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Abstract 

Perhaps the most classically tragic tale in J. R. R. Tolkien’s Legendarium is from the Elder Days of 

Middle-earth, the story of a human warrior Túrin, or Turambar, “The Master of Fate”, a name 

Túrin took as an outlaw. In the story, Túrin’s life is a struggle between acts of heroism and on a 

larger scale of antiheroic tragedy of incest and murder. One of the central human heroes of the 

Elder Days, Túrin’s name is mentioned briefly in The Lord of the Rings as “the Mighty Elf-friend 

of old”, but his whole tale is told as excerpts in posthumous works The Silmarillion, Unfinished 

Tales, The History of Middle-earth, and in a longer finalised form in The Children of Húrin, 

published in 2007. 

 

Túrin is an anti-hero, whose life is tragic from start to finish. Turin’s tale is closely connected to 

19th century Finnish national epic Kalevala’s story of Kullervo, both dealing with cautionary tale of 

incest. But Túrin, unlike Kullervo, is a dragon slayer, following the footsteps of mythic dragon 

slayers from Medieval Scandinavian and Germanic myths. As we know, Tolkien knew all these 

literary traditions well. He even wrote a prose version of Kalevala’s Kullervo, which was published 

posthumously in 2015 as The Story of Kullervo, functioning in a way as a pre-version of his own 

Túrin writings. 

 

This chapter focuses on the story of Tolkien’s Túrin and its clear connections with Kalevala’s 

Kullervo cycle. Túrin and Kullervo are both at first described as orphans, who become slaves and 

are tormented terribly by their oppressors. Both seek revenge and find it. Both end up unknowingly 

in an incestuous relationship with their sister. Also, the stories end with a series of suicides of both 

the heroes and their sisters.  

 

 

* 

 

Wonder and little bewilderment were at any rate my experience when I first came 

upon the Kalevala ‒ crossed, that is, the gulf between the Indo-european-speaking 



peoples of Europe into the smaller realm of those who still cling in queer corners to 

half-forgotten tongues and memories of an elder day. (Tolkien, 2015, pp. 102-103) 

 

As seen from the quote, Kalevala1, at first, was something wild and different for J. R. R. Tolkien. 

From that wonder and bewilderment Kalevala build up to be an important starting point for 

Tolkien’s fantasy fiction, his Legendarium as whole. From the mythical stories of Kalevala, the 

most important for Tolkien was the story of Kullervo, which Tolkien saw as a starting point of his 

own fiction (Carpenter and Tolkien, 1981, Letter 75, p. 87). Tolkien’s son Christopher Tolkien 

commented that the character of Túrin “was of deep significance to my father, and in dialogue of 

directness and immediacy he achieved a poignant portrait of his boyhood, essential to the whole: his 

severity and lack of gaiety, his sense of justice and his compassion” (Tolkien, 2007, p. 13).  

 

The importance and effect of Kalevala on Tolkien’s creative work has been known for years. For 

larger audiences this has been shown ever since Humphrey Carpenter’s authorised biography of 

Tolkien, published in 1977, addressing Kalevala’s influence on many occasions (e.g., Carptenter 

1977, pp. 21, 49, 59, 73). Tolkien himself discusses Kalevala in his letters, of which a central part 

was published in 1981, edited by Carpenter with the assistance of Christopher Tolkien (see 

Carpenter and Tolkien 1981, Letters 1, 75, 163 & 257, pp. 7, 87, 214, 345). Those letters show 

interestingly, for example, that as early as 1914 Tolkien’s then fiancé, and later wife Edith Bratt 

(later Edith Tolkien), was even then familiar with Tolkien’s affection for the Kalevala (Carpenter 

and Tolkien, 1981, Letter 1, p. 7). 

 

Kalevala’s influence on Tolkien’s Legendarium have been studied before, but rarely by Finnish 

scholars. Interesting previous studies include, Tom Shippey’s “Tolkien and the Appeal of the 

Pagan: Edda and Kalevala” (2007), Tom DuBois’ & Scott Mellor’s “The Nordic Roots of Tolkien’s 

Middle Earth” (2002). In addition, linguistic similarities between Kalevala and Tolkien’s 

Legendarium have been discussed by Luigi de Anna, among others, in his article “The Magic of 

Word: J. R. R. Tolkien and Finland” (1993). Tolkien’s aesthetic similarities with Lönnrot’s work, 

 
1 Kalevala, here, refers to Elias Lönnrot’s so-called “Standard Kalevala”, which was published in 1848. The original 

publication process of Kalevala was slow: Elias Lönnrot published four Kantele notebooks, the so-called “Proto 

Kalevala” in 1833. Later in the same year Lönnrot compiled Collected Songs about Väinämöinen, known later as “the 

Pre-Kalevala”. The first edition titled Kalevala, known later as Old Kalevala, came out in 1835 under the Finnish title 

Kalewala taikka Wanhoja Karjalan Runoja Suomen Kansan muinosista ajoista, containing 32 poems and 12078 verses. 

The version of Kalevala (1848 version) we nowadays refer to, the “Standard Kalevala”, or “Kalevala Proper”, contains 

50 poems and 22795 verses (Korpua, 2016). 

 



have also been studied by scholars such as Anne C. Petty, in her article “Identifying England’s 

Lönnrot” (2004). I have also discussed Tolkien’s intertextual references to Kalevala on some 

occasions (see Korpua, 2015, pp. 162-169; Korpua, 2016; Korpua, 2018, pp. 175-178; Korpua, 

2021, pp. 142-148). 

 

Kalevala (1835/1849) is hailed as Finland’s national epic, although the epic nature of Kalevala is 

something that can be debated. Tolkien himself wrote on the subject, discussing how one repeatedly 

hears Kalevala described as the Finnish National Epic. Tolkien does not see Kalevala as Finland’s 

national epic, as he does not see it as an “Epic” at all (Korpua, 2018). Instead, Tolkien (2015, p. 

103) describes Kalevala as “a mass of conceivably epic material [which] would lose all that is its 

greatest delight, if ever it were on unhappy day to be epically handled. The mere stories, bare 

events, alone could remain; all that undergrowth, that rich profusion and luxuriance, which clothe 

them would have to be stripped away.” 

 

Kalevala is the most known Finnish work of literature, translated to more than 60 languages, 

originally affecting greatly the beginning of Finnish national literature. Later, it has also inspired 

many Anglo-American fantasy writers such as Tolkien, Eileen Kernaghen, M. E. A. McNeil, Emil 

Petaja, Michael Scott Rohan, L. Sprague de Camp, Joan D. Vinge, and Ian Watson. For the fantasy 

writers and readers, Kalevala is one of the major works of literature to reactivate old Nordic pagan 

myths for contemporary audiences. Finnish physicist and folklorist Elias Lönnrot (1802‒1884) 

compiled, edited, and remodelled Kalevala from folk poetry that he had collected during his 

fieldtrips among poetry singers. Although Kalevala has its background and roots in oral poetry, 

Lönnrot is considered the single author of Kalevala (Korpua, 2016). But Kalevala is not just 

mimicking folk poetry and it is not a work of “forgery” (see Korpua, 2021, p. 16). It is at the same 

time a work of national romantic biased editing of folk sources, and a showcase of highly skilful 

artistic invention by Lönnrot. 

 

In Kalevala, Kullervo, Kalervo’s Son, is an anti-hero with enormous physical strength and 

supernatural abilities, who grows up under inhuman circumstances as a slave in the aftermath of the 

bloody massacre of his entire tribe at the hands of Kullervo’s uncle’s Untamo’s tribe. In Kalevala, 

Kullervo is at first a magical infant, capable, despite his age, of resisting attempts to kill him. He 

grows up to be a reckless child, who is sold into slavery to blacksmith god Ilmarinen; there, 

Kullervo is once again mocked and tormented, especially by the Wife of Ilmarinen, whom Kullervo 



later brutally kills with an evil spell. After the murder, he frees himself from his owners and 

becomes an aggressive revenant who is almost indifferent to its own environment.  

 

Kullervo is a typical anti-hero: vigilant, aggressive, and abusive, but also superior to his own 

surroundings, as typical mythical heroes usually are (see Frye, 1967, p. 33). Perhaps because of his 

neglecting character, Kullervo seduces a girl with money and sweet talks, in a scene which 

nowadays would read as forced sex and rape. Later, after the incident, an unknown girl turns out to 

be Kullervo’s long lost sister, whom he had presumed dead. When the sister realises the incest, she 

commits suicide. With that, the fate of Kullervo is sealed. He revenges his family by killing 

Untamo’s tribe, responsible for the death of own family members. But after that, perhaps because of 

the emptiness of his existence he, like his sister, takes his own life.  

 

As I stated earlier, Tolkien acknowledged Lönnrot’s Kalevala as a preliminary influence for his 

fiction. That is especially the case for the Kullervo cycle, which Tolkien describes as the actual 

“germ of my attempt to write legends of my own” (Carpenter and Tolkien 1981, Letter 257, p. 345). 

Tolkien had first read Kalevala in the 1907 English translation of W. F. Kirby, while he was a 

student at Birmingham (Flieger, 2015, p. xi), Slightly contradictory to this, Tolkien’s biographer 

Humphrey Carpenter writes that “as early as in the year 1911, before he was in his twenties, 

Tolkien discovered Kalevala, and he was thrilled about it”. (Korpua, 2018, p. 178). Yet, no matter 

when Tolkien found Kalevala, he liked what he saw. As Tom Shippey puts it, Kalevala had a 

quality Tolkien admired (Shippey, 2007, p. 24). Also, from Oronzo Cilli’s Tolkien’s Library. An 

Annotated Checklist (2019, pp. 143, 170), we know that Tolkien owned a copy of both an English 

translation by Kirby, and an original Finnish version edited by Robert Wilhelm Ekman and Kai 

Linnilä. 

 

At first, Tolkien’s passion for Kalevala’s text was philological. He saw Lönnrot’s literary creation 

as sort of mythology that he thought his home country England lacked (Carpenter, 1977, p. 59). It 

was because of Kalevala that Tolkien first tried writing a legend in verse and prose, when in 1914 

he wrote his own version of “The Story of Kullervo” (Carpenter, 1977, p. 73), which then became 

the foundation of Túrin’ story (Korpua, 2015, p. 162). Later, this story also became posthumously 

published as a Kalevala-inspired book fragment, The Story of Kullervo (2015), edited by Verlyn 

Flieger.  

 

As a character, Kullervo was a central character in its own storyline of Kalevala. In the older 



Finnish folk tales, Kullervo was a tragic wizard or a powerful magician, a vengeful man, who is in 

some sources mentioned as one of the giants, “a Son of Kaleva”. Then again, it should also be 

added that Kullervo was not important in Finnish pre-Kalevala folklore as such, since Kullervo is 

not mentioned on a list of “Kalewan Pojat” (“Sons of Kaleva”) in Christfrid Ganander’s classical 

Mythologia Fennica (1789), nor does his name appear in the book in any form. That is mainly 

because most of the poems connected with the Kullervo cycle were collected from further afield, 

from the area of Inkeri, by D. E. D. Europaeus, and re-used by Lönnrot in 1848’s version of 

Kalevala. In 1848 Kalevala, Lönnrot also combined other separate Finnish and Karelian mythic 

stories of incest, vengeance, and family feuds, that originally did not include Kullervo as a 

character, into one complete story that makes up the Cycle of Kullervo as we nowadays know it. 

(Korpua, 2018, pp. 175-180) There, Lönnrot used cautionary tales, such as stories of sibling’s 

incestuous relationships, and stories of vendettas, family feuds and fratricides (frater cidum), which 

means stories where brothers kill their siblings. In The Story of Kullervo, Tolkien’s own version of 

Kullervo’s story, he follows closely Kalevala’s runos (poems) 31 to 36 (Korpua, 2018, p. 180-182). 

From that, Tolkien built the base for the character of Túrin, Son of Húrin. 

 

In Tolkien’s Legendarium, the character of Túrin is one of the most important heroes of the First 

Age and Elder Days as a whole, since Túrin’s story appears in Tolkien’s The Silmarillion, in 

Unfinished Tales of Númenor and Middle-earth, and most importantly in The Children of Húrin, 

which contains the complete storyline of the character. Although these stories of Túrin were only 

published after Tolkien’s death, which occurred in 1973, Tolkien still refers to Túrin in his most 

famous work, The Lord of the Rings, originally published in 1954-55. There, in the first part, The 

Fellowship of the Ring, Elrond, a leader of the Elves of Rivendell, says to Frodo, the main character 

of the book, that “though all the mighty elf-friends of old, Hador, and Húrin, and Túrin, and Beren 

himself were assembled together, your seat should be among them” (Tolkien, 1995, p. 264). That 

shows that Túrin is a central human character in the Legendarium. 

 

For the readers, the first published version of Túrin’s story called “Of Túrin Turambar”, in The 

Silmarillion in 1977, or the longer later published version The Children of Húrin, are tragedies, 

following the model and tones of Kalevala’s Kullervo cycle. The story’s central character Túrin 

wants to be a hero, wants to make something of himself and reclaim his family’s higher position 

among Men; on the contrary though, his whole life is tragic from start to finish. Túrin’s tale 

manifests the Kalevala’s story of Kullervo on many levels. Both the story of Kullervo from 

Kalevala and Túrin story in Tolkien’s Legendarium are myths of slave-princes and stories of incest. 



They are Oedipalian cautionary tales, telling us – the readers – the terrible outcomes of even an 

unaware case of incest. Incest has of course been a popular mythological theme since the beginning 

of literature and human culture, in a kind of an cautionary tale way, as a myth of moral tuition 

(Korpua, 2018, pp. 178-182). 

 

Narratologically, there are of course also significant differences in Túrin’s tale and Kalevala’s 

Kullervo cycle. Tolkien’s Túrin’s tale also deals with the myths of heroic dragon slayers, deriving 

mostly from Scandinavian and Germanic myths, not connected at all with Kullervo’s story.  

 

Beside his heroic acts, still, Tolkien’s tale of Túrin is dark, gloomy, and joyless. In a predestined 

story, after Túrin’s mother has sent his young son away from his home, over the high mountains, 

Tolkien writes that “thus was the fate of Túrin woven” (Tolkien, 1999, p. 236). Túrin is cursed and 

doomed from the beginning by an evil fate, constructed by the Dark Lord Morgoth, the evil god-like 

force in Tolkien’s Legendarium. Túrin’s life story, therefore, is predestined to fulfil his tragic fate. 

(Korpua, 2018, pp. 180-181). 

 

Tolkien’s stories concentrating on Túrin Turambar are usually called “The Children of Húrin”, 

since they tell the story of human hero Húrin’s two children, not just Túrin, but also of his sister 

Nienor, also known as Níniel. Túrin’s fight with the great dragon inevitably suggests comparison 

with Germanic and English sources, such as myths of Sigurd or the heroic poem of Beowulf, while 

Túrin’s unknowing incest with his sister and his suicide derive from Kalevala. Tolkien himself 

admits this in 1951, in his letter to publisher Milton Waldman, writing that “the tragic tale of Túrin 

Turambar and his sister Niniel of which Túrin is the hero: a figure that might be said (by people 

who like that sort of thing, though it is not very useful) to be derived from elements in Sigurd the 

Volsung, Oedipus, and the Finnish Kullervo” (Carpenter and Tolkien 1981, Letter 131, p. 150).  

 

In Tolkien’s story, just like in Kalevala’s Kullervo cycle, Túrin loses his family and is tormented by 

his oppressors, who have killed his people and taken over his father’s lands. Like Kalevala’s 

Kullervo, Túrin seeks revenge, and finds it. He manages to kill the dragon Glaurung in a great 

heroic deed. But before that, in the middle of his journey, Túrin weds a woman, who is – 

unknowingly to both – his sister. In Kalevala, Kullervo only sleeps once with his sister in quite a 

brutal scene. He forces the girl into his sledge and then persuades her with the lure of money, and in 

an aggressive way, to have sex with him. In Túrin story the incestuous relationship is of a long-term 

nature, since the sister and brother fall in love and get married. Of course, also in Tolkien’s story, 



they are both oblivious to the fact that they are siblings. When the truth is revealed, Nienor kills 

herself. Afterwards, when realising his doings and his dark fate, Túrin also commits suicide, 

fulfilling his tragic destiny. Despite calling himself “The Master of Fate” (Turambar), he is 

mastered by the Evil Lord Morgoth’s dark fate, a curse that Morgoth had cast on all of Húrin’s 

family. 

 

Túrin’s suicide depictions in Tolkien’s Legendarium and Kullervo’s suicide in Kalevala are similar 

in style. Kullervo and Túrin commit suicide because of their act of incest, and because their sisters 

have also killed themselves. Túrin moreover, commits further acts of evil. He kills – although 

accidently – the Elf-lord Beleg. Later, in an act of brutality, unjustly kills Brandir, a leader of Men 

who was at odds with him. Both heroes’ sisters commit suicide by drowning themselves. Túrin and 

Kullervo, finally, kill themselves with their swords, by first asking the sword to take their lives.  

 

Túrin’s sword Gurthang is an interesting magical weapon in Tolkien’s Legendarium. Originally 

called Anglachel, it is a black sword with edges of pale fire, worn by the malicious Dark Elf Eöl. 

Eöl forged two swords, Anglachel and Anguirel, from meteorite, “iron that fell from heaven as a 

blazing star” (Tolkien, 1999, p. 239). Of these, he keeps Anguirel to himself, but he gives 

Anglachel to the Elf-King Thingol (Elwë) as fee, because Thingol allows Eöl to live in the forest of 

Nan Elmoth, part of Thingol’s Kingdom of Doriath in the First Age of Middle-earth. A powerful 

Maia-spirit, Melian, King Thingol’s wife and Queen of Doriath, comments that “There is malice in 

this sword. The dark heart of the smith [Eöl] still dwell in it” (Tolkien, 1999, p. 240). Later, the 

sword is given by Thingol to Beleg. When Túrin fights some orcs who attack him, he mistakenly 

kills Beleg with his own sword. After Beleg’s unfortunate death, the sword is given to Túrin by the 

Elf-prince Gwindor and renamed Gurthang, “Iron of Death”. When wielding the sword, Túrin is 

known to his friends and foes as Mormegil, “The Black Sword”. It is his signature weapon, yet it is 

a sword of evil fate. 

 

When Túrin commits suicide, he asks Gurthang, whether it will kill him. For the first and last time 

in Tolkien’s Legendarium, the sword speaks and answers: 

 

’Hail Gurthang! No lord or loyalty dost thou know, save the hand that wieldeth thee. 

From no blood wilt thou shrink. Wilt thou therefore take Túrin Turambar, wilt thou 

slay me switfly?’ And from the blade rang a cold voice in answer: ’Yea, I will drink 

thy blood gladly, that so I may forget the blood of Beleg my master, and the blood of 



Brandir slain unjustly. I will slay thee swiftly.’ Then Túrin Turambar set the hilts upon 

the ground, and cast himself upon the point of Gurthang, and the black blade took his 

life. (Tolkien, 1999, p. 270) 

 

In Kalevala, in a similar way, Kullervo talks to his sword and the sword answers:  

 

Kullervo Kalervon poika, tempasi terävän miekan;  

katselevi, kääntelevi, kyselevi, tietelevi.  

Kysyi mieltä miekaltansa, 

tokko tuon tekisi mieli  

syöä syyllistä lihoa,  

viallista verta juoa. (Kalevala, 1992, p. 321) 

 

In perhaps the best English translation, by Franchis Beabody Macoun Jr., the scene is as follows: 

“Kullervo, son of Kalervo, drew his sharp sword; he looks at it, turns it over, questions it, inquires 

of it. He asked the sword its wish, whether it wanted to eat guilty flesh, drink sinful blood” 

(Lönnrot, 1975, p. 255). 

 

In Tolkien’s fantasy world’s grand narrative, Tolkien planned an important role for Túrin also after 

his death, in the “after life”, as that earlier line from The Lord of the Rings in Elrond’s words 

suggests. In the posthumous collection The History of Middle-earth, Tolkien writes that in the End 

of the World, in the so-called Last Battle, Túrin will be the avenger of all Men, and by that their 

greatest hero:  

 

Then shall the last battle be gathered on the fields of Valinor. In that day Tulkas shall 

strive with Melko [Morgoth], and on his right shall stand Fionwë and on his left Túrin 

Turambar, son of Húrin, Conqueror of Fate, coming from the halls of Mandos; and it 

shall be the black of sword of Túrin that deals unto Melko [Morgoth] his death and 

final end; and so shall the children of Húrin and all Men be avenged. (Tolkien and 

Tolkien, 2002, p. 76) 

 

Even after his many anti-heroic acts and his tragic death by his own hands, Túrin’s reputation inside 

the fictive world of Middle-earth is not just “anti-heroic”. He is one of the great human warriors, “a 

mighty Elf-friend of Old”, as Elrond in The Lord of the Rings calls him. Intertextually, that is, 



inside the story world, Túrin is a “hero”, despite his many villainous acts. This has perhaps 

something to do with Tolkien’s own sympathies for the misunderstood and mistreated tragic 

characters such as Kalevala’s Kullervo. For his humane flaws, he is the most interesting human and 

hero of the First Age. 
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