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Introduction

Mare Koiva, Mila Maeva

At the end of 2024, and in May 2025, while reviewing manuscripts submitted for the
journal The Yearbook of Balkan and Baltic Studies, we decided to divide the contribu-
tions into two approximately equal parts. The first part focuses on the achievements
of Lithuanian folkloristics and ethnology. Under the guidance of Zilvytis Saknys and
Skaidré Urboniené, this section has developed into a multifaceted overview of sacred
places and phenomena, as well as everyday culture in a contemporary context. The
articles seek symbols and patterns characteristic of Lithuanian culture.

The year 2025 marks 500 years since the publication of the first book in Lithuania.
Latvian and Estonian scholars are also connected to this cultural milestone, as 2025
likewise represents the 500" anniversary of book culture for them, too.

Fate intervened in our plans. First, through the unexpected passing of E. Anastasova;
second, during the evaluation of submitted articles, it became clear that we could also
compile a manuscript from the contributions of Estonian scholars. However, the final
decision had to await the assessments of two anonymous reviewers. We briefly discussed
the need to introduce newer cultural phenomena while simultaneously paying greater
attention to theoretical works, a goal that remains part of the editorial team’s future plans.

Over the decades, various theoretical schools, methods, and objectives have risen,
and been marginalised and questioned, leading to debates on positivism, the Finnish
school, structuralism, phenomenology, comparative approaches, criticism and even re-
jection of folklore catalogues, not to mention disputes about authenticity (Bendix 1997).
At the same time, some regions continue to employ these methods. Questions have been
raised about whether anthropology or folkloristics still have a place in contemporary

research.
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Several comprehensive reviews of the development of folkloristics have been
produced, an excellent example being Diarmuid O Giollain’s 2013 work, Locating Irish
Folklore: Tradition, Modernity, Identity, which highlighted factors that enabled or hin-
dered the discipline’s growth. The book offers explanations for why, in some smaller
countries, folkloristics developed and expanded through the convergence of natural,
social, and other factors.

Such overviews are necessary, especially considering that even in closely situated
countries like Latvia, Finland, Estonia, and Sweden, folkloristics (and ethnology) have
developed differently.

In discussions, the fragmentary nature of the present era repeatedly emerged: many
articles are published in English in various journals, not to mention collections that
are not even offered for open access. In the worst case, their print run is only 50 copies.
Such research results are often unknown within local scholarly and linguistic contexts.
Would more compact overviews — covering one country (including minorities) - be
more practical? Probably so, especially if interpretations strive for objectivity, are well-
argued and free from everyday perspectives.

In recent decades, regional developments in folkloristics and ethnography/ethnol-
ogy in smaller countries have been revisited, with new opportunities provided (at least
partly) by the digitisation of diaries and life stories revealing the personal dimension
of some scholars, as highlighted by M. Metslaid’s article on Gustav Rénk (Metslaid &
Jaits 2023; Rank 2010, Rénk 2017). Thus, alongside theoretical influences, other aspects
of personal development have recently come into focus.

Itis evident that using a large number of sources deepens knowledge of religious and
folklore phenomena and makes the picture more diverse. This expansion is supported by
open folklore corpora and the interpretations clustered around them. A vivid example is
the large genre corpora of Estonian fairy tales, legends, contemporary folklore, humour,
short forms, charms, witchcraft, and mythical characters, among others. The number of
written sources available to study the individual has also grown immensely to include
autograph albums, handwritten songbooks, joke collections, maxims, sayings, oral local
history accounts, meteorological observations, economic records (income and expenses),
calendars of work activities, as well as photographs, videos and audio recordings. Many
of these reflect individual values, choices, and practices, yet their integration into a
cohesive whole is rare, given the high levels of digitisation overall (e.g., Kikas 2024).

When observing and collecting data on new folklore phenomena, the history of
different genres varies considerably. The first so-called urban legends were recorded

the archives in the 1980s. However, systematic work began only after the 1992 school



Introduction

folklore collection campaign, when scholars received new narratives. Internationally,
research in this field along with theoretical development, attempts to create catalogues
and publications, has progressed for over 40 years in collaboration with the International
Society for Contemporary Legend Research, of which Eda Kalmre is also a member.

In her article, Eda explores how contemporary horror narratives such as stories
about men in white vans, killer clowns, and Slenderman spread among Estonian youth
through social media and other online platforms. Using the concept of ostension, the
study examines how these legends move from digital spaces to become real-life practices,
sometimes triggering moral panic. The article highlights the interplay between oral and
digital tradition, participatory culture and media amplification, showing how these tales
reflect societal fears and blur the boundaries between fiction and reality.

