacy in nineteenth-century rural Finland rarely implied school learning. There existed two 

socially-defined types of literacy: the modern-type literacy of the educated and the higher classes, 

and the ecclesiastical literacy, recorded in church records, of the masses. Ecclesiastical literacy did 

not include writing skills nor did it require that one could read. To demonstrate their ‘reading 

 
47 A. Pänkäläinen, Kansanparantajia (Porvoo, 1938). Pänkäläinen’s book in itself is remarkable in that it 
seems to have been strongly opposed by the NBH. A 1976 letter from Pänkäläinen’s son, Risto Reivi, in the 
Finnish Literature Society’s archive explains that, after his father’s death, he was stuck with almost the 
whole pressing of the book, because the National Board of Health had forbidden its marketing when it 
appeared in 1938. Apparently, the NBH had deemed the book dangerous, even if it did not include 
prescriptions or describe any herbal remedies. Finnish Literature Society’s Archive on Literature and 
Cultural History (subsequently FLSA), Competitive collection on folk healing (Kansanparannuksen 
kilpakeräys), 1978, Risto Reivi’s letter, received on 29 October 1977. 
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skills’, people memorized the ABC and an explanation of Luther’s catechism.48 However, there 

were individuals with modern type of literacy among the uneducated masses, who, for example, 

might have been taught by itinerant peddlers. Aleksanteri Viinikainen (a.k.a. Määrämäen Santeri, 

1851–1933) was a self-learned folk healer, who loved books and reading. He was remembered as 

a person, who was often found studying the treasures of his personal library, which included 

hundreds of books, many of them filled with his own notes and comments. His humble origins did 

not hinder him from learning enough Latin to write medical prescriptions to the apothecaries (I 

will return to the issue of Latin knowledge below under the heading ‘Mimesis as a Healers’s 

Tactic’). Viinikainen’s inheritance included a large number of papers, including instructions, 

prescriptions, and letters written by patients from far and wide, requesting instructions to cure 

both human and animal ailments. Pänkäläinen’s informants also remembered that he had zero 

tolerance for magic and quackery, trusting only knowledge learned in books.49 

Book learning was not limited to healers that could primarily be classified as herbalists, and who 

used pharmacy medicines in their practice. Bonesetters and massage therapists also learned 

human anatomy from popular medical guides even if they had someone in the family or 

neighbourhood who served as their primary teacher. This was the case with Johan Jakob Bäck 

(1824–1879), perhaps the most famous bonesetter and folk surgeon of the nineteenth century. He 

was born in the Swedish-speaking Ostrobothnia, and was instructed by a certain Madam 

Rehnström, who moved to live with the Bäck family when Johan Jakob was fifteen years old. 

Rehnström owned three books, which she always consulted when she began to teach her eager 

apprentice. Bäck, a peasant intellectual, had been interested in reading since childhood, and it 

soon turned out that his teacher’s three books were not enough. He sought learning from lawyer 

Fontell in Pietarsaari and doctor Berg in Kokkola. Because Rehnström took all the earnings from 

her apprentice, Bäck could only borrow books, reading all medical literature he could get his hands 

on. Night time was his reading time, as he was too busy with other work during the daytime.50 

 
48 Luukkanen, op. cit., 598. 
49 Pänkäläinen, op. cit., 72–88. 
50 ’Luontolääkäri Jaakko Bäck’, Suomen Kuvalehti, 1 April 1874; L.L.L. ’Minnesteckning af Johan Jakob Bäck’, 
Odalmannen: Svensk folkkalender för Finland 1881 (Helsingfors, 1880), 18–28. Besides Bäck, the well-
known bonesetter Torpan Jussi, who resided in Veteli and practiced in the twentieth century, is another 
example. When journalists interviewed him in the 1970s, Jussi showed two old medical books that had 
taught him ‘all he needs to know about bones’. E. Karjalainen and T. Ikäläinen, ’Jussi nikamanniksauttaja’, 
Suomen Kuvalehti 13/1973, 32–33. 
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Although some literate folk healers kept their knowledge secret, others made informed decisions 

to pass it on to others. Juho Hytönen (1819–1879), better known as Vesjärven Ukko (the old man 

from Vesijärvi), taught all he knew about medicine to his two son-in-laws. In Hytönen, we find 

another remarkable peasant intellectual, whose healing practice was deeply influenced by popular 

health guides. According to his daughter, Hytönen subscribed all Finnish newspapers he could get 

his hands on. He also taught in Sunday school, which was held at his home. Hytönen’s own 

apprenticeship to medicine took place in the 1850s, when he was instructed by a Swiss barber-

surgeon named Bolliger. John Bolliger was a Swiss exile, who had taken part in a rebellion in Baden 

in 1849. After traveling to Algeria, and signing up as a sailor on Swedish and Finnish ships, he 

ended up in Kokkola in the summer of 1851. Despite apparently being a self-taught healer, he 

began to practice medicine in the town, becoming a famous but also a contested figure. Soon, he 

was charged by the official town physician and apothecary for stealing their customers. When 

authorities learned that he was a political exile, he was arrested and deported from Finland. 

According to a family chronicle, Bolliger gave Hytönen a collection of handwritten recipes and 

instructions for curing different diseases, which Hytönen then kept in a small and locked reed 

basket. Bolliger’s short stay in Finland influenced the course of Finnish folk healing as practiced by 

Juho Hytönen, who was in possession of several medical books, published in both Finnish and 

Swedish.51 

These books were passed on to Hytönen’s son-in-law Aatami Huttunen, whose practice was 

described in 1920 by a major weekly journal Suomen Kuvalehti, but also shortly afterwards in a 

letter to the NBH by  District Physician Johannes Rahm, who criticized putting folk healers on a 

pedestal like this. Rahm also provided detailed information on Huttunen’s remedies. Ammoniac, 

turpentine, and various oils (such as turnip and sesame) were mixed with herbs to prepare topical 

medication or ’miracle-making ointments’.  Orally given medicines included a ’Vital Balm’, which 

consisted of saltpetre, cream of tartar, salty liquorice, myrrh, ethyl alcohol, and water. Rahm 

 
51 Pänkäläinen, op. cit., 129–32; A. Vuorio, Kukaton morsian: Kuvia isovanhempieni sekä vanhempieni Rope 
ja Edla Maria Kojosen elämäntaipaleelta (Hämeenlinna, 1975), 52–3. On Bolliger, see also H. E. Aspelin, 
Wasa stads historia (Wasa, 1892), 606–17. 
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supposed that Huttunen’s daughter, who had trained as a nurse, provided his father with at least 

some of the medicines.52 

Aatami Huttunen’s son Emil followed in his father’s footsteps. In October 1922, he was accused of 

involuntary manslaughter in Jyväskylä’s city court. Emil Huttunen had treated a 9-year-old boy 

suffering from osteomyelitis, who tragically passed away. In court, the charges for manslaughter 

were dropped because physicians could not prove criminal negligence and concluded that 

Huttunen’s medicines were largely ineffective, but Huttunen was still accused of illegal practice of 

medicine. In his defence, Emil Huttunen referred to the books held by his family. He told that he 

had studied herbal medicine from books published in Stockholm between 1765 and 1785. 

However, when asked about them more specifically, he could not name them, so they probably 

were not central sources of information. Instead, manuscripts passed in the family were more 

important. Therefore, family traditions were not passed only orally but handwritten texts played 

an important role in the transmission of healing knowledge.53 

This tactic of defending folk healing practices in courts by making claims to book learning was not 

used only by Emil Huttunen, but had much earlier precedents. As early as 1876, Kustaa Askolin 

defended himself against quackery charges by stating  that his healing knowledge was learned 

from a book about domestic medicine; unfortunately, the name of the book was omitted from the 

court minutes if it was ever uttered. Askolin argued that such book learning was useful not only for 

self-medication but also for healing others. This tactic worked poorly. Askolin was fined 48 marks, 

although the conviction was later rescinded. It did not work in Emil Huttunen’s case either, for he 

received a fine of 500 marks for the illegal practice of medicine.54 

 
52 NBH 1st/FNA, Eai 4, Replies to the circular letter n:o 365, J. Rahm’s reply to the circular letter n:o 365 
(letter n:o 156), Rautalammi, 14 November 1920; O.V., ‘Suonnejoen parantajat’, Suomen Kuvalehti 
24/1920, 558. 
53 Finnish National Archives in Jyväskylä, Cc:125, and Cc:126, Minutes of the criminal procedures of 
Jyväskylä town, Minutes of the criminal court, 20 November 1922, 15 January 1923, 16 March 1923. There 
are several possibilities what the books published in Stockholm between 1765 and 1785 might have been, 
as listed in O.E.A. Hjelt, Svenska och finska medicinalverkets historia 1663-1812, vol. II (Helsingfors, 1892), 
231–5. See also Reinilä, op. cit., 133–5. 
54 FNAT, Ca3:46, Minutes of the criminal procedures of the Kokemäki judicial district, Minutes of the 
criminal court, winter 1876, f. 722r. On the revoked sentence, Suomalainen Wirallinen Lehti, 29 October 
1890. 



 19 

 

Table 1, Books read by literate healers in Finland 

Author  Title Year  Notes 
Christfrid 
Ganander 

Maan-miehen huone- ja koti-
aptheeki [The Peasant’s Domestic 
Pharmacy]55 

1788, 1825, 
1907 

 

Christfrid 
Ganander 

Eläinden tauti-kirja [Animal 
Diseases] 

1788, 1803, 
1825, 1829, 
1860, 1879  

 

K. Nordblad 
(trans. Johan 
Henrik 
Keckmann) 

Terweyden Opetus-Kirja, yhteiselle 
kansalle, ilmoittain lyhykäisen 
neuwon, kuinka terveys taitaa 
warjeltaa, taudit estetää ja kuinka 
niistä, Lääkärin awun puutteessa, 
selwillä ja pian saatawilla 
wälikappaleilla ja soweliaalla 
hoidolla wastustaa taitaan [The 
Guide Book of Health] 

1837 Same as Lönnrot’s Suomalaisen 
talonpojan kotilääkäri, see 
discussion in the text below. 

Elias Lönnrot Suomalaisen talonpojan kotilääkäri 
[The Finnish Peasant’s Domestic 
Physician] 

1838  

Sven 
Samuelsson 

Sven Samulinpojan hevoiskirja eli 
jaloimman ja hyödyllisimmän 
luontokappalemme hevoisen 
tautein tunteminen ja 
parantaminen [Sven Samuelson’s 
Horse Book] 

1861, 1877  

Carl Ernst 
Bock, transl. 
Kaarlo 
Kunelius 

Ihmisruumis, sen rakennus, elo ja 
Hoito [The Human Body, It’s 
Constitution, Life, and Care] 

1879  

Jules Comby, 
transl. Ensio 
Alho 

160 lääkärinohjetta lasten 
taudeissa [160 Doctor’s 
Instructions on Children’s Diseases] 

1914  

N. J. Arppe Kansanlääkäri: Yleistajuisia ohjeita 
tautien tuntemiseen, 
parantamiseen ja ehkäisemiseen 
[Folk Physician: Instructions on 
Knowing, Healing and Preventing 
Diseases for the General Public] 

1917,  1919, 
1922) 

 

 
55 Antti Pänkäläinen, op. cit., 8, 75–6, 122, 132. All titles translated from Finnish to English by the present 
author. NB: The titles listed by Pänkäläinen are often shortened or erroneous. I have checked and corrected 
the titles by comparing Pänkäläinen’s titles to the online catalogue of Finnish archives, libraries and 
museums at <http://www.finna.fi> 
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 Kodin sairaanhoito [Domestic 
Healthcare] 

 Unidentified but most likely Kodin 
sairashoito by Armas Ruotsalainen 
(1918) 

 Terveyskirja [Health Book]  Unidentified but might refer to 
Nordblad’s Terweyden Opetus-Kirja 
(see above). 

 

Table 1 lists some of the books owned by literate healers that were uncovered by Pänkäläinen 

during his interviews. Informants identified 10 books that were read by peasant intellectuals who 

practiced folk medicine. These represent by no means all popular health guides published in 

Finland in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries but perhaps had a wider circulation.56  

Moreover, it is worth noting that popular medicine spread not only in the form of printed books 

but also as handwritten manuscripts. Folk healers also sought knowledge from each other, as 

when Jussi Kuuvalo travelled from Laukaa to meet up with Juho Hytönen in Vesanto, a distance of 

some 85 kilometres by modern roads. Kuuvalo was said to have owned two books – one on 

human and the other on veterinary medicine. He had copied Ganander’s Maan-miehen huone- ja 

koti-aptheekki by hand while visiting Hytönen. It is possible that the veterinary medicine book was 

Eläinden tauti-kirja, also authored by Ganander.57 

Elias Lönnrot, better known as the compiler/composer of the Kalevala epic, was also active as a 

medical popularizer. A medical doctor by training and profession, Lönnrot was well-qualified to 

undertake the translation project that led to the publication of Suomalaisen talonpojan 

kotilääkäri. The book commonly attributed to Lönnrot was in fact a translation into Finnish of Carl 

Nordblad’s Sundhets-Läröbok för menige man that originally appeared in Sweden in 1827. Its 

translation into Finnish had already been completed by Johan Henrik Keckman in 1837 before 

Lönnrot finished his edition. Although Keckman’s translation was found in folk healer Juho 

Hytönen’s collection, Lönnrot’s translation proved more popular, and he continued adding his own 

material to the translation until the early 1850s.58 Given the popularity of Lönnrot’s book among 

folk healers and their rural patients alike, it is plausible to assume that the book also left traces in 

folk medical practices. But knowledge was exchanged in both directions, and it is probable that 

 
56 Reinilä, op. cit.; Strandberg, op. cit., 142–4. 
57 Pänkäläinen, op. cit., 122. 
58 E. Länsimies, ’Lönnrotin, Keckamanin [sic] vai Nordbladin ohjeita terveydestä?’, Tieteessä tapahtuu 
3/2005, 75–6. 
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Lönnrot’s/Nordblad’s book contains therapies that were already common in folk medicine, and 

which the medical doctors had in fact learned from folk healers.59  

The popularity of Lönnrot’s work in the nineteenth century is confirmed by Luukkanen’s study of 

the municipal library in Karstula, where it was the most borrowed health book, with 62 out of 83 

borrowers being men.60 In a newspaper article that appeared in 1891, a writer reporting from 

eastern Finland pointed out that, far from illiterate, peasants gave credit to the written word. The 

most commonly used popular health guide in eastern Finland was Elias Lönnrot’s Suomalaisen 

talonpojan kotilääkäri. Its guidance had proved useful especially in the care of children. Moreover, 

many people subscribed to the magazine Terveydenhoitolehti, and followed its guidance with 

great care. However, the author argued, these were poor substitutes for real physicians, because 

popular health guides left room for interpretation when their users sought to identify different 

diseases and to decipher the best remedies to cure them.61 

Finnish folk healers remained distinctively unorganized. They rarely used their literacy to compose 

works on herbal medicine, although publishing was an integral activity for many other types of 

healers, such as those practicing nature cure and hydrotherapy, or other alternative medical 

systems imported to Finland from overseas, such as naturopathy.62 Finnish medical doctors 

promoted the collection and cultivation of medicinal plants through publications and even a 

cooperative society in the 1910s.63 When Finnish folk healers composed manuscript guides, they 

did so for personal use rather than for printing purposes. This was the case, for example, with a 

manuscript that was used by an anonymous healer, who was initially trained as a midwife and 

then worked as a masseuse. She composed the manuscript in 1928, probably combining various 

sources. The therapeutic practices presented in the manuscript were a combination of herbal 

medicine, astrology, and regular medicine. It also included elements that connect it to the rise of 

 
59 L. Toivanen, ’Elias Lönnrotin ’Suomalaisen talonpojan koti-lääkäri’ ja sen vertailua Suomalaisen 
Kirjallisuuden Seuran kansanlääkintäkortistoon’, Unpublished paper presented at the seminar for Finnish 
and comparative folklore, University of Helsinki, 27 February 1968. 
60 Luukkanen, op. cit., 252–4. 
61 ’Itä-Suomen oloista’, Päivälehti, 3 June, 1891. The writer was identified only by initials J. H. On 
Terveydenhoitolehti, see Halmesvirta, op. cit., ‘Despair in Finnish’. 
62 Rytty, op. cit.; Kananoja, op. cit. 
63 K. Peldán, Suomen farmasian historia (Helsinki, 1967), 699–702. 
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alternative religiosity, such as theosophy.64 In Finland, rational folk medicine of the peasant 

intellectuals seldom had religious overtones. Folk healers stuck to their books and denied the use 

of supernatural means. However, this should not lead us astray in thinking that religiosity and 

miraculous healing was absent in northern Europe. New religious and esoteric movements had at 

least some influence in Finnish medical culture in the twentieth century.65 

 

Mimesis as a Healers’s Tactic 

The establishment of new pharmacies was a crucial factor in the transformation of folk medicine 

in nineteenth-century Finnish countryside. In the Swedish period, Finland had some twenty 

pharmacies in the largest towns, with most established in the eighteenth century.66 In the 

nineteenth century, their number increased and geographic coverage spread significantly. It 

should be borne in mind that, between pharmacies and folk medicine, there were significant 

practical similarities in the use of herbal medicines. In Finland, pharmacists had their own gardens 

where they grew medicinal plants, and although their significance waned over time, pharmacists 

were still expected to tend to their gardens in the nineteenth century.67 

Amanda Jokinen was one the healers who actively used medicines bought from the pharmacy in 

Tyrvää. In the local oral traditions, it was claimed that she ordered more medicines from the 

apothecary than the district physician residing in Tyrvää wrote prescriptions. The origins of her 

practice, however, remain shrouded. It is known that her father practiced bonesetting and 

possibly other types of healing, and that she had a copy of Lönnrot’s Suomalaisen talonpojan 

 
64 S. Niskanen, ’Astrologiaa, salatiedettä ja kamomillakääreitä: Tutkimus kansanparantajan 
käsikirjoituksesta 1920-luvulta’ (M.A., University of Jyväskylä, 2011). 
65 Such movements would deserve further and more detailed study. For a pioneering contribution, see A. 
Lockhart, ‘Heterodox Healing and Alternative Religion in the 20th Century: An English spiritual healing 
practice in Finland’, Suomen kirkkohistoriallisen seuran vuosikirja, 103 (2013), 74–97. On esoteric 
movements in Finland, see T. Mahlamäki and M. Leskelä-Kärki, ‘The history of modern Western 
esotericism’, Approaching Religion, 8 (2018), 1-4, and the articles in the special issue of Approaching 
Religion, 8 (2018). 
66 These towns included Turku, Viipuri, Hamina, Helsinki, Porvoo, Loviisa, Hämeenlinna, Oulu, Vaasa, 
Tammisaari, Kuopio, Uusikaupunki, Rauma, Pori, Kokkola, Pietarsaari, Uusikaarlepyy, Kristiinankaupunki, 
Tornio, Raahe, Heinola, Tampere, and Kajaani. Peldán, op. cit., 708–10. 
67 Peldán, op. cit., 695–8. 
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kotilääkäri and a handwritten dictionary of Latin medical terms.68 From the court records it 

becomes clear that she was already using pharmacy medicines by the time of her first trial in 1881. 

Based on witness statements, Provincial physician Wahlroos could show that Jokinen had used at 

least three medicines bought from the pharmacy: Essentia dulcis, tincture Guajaci ammoniacata, 

and Secale cornutum. He went on to argue that these were potentially harmful to patients. 

Essentia dulcis contained opium, which could cause considerable harm when administered to 

children. Guajaci ammoniacata was a purgative, which could be harmful if used over a longer 

period.69 

Tyrvää got its first pharmacy in 1871, when Konrad Ferdinand Wahlroos received the rights to 

open an apothecary’s shop in the municipality.70 Therefore, Jokinen could have familiarized herself 

with pharmacy medicines for at least a decade before her trial. However, it remains unclear how 

exactly this process took place. Did the apothecary instruct Jokinen personally, or did she obtain 

intimate knowledge about pharmacy medicine in another way? For example, it is possible that an 

apprentice working in the pharmacy relayed information. Jokinen’s own testimony to the Imperial 

Court of Turku offers no clues. In her written statement, Jokinen only claimed that she used 

common domestic cures (in Swedish, vanliga huskurer). She also stated that she had learned her 

methods from her father, which would imply that her father had been more than a bonesetter, as 

remembered in Tyrvää’s oral history.71  

This was indeed the case, and Jokinen’s rational folk medicine actually had its roots in written 

culture. In the 1930, reminiscences about a folk healer named Vilhelmi Lindroos (1802–1861) were 

printed in a newspaper article. Lindroos was better known as the Doctor of Liimola (referring to a 

village by that name in Ylöjärvi, near Tampere) and he was Amanda Jokinen’s paternal uncle. As a 

teenager, he began to read medical books received from a student who had discontinued his 

studies. Lindroos bought medicines from a pharmacy in Tampere, and prepared his own mixtures 

with herbal medicine. Amanda Jokinen’s father, in turn, learned from his brother, and worked as 

his assistant before moving to Tyrvää in 1845. Therefore, the common domestic cures Jokinen 

 
68 Nummi, op. cit., 7–8, 55. 
69 FNAT, Ebb:762, Appeals acts, 1882, Court of Appeal in Turku, Supplement 289, 1882, Provincial physician 
Fredrik Wilhelm Westerlund, and workman’s wife Amanda Paulina Jokinen. 
70 On Tyrvää’s medical culture in the 1850s, see A. Warelius, Kertomus Tyrvään pitäjästä 1853 (Vammala, 
1938), 102–6. 
71 Nummi, op. cit., 7–8. 
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referred to were in fact at least partially learned from books. Without wanting to underrate the 

significance of traditional herbalism practiced in Finland, Toivo Rautavaara has argued that many 

herbal medicines and their uses were in fact quite recently learned from foreign herbals instead of 

presenting authentic folk traditions. In the light of findings presented in this article, Rautavaara’s 

position is tenable.72 

How, then, would folk healers have gone about learning Latin? An important clue can be located in 

Amanda Jokinen’s personal archive, where Antti Nummi spotted a handwritten dictionary of Latin 

terms in the 1970s.73 Nummi, who studied Jokinen’s papers with great care and detail, argued that 

the manuscript was neither Amanda Jokinen’s nor her daughter Hulda’s (who continued her 

mother’s practice) handwriting. Although the original writer (or copier) of this manuscript cannot 

be identified, it points to the steps some peasant intellectuals took in order to tactically legitimize 

their practice. Learning Latin not only raised their chances of defending themselves before learned 

doctors, it also had the potential to increase their patient base. Last, but not least, it also gave 

them the skills to write more convincing prescriptions for pharmacy medicines. The manuscript 

itself is quite simple. It consists of 5 folios (18,2x23,6cm) with writing from folios 1r to 4v. Each 

side consists of approximately a dozen (only three on folio 4v) Latin terms used in the pharmacy, 

following by a translation to Finnish. Hence, for example, folio 2r begins thus: 

Liquor subacetatis plumbici = Pyyetikkaa. 
Magnesia Alba = Walkoista magnesia. 
Mel commune = Hunajaa.74 

 

In total, the manuscript contains the names of 83 medicines in alphabetical order. Although the 

original writer of the manuscript cannot be identified, it seems plausible that it was copied from 

another, as yet unidentified source. Enterprising healers would have found such literature 

 
72 ”Liimolan tohtori, – merkillinen kansanparantaja Ylöjärvellä viime vuosisadan puolimaissa,” Aamulehti 
25.10.1936; T. Rautavaara, “Kansan parannuskeinoista luontaislääketieteeseen,” in P. Laaksonen and U. 
Piela (eds), op. cit., 57. An oral tradition recorded in Karkku in 1937 claimed that Amanda Jokinen’s father 
was Lindroos’s nephew, and that the doctor of Liimola had studied botany in a university. This seems far-
fetched and unreliable. FLSA, Karkku, Soini, K. J. KT 31: 48–9 1937. 
73 Nummi, op. cit., 55. I remain indebted to amanuensis Emma Kurki of the Pukstaavi Museum for taking 
the time to locate the manuscript. Emma Kurki, personal e-mail communication, 16 January and 12 
February, 2019. 
74 Untitled manuscript of pharmacy terms in Latin and Finnish, Amanda and Hulda Jokinen collection, 
Pukstaavi Museum, Sastamala. 
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available by the 1870s. In November 1874, Henrik Vinnari, a shopkeeper from the rural village of 

Köyliö wrote to the newspaper Uusi Suometar, explaining how he had ended up publishing a 

booklet called Maa-Apteeki (1874, Eng. Country Pharmacy). The closest physician and pharmacist 

were 50 kilometres away (in Rauma), and he had bought some remedies from the town to have 

them at hand at home. Next, Vinnari wanted a guide book for illnesses that could be taken care of 

with simple medicaments, but was not satisfied with Lönnrot’s Suomalaisen talonpojan 

kotilääkäri, which he regarded as the best health guide written in the vernacular. Since Vinnari 

spoke only Finnish, he had asked another man to translate a guide on pharmacy medicines to 

Finnish. The man chosen for the job was A. Sampo (pseudonym for Carl Albert Gröneberg), and 

the translation was a shortened version of a Swedish health guide, originally meant for seamen. 

The book was ‘equipped with the Latin recipes of medicines and a table with the names of diseases 

and medicines’ (emphasis added). The 48-page booklet cost 50 pennies, and anyone who ordered 

at least 50 copies was promised a 15% discount. Although the size of the printing is unknown, the 

low cost of the book guaranteed that it spread to readers. Finally, Vinnari argued that the book 

would not give rise to new quacks; instead, he expected that the book would work against quacks 

because it was easy to understand, and would give peasants the medical knowledge they needed 

so that they would not have to rely on quacks.75 

Although I have not found direct evidence of healers who would have based their learning on 

using Vinnari’s booklet, the use of pharmaceutic drugs spread widely among the healers. Miina of 

Karisjärvi (Miina Järvinen, 1854–1928?) was a well-known healer in central Finland who 

exemplifies this. Her case, as exposed in Pänkäläinen’s work, gives further indication of how folk 

healers might have learned to use medicines available in a pharmaceutic store. Pänkäläinen’s 

informants told that Miina had a natural inclination to heal, or in other words, she did not learn 

her practice from a family member or a relative. Instead, it was revealed that she had worked as a 

trusted maidservant in an apothecary’s household, and there learned to prepare medicines. Like 

many other folk healers, Miina became somewhat of a celebrity. She received patients from as far 

as the cities of Helsinki and Viipuri. Her methods were clearly a hybrid between herbalism and 

officially sanctioned apothecary medicine. Miina bought pharmaceutical medicines and mixed 

them with ingredients she had collected in nature. One of the rooms in her house was set aside for 

 
75 ’Köyliöstä marraskuun 9 p.,’ Uusi Suometar, 2 December 1874. 
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preparing medicines. Informants told Pänkäläinen that she kept larger containers of medicine on 

the floor and smaller bottles in a cabinet. She mixed these for her patients to take home.76 

The medicine bottles were an important sign of material mimicry. Their use by healers signified a 

degree of modernization and demonstrated that folk healers were only a slight deviation from 

official pharmacists. For example, Aatami Huttunen posed for a photograph wearing a white 

pharmacist’s jacket, surrounded by measuring and other instruments on the table, and medicine 

bottles on the shelf.77 Clearly, Jokinen, Järvinen and Huttunen were not exceptional folk healers in 

using pharmaceutic medicinals to prepare their own compounds. In 1920, municipal doctor 

Backberg reported from Nurmes that local healers mostly used medicines bought in the 

apothecary’s shop and to some extent their own preparations. According to him, the most 

common ingredients in folk remedies included camphor, alcohol, tar, salt, iodine, herbal poultices 

and ointments.78  

One can also point to Anni Pölönen (a.k.a. Viekin Mummo, the grandmother from Viekki, 1889–

1960), who was the daughter of Abraham Mikkonen (a.k.a. Ukko-Aappo). Abraham was a famed 

folk healer in eastern Finland, who in turn had learned healing from his father Antti Mikkonen. 

Anni practiced in Lieksa from the 1920s to the 1950s. Both Aappo and Anni were herbalists, who 

mixed herbs with pharmacy medicines. They both read popular medical books (Aappo owned a 

copy of Lönnrot’s Suomalaisen Talonpojan Kotilääkäri) and literature about herbal medicine. 

Aappo was said to have written his observations in a black notebook. Anni Pölönen prepared 

ointments, liniments and digestible medicines. Her herbal medicinals included mezereon, resin, 

guelder rose and wormwood. She bought the pharmacy medicines from nearby villages and 

occasionally ordered them from farther away. Because of her popularity among patients, her 

purchases from pharmacies were often quite extensive.79 

Finally, one of the crucial factors in mimicry and hybridization of popular medicine was that many 

healers had gained at least a rudimentary academic training in medicine. According to Suolahti’s 

1921 report, these included ’former students and apothecaries, former midwives, nurses, barber-

 
76 Pänkäläinen, op. cit., 24–41. 
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November 1920. 
79 Pölönen, ’Kansanparantaja Anni Pölönen,’ 84–9. 
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surgeons and pharmacy servants’. He regarded them as professional quacks, morally corrupt 

individuals, ‘who have not succeeded in life, but have become quacks in order to collect large 

sums of money from the gullible’.80 However, at least some medical doctors tolerated and even 

respected literate healers. For example, a physician, who had visited Santeri Viinikainen’s house, 

acknowledged that the folk healer had a large collection of competent medical literature and 

appropriate instruments. The doctor even took it upon himself to send better needles to 

Viinikainen, who was known for sewing up wounds, among other things. It was even possible for a 

folk healer’s son to end up as a medical doctor. Juho Hytönen’s grandson, District Physician 

Herman Tiitinen, whose father was a famed healer in Mikkeli, was not eager to take any side when 

evaluating his father’s legacy: ’Medical doctors were usually tolerant of my father. My father 

never tried to cure an illness unless he was sure of his thing, and he never took it upon himself to 

heal patients who were already being treated by doctors’. Herman Tiitinen underlined that neither 

his father nor Aatami Huttunen never used any magic tricks in any circumstances, even if patients 

demanded it.81  

 

Conclusion 

Three themes recur in the biographies of Finnish folk healers between 1850 and 1950. First, many 

folk healers learned from published books and health manuals. Second, the border between 

official and folk medicine was extremely fluid, and many rural healers bought medicines from 

pharmacies and mixed them with their own herbal ingredients collected from nature. The mixing 

of medicines was first guided by experiment and then carried on through experience. Third, folk 

healers had a national fame and they often received patients (or letters) from afar, further 

blurring the line between literate elites and rural peasants. These peasant intellectuals possessed 

healing knowledge sought out by ailing patients. In other words, their practice was perceived as 

helpful and cost effective even by those who had a better access to physicians but perhaps not 

always the means to pay for treatment offered by an official doctor. These folk healers were 
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81 Pänkäläinen, op. cit., 78, 150–1. 



 28 

clearly not thought of as quacks or charlatans, at least not by their neighbours and fellow villagers, 

who often served as informants about their activities. 

Finnish folk healers’s tactics to enter modernity do not seem particularly creative or persistent. 

They did not systematize their knowledge in publications, but rather worked as individual 

entrepreneurs or simply supplemented their income by practicing hybrid herbalism, bonesetting 

and other folk healing methods. Literacy should be seen as a tactic that increased healers’s 

capacity to attract patients. It also gave them a claim to legitimacy when they were tried in local 

courts, although this tactic fared poorly in a legal setting. Yet, their experiences point to the 

vibrancy of peasant intellectuals as providers of health care in the face of modernizing medical 

science. Moreover, they demonstrate that folk practitioners did not simply disappear as the 

availability of hospital medicine increased, but rather underwent a major change by seeking out, 

and by taking advantage of, book learning. 


