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Foreword

This volume is unique many reasons. This is the only contrastive volume on
Polish and Estonian humour that is in existence, it is distinctively multi-disci-
plinary, and it draws together examples that are valuable for further research
conducted by other scholars. The book is a result of a three-year long bilateral
cooperation between numerous scholars from Estonia and Poland, which con-
sisted in regular visits to both countries and included a number of conferences
which allowed us to not only to get to know each other but also to discover the
other culture, largely unknown to us so far. Warm appreciation is due to the
Estonian and Polish Academies of Science for their continuing support of the
project and the flexibility that they have displayed throughout its duration.

It is rather difficult to summarise the findings in a short introduction. The
two cultures, Estonian and Polish, are different in many respects these days,
which is evident in all fields of cultural communication. In the terms of schol-
arly practices, the conscientious and serious nature of the Estonian attitude to
work can sometimes present a contrast to a somewhat laissez-faire approach of
the Poles. But we also share a largely common history and influences both of
neighbouring German and Russian cultures, as well as the socialist past under
the hegemony of the Soviet Union, and the period of independence following the
spring of nations of 1989. The tradition of our cultural communication is thus
partly common and partly different, and as a result of our numerous meetings
and discussions we divided up the cultural space (concerning humour, but also,
as in upcoming Volume 2 of the book, concerning identity) into parallel sec-
tions, with articles on corresponding Estonian and Polish phenomena forming
the outline of our study. We have decided to devote the first volume to jokes
and other humour-related forms. This is a meaningful choice as reserved and
hard-working as the Estonians may be and as emotional and unsystematic Poles
may be, because we have found our humour surprisingly compatible (which
does not mean identical).

The volume is divided up into parallel articles, eight Estonian and eight Pol-
ish, in order to invite comparisons. The first part deals more with traditional
humorous genres (particularly, jokes), while the second steps into the experi-



mental boundaries of the genres. More specifically, jokes which are present in
both societies unveil similar processes. This can be seen in the examples dis-
cussed in this volume, concerning gender humour as well as family jokes and
ethnic humour. Stand-up as a new genre has started to develop both in Estonia
and Poland, which presents an excellent opportunity to have some insight into
the newly introduced genre and its adaption to local cultural environment.
Although the articles on political humour as well as censorship cover different
periods, ranging from socialist times to the present day, they do explain the
interaction of humour and the surrounding social reality.

The second part reflects the changes that the traditional genres have un-
dergone — proverbs display new forms, the same way humour takes up new
forms in the new environment (i.e. Internet) and raises questions as to the
position of the dividing line between humour and aggression with regard to
new social media. In particular, the relatively new genre of demotivators uses
double meanings of original idioms to obtain new political and social messages.

Overall, a coherent picture of selected aspects of the two cultures emerges
from the volume, as shown through humour, not only in its scholarly dimen-
sion. Indeed we cannot fail to mention the bursts of Polish-Estonian humorous
communication which occurred, as we continued through the project. Our first
joint conference in April 2010 in Krosno, Poland coincided with tragic political
events in Poland, but also with the explosion of the Islandic volcano of the most
unpronounceable name, which grounded most airlines and made it impossible
for Estonian conference participants to return home as planned. Stuck in trains
and buses they produced memorable folklore, now safely stored in the endless
cellars of the Estonian Literary Museum in Tartu. In spite of initial difficulties
we carried on, and fortunately the next Krosno conference in October 2011 did
not bring any major transportation problems, in fact the participants seems to
enjoy the excess of food as well as the remarkable international song contest
held in the 16%-century cellar of the Rector’s office. The numerous stays of Pol-
ish visitors in Tartu were very successful too although not devoid of a dramatic
moment when three Polish researchers were locked up for the entire day in
a musty and cold room of Estonian Literary Museum, trying to meet the stiff
deadline for handing in their articles set by the relentless Estonian head of the
project. True to this spirit, the last editorial meeting, held in the Bran castle in
Transylvania (Romania), was overshadowed by its rather alarming culmina-
tion, when a preliminary copy of the first volume was literally torn into two.

But the project was finalised in the end thanks to the joint efforts of all
the researchers as well as other staff involved, and one might say that this



was meant to be, given all the setbacks and delays, especially with regard to
submitting and correcting the contributions. There is one person, however,
who deserves special thanks and without whom the volume would not have
materialised. She is suitably acknowledged below, neutrally, in the form known
to both of our cultures.

To Diana, the goddess of the desk

You are so warm and we are so cold

We keep sending stuff and you get that, we are told
We don’t care what you will make of our spoofs
‘Cause forever you will be making proofs

When we are done

In a year or three

You will be as free

As the birds in the trees

But please stay by us, Diana!

Editors