A new wave of research on legends and related genres began in 1993 with the digitisa-
tion of mythological characters (Vesik 2006). These projects have continued to analyse
religious narratives and their usage practices, conducting full-corpus studies of mythic
tradition (legends, belief reports and related forms) and associated sacred texts (prayers,
celestial letters, charms), along with the production of related outputs. Within the
framework of these projects, studies have been completed on forest spirits (Laagus 1990),
plague lore (Hiiemde 1997), malaria (Paal 2014) and water spirits (Koiva 2023).

In her article, Mare Kalda offers an important perspective on treasure legends
analysing treasure tales that often depict success and failure, with laughter playing a
key role in both storytelling and audience response. Humour and laughter demonstrate
ambivalent feelings about treasure hunting, revealing the complex social and emotional
dimensions of these narratives.

Mythological stories have been examined from an entirely different angle, character-
ising them as a resource for crisis resolution in contemporary contexts. In October 2025, a
mental mapping workshop was convened in Estonia, facilitated by folklorists Reet Hilemée
and Mare Kalda. The session brought together diverse stakeholders, including members
of the general public, local community leaders, and environmental health crisis (EHC)
specialists, to interrogate cartographic representations of crises across mythological
narratives, contemporary media discourse, and scientific communication. The primary
objective was to elucidate epistemic gaps and convergences in spatial prioritisation,
narrative structuring, and associated risk assessment frameworks.

Place-lore has been gathered and recorded by Estonian researchers since the end
of the 19" century, including a host of accounts of interactions with human spirits.
Kristo Villem examines place-lore texts relating to burial sites that are stored at the

Estonian Folklore Archive. His study highlights recurring motifs relating to entities that
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assert territorial ownership or impose spatial restrictions. These patterns are interpreted
as reflections of the cultural values and principles embedded in folk tradition.

Petya Vasileva-Grueva analyses data from the village of Ribnovo (Bulgaria), look-
ing at its preserved traditions, which are integral to the identity politics of the Muslim
community. Holidays are not just a connection with the past and the ancestors, but
also an essential part of modern Muslim identity and the sustainable development of
the community.

Vildane Ozkan examines the social functions of highland festivals in Tiirkiye’s
Eastern Black Sea uplands and their role in sustaining cultural continuity. Interpreted
through a cultural sociological framework, the analysis shows how ritual performances
operate as symbolic practices that reinforce identity, embody shared habitus, and medi-
ate the tension between tradition and modernity.

Maria Markova investigates the identification of righteous and sinful souls and the
belief that the consumption of particular Bulgarian food is as especially necessary for
the dead. By preparing and feeding the dead, the living ensure that the dead maintain
the ‘correct’ direction on their journey in the afterlife, guaranteeing the soul’s place
among the righteous.

Tomasz Kalniuk’s article places significant emphasis on contemporary movements,
particularly the formation of modern saint cults. The article explores the origins and
development of St Andrew Bobola’s cult in Strachocina, Poland. The cult began in 1987
after an apparition appeared to a local priest, leading to the establishment of a sanctu-
ary and regular pilgrimages. Bobola’s veneration revitalised the village’s religious and
social life, transforming it into a recognised pilgrimage site. The case chosen by Kalniuk
demonstrates that the sacred and supernatural remain vibrant in contemporary Polish
religiosity.

The article by Maris and Andres Kuperjanov examines the current values, human—
plant relationships and balanced urban development in the tracing the evolution of
horticultural cooperatives in Estonia through the example of Thaste near Tartu. Estab-
lished during the Soviet era to combat food shortages, these plots later became sites
for summer houses and, after independence, permanent homes. Drawing on archive
sources and interviews, the study highlights the socio-cultural role of this area from food
security and autonomy under political oppression to leisure gardening today, while also
addressing current land rights challenges, environmental risks and urban development.

The article by Mare Koiva continues this theme, focusing on outdoor and indoor
gardens. It examines in detail the types, functions, and influencing factors of indoor

gardens such as balcony gardens, windowsill gardens, and rooftop gardens, as well as
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the motivations for growing plants in apartments. Cultivating food, ornamental, and
gourmet plants indoors provides satisfaction and privacy, supports the adaptation of
people and their pets to the urban environment, fits in with certain worldviews and
reveals connections to the tradition of gardening.

Part of articles examine the turbulent times in the Europe and their influence on
folklore, art and humans.

The article by renowned architect Vladimir Vaingort explores the creative legacy
of Estonian sculptor Amandus Adamson, focusing on his lesser-known two-metre
sculpture of Peter I created in 1916. The study traces the statue’s turbulent history - its
disappearance and relocation three times due to social upheaval — and highlights how
the architectural community of Poltava repeatedly preserved this significant work.

The article by Iryna Sikorska, Oksana Letychevska, and Inna Lisniak is focused on
the Ukrainian musical culture of the 1930s within the context of Soviet-imposed ‘new
rituality’ It analyses how folklore traditions were transformed into ideologically regulated
artistic forms. Mass musical events and ritualised spectacles, such as music Olympiads,
replaced traditional rituals and served as tools of ideological mobilisation, glorifying
Soviet leaders and promoting Party unity. Ultimately, musical creativity, both profes-
sional and amateur, was subordinated to state propaganda and political indoctrination.

The article by Zauresh Saktaganova, Alina Gladysheva, and Aimar Ventsel analyses
conditions in prison camps at the beginning of World War II. Archived statistical data
illustrates mortality rates for the children of female prisoners, as well as the children of
free laborers in Karlag in 1941. For a comparative view of child mortality in the Gulag,
the article uses data from two other camps in the system, Vyatlag and Bureilag. It appears
that the number of children in Karlag in 1941 was significantly higher than in forest
and railway industry camps, and the overall mortality rate of children of imprisoned
mothers was lower on average.

We hope you find ample inspiration and fresh perspectives in this issue!
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Abstract: This article examines the social functions of highland festivals in
Tiirkiye’s Eastern Black Sea uplands and their role in sustaining cultural con-
tinuity. Drawing on participant observation at major festivals in Giimiighane,
Rize, and Artvin, alongside relevant case studies, the research finds that
these rituals generate strong collective effervescence and enact common
values. Despite pressures from emigration and tourism, the festivals have
adapted practices to maintain social cohesion. Interpreted through a cultural
sociological framework, the analysis shows how ritual performances operate
as symbolic practices that reinforce identity, embody shared habitus, and
mediate the tension between tradition and modernity. The research thus
illustrates how highland festivals function as sites of cultural reproduction
and collective solidarity under conditions of social change.

Keywords: highland communities, highland festivals, rituals, social cohe-
sion, cultural symbolism, collective effervescence, heritage tourism, mod-
ernisation, cultural sustainability.
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Vildane Ozkan
Introduction

Tiirkiye’s Eastern Black Sea highland culture — known locally as yaylacilik or
yayla - is deeply rooted in centuries-old transhumant pastoralism and kinship
networks. Its annual cycle of summer festivals coincides with the seasonal mi-
gration of people and livestock to high meadows and provides the most vibrant
expression of local tradition. These festive communal rituals - featuring music,
dance and collective feasting — serve to enact and reproduce shared values
and identities across generations (Istanbul Ticaret Odas1 1997; Haberal 2013;
Somuncu & Ceylan 2015; Akbas & Baykal 2022).

In modern times these celebrations have also become sites of negotiation
between tradition and modernity. Rural emigration and the rise of heritage
tourism have transformed the festivals’ functions (Haberal 2013; Akbas &
Baykal 2022). Local authorities now promote events like the annual Kadirga
Otgu Festival on the Giimiishane-Trabzon border and the Kafkasor Highland
Festival in Artvin, drawing thousands of visitors each season (Giimiiskoza 2024;
Giindem Artvin 2024). Ayder (Rize) similarly blends highland customs with
mountain wellness tourism. These processes revive local pride but also risk
commodifying tradition, so communities curate the festivals carefully to pre-
serve authenticity and core symbolism (Sigman 2010). Although scholars have
noted the cultural importance of highland festivals, there is little analysis of
how these rituals function to maintain social cohesion under modern pressures.

This research adopts a symbolic-interpretative cultural sociology frame-
work. It draws on Emile Durkheim’s concept of collective effervescence
(Durkheim 1995) to explain how ritual gatherings generate intense communal
energy and solidarity. Pierre Bourdieus notion of habitus (Bourdieu 1977)
highlights how embodied dispositions reproduce cultural traditions, while
Clifford Geertz’s interpretative approach (Geertz 1973) frames festivals as
systems of meaningful symbols. Erving Goffman’s dramaturgical perspective
(Goftman 1956) treats festival events as staged social interactions. Together,
these lenses illuminate highland festivals as ritual sites of social reproduction
and identity affirmation.

The aim of this paper is twofold. First, explore the historical roots and con-
temporary transformations of yayla festival culture in Tiirkiye’s eastern Black
Sea uplands. Second, as the main aim, show how an interpretative cultural

14
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sociological lens reveals the role of these evolving rituals in sustaining com-
munal solidarity and cultural continuity under modernising pressures. Based
on ethnographic fieldwork at three highland sites — the Kadirga (Gimiishane),
Ayder (Rize) and Kafkasor (Artvin) uplands - the study examines how these
summer celebrations continue to function as symbolic performances of com-
munity and identity. In doing so, it contributes to literature on ritual and local
identity by arguing that even amid globalising forces, these festivals balance
tradition and modernity while sustaining regional cohesion.

This article is structured as follows: first, the historical background of
transhumance is reviewed; next, the analysis turns to current major highland
festivals in Glimiishane, Rize, and Artvin; and finally, their cultural significance
for community cohesion is assessed.

Historical Context

For centuries, the upland plateaux of Tiirkiye’s Eastern Black Sea region have
served as communal summer pastures/highlands (yaylalar) for local villages.
This transhumant practice - the seasonal migration of people with their live-
stock to high meadows — was firmly established by the Ottoman era, under-
scoring the deep historical roots of highland culture. The rugged terrain and
temperate summer climate of provinces like Giimiishane, Rize, and Artvin
made these highlands ideal for grazing, and over time communities developed
distinctive pastoral economies based on shared management of mountain
grazing grounds. Oral histories and folk narratives attest that the highland
tradition was crucial for both subsistence and the continuity of local culture,
helping sustain remote populations economically while reinforcing communal
identity (Sisman 2010). Highland life thus became deeply ingrained in regional
culture long before any formal policies intervened.

Under Ottoman rule, imperial authorities took note of these vibrant
highland communities and even sought to regulate them. During the Otto-
man period, one of the most controversial issues among the public was the
highlands. The main reason for these disagreements concerned the right to
use the highlands. Archival records show that a special “pasture/highland tax”
(yaylak vergisi) was levied on those using the high summer pastures (Kara-
man 2020), signalling the empire’s administrative reach into mountain life. At
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the same time, the highlands remained a robust vernacular sphere of cultural
and spiritual practice. Seasonal gatherings on the yayla often coincided with
religious holidays and agricultural cycles: villagers would organise festive
rituals that included communal prayers, animal sacrifices and the sharing of
sacrificial feasts. Such events wove spiritual devotion into pastoral life, merging
sacred rites with the rhythms of herding and harvest. This era illustrates how
yayla culture functioned not only as an economic strategy but also as a rich
ritual domain nurturing social cohesion. By the early 20™ century, however,
this traditional way of life was confronting the forces of modernisation that
followed the end of the empire.

The establishment of the Turkish Republic in 1923 brought an ambitious
programme of modernisation that reached even the remote highland villages.
New roads, schools and clinics were introduced into mountainous areas, gradu-
ally linking once-isolated pastures to the lowland towns and urban centres.
State-driven agricultural reforms and land registration efforts began to formalise
land use, challenging the informality on which transhumant communities had
relied. Over the mid-twentieth century, improving education and employment
opportunities in the cities accelerated rural emigration from the Eastern Black
Sea highlands. Younger generations increasingly left for urban life, and the
practical foundations of transhumance were weakened as fewer families tended
livestock in the old patterns. Yet modernisation did not mark the end of yayla
culture. Many highland communities adapted creatively: core social rituals
and summer reunions persisted, providing a temporal anchor each year that
drew kin networks back to the ancestral highlands. Annual highland festivals
became homecoming events for families now scattered between villages and
cities, helping to reaffirm a shared sense of place and heritage despite the pres-
sures of change (Sisman 2010). In this way, the highland celebrations acted as
resilient cultural touchstones even as daily life was transformed.

By the latter part of the twentieth century, the Black Sea highlands expe-
rienced a notable cultural revival under new social and economic conditions.
On one hand, Turkey’s rapid urbanisation and the rise of mass tourism sparked
a renewed public appetite for “authentic” local traditions, including the sum-
mer highland festivals. Local authorities and businesses soon recognised the
economic potential of these festivities and began to sponsor and promote
them as regional attractions, seeing in them a driver for rural development
and heritage tourism. Government support and commercial interest gradu-
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ally transformed many highland festivals from modest, insular gatherings into
larger public spectacles oriented towards outside visitors (Haberal 2013). In
some cases, most plateaus were even earmarked as potential tourism hubs on
the strength of their festival culture (Sezer 2015), reflecting the reimagining
of highland culture as a marketable asset. One outcome of this period was a
conscious rebranding of highland celebrations for broader audiences. Organised
tour packages, professional sound stages and vigorous marketing campaigns
became common, introducing a new standardisation to festival programmes
and performances. Indigenous dances, music and costumes were increasingly
presented as folkloric shows for spectators, a trend that encouraged “folklorisa-
tion” of local culture. This process risked homogenising the distinct practices
of each highland, yet it also created opportunities to showcase the region’s
intangible cultural heritage on national and international stages. In short, the
late 20™-century revival both commodified and elevated yayla traditions, as
highland communities negotiated how to share their culture with the world
without losing its essence.

Today, the highland festivals of Giimiishane, Rize and Artvin exemplify
the continuing tension - and interplay — between tradition and modernity.
On one hand, improved transport links and digital media have made these
once-remote celebrations far more accessible to outsiders than ever before.
Tourists now travel long distances to attend, and images or live streams of
horon dances and bull-wrestling contests can be circulated globally online
within moments. On the other hand, local organisers and villagers are keen to
preserve the cultural essence of their yayla festivals and resist any erosion of
meaning. Time-honoured elements remain central. For instance, communities
still offer prayers for plentiful harvests and favourable weather, sacrifice animals
to feed all attendees, perform exuberant circle dances to the sharp tones of the
kemenge fiddle or tulum bagpipe, and uphold an ethos of open-handed hospi-
tality. All these practices endure as defining features of the highland festivals.
(Sisman 2010; Haberal 2013). These practices maintain the spiritual and com-
munal ethos that has characterised the highland gatherings for generations. At
the same time, younger community members are finding new ways to engage
with and reinterpret their heritage. Ethnographic observations suggest that
many youths now see the annual highland festival as both a cherished link to
their ancestors and a marker of cultural distinctiveness in an ever-globalising
world (Haberal 2013; Akbas & Baykal 2022). In the age of Instagram and You-
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Tube, tech-savvy participants actively document and broadcast the festivities,
turning local rituals into hybrid events that are experienced in person but also
shared virtually with wider audiences. This blending of customary practice with
digital media exposure epitomises the complexity of contemporary highland
culture. Some traditions are deliberately revived or accentuated as heritage
performances for the benefit of tourists and diaspora audiences, while other
aspects evolve organically to meet the changing social needs of the community
itself (Zaman 2007). The result is a dynamic cultural field in which old and new
continually reshape one another, ensuring that the highland festivals remain
both a celebration of the past and a conversation with the present.

Tracing this genealogy — from pastoral subsistence through imperial over-
sight, Republican reform, heritage tourism and digital-age adaptation - provides
essential context for the analysis that follows. It shows how each era’s pressures
have reshaped but never erased the festival’s core role: sustaining communal
bonds and collective identity. Understanding this layered history will inform
how we interpret the case studies from Giimiishane, Rize and Artvin. Each
locale’s celebration can then be seen as a particular instantiation of the broader
pattern by which tradition and modernisation intertwine.

Theoretical Framework

Drawing on an interpretative cultural sociology approach, this study employs
insights from classical sociological theorists to illuminate the communal,
performative, and symbolic dimensions of highland festivals. Concepts from
Emile Durkheim, Pierre Bourdieu, Clifford Geertz, and Erving Goffman are
applied to understand these events as rituals that generate social cohesion,
arenas of cultural reproduction, meaning-laden texts, and stages for identity
performance. These perspectives, complemented by Turkish scholarship on
the Black Sea region’s highland traditions (Sisman 2010; Yilmaz 2018; Kaya &
Yilmaz 2018, 2024), provide a nuanced framework for analysing how highland
festivals affirm shared values and adapt to modern influences.

Durkheim’s work on religious and ceremonial life provides a valuable
starting point. In The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (Durkheim 1995),
Durkheim introduces the concept of “collective effervescence” to describe how
communal gatherings generate intense emotional energy that fosters a sense
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of unity and shared identity. At Black Sea highland festivals, communal music,
dance, and rituals similarly reaffirm social bonds. Also Durkheim’s notion of
“mechanical solidarity” aptly characterises these homogenous communities
bound by kinship and tradition.

Pierre Bourdieu’s (1977) concept of “habitus” offers another analytical lens
to explain how individuals internalise and enact enduring cultural norms.
Highland festivals are key sites for reproducing habitus: children witness and
participate in dances like the horon, learn local dialects, and adopt communal
values integral to highland life. Bourdieu’s “forms of capital” (economic, social,
cultural) are also at play in these events: economic capital accrues through
festival-driven tourism; social capital is reinforced via networks formed at these
gatherings; and cultural capital is embodied in local knowledge (expertise in
regional music, dance, and cuisine) that distinguishes insiders from outsiders.

Clifford Geertz’s (1973) interpretative anthropology emphasises “thick
description” to unpack the layered meanings in cultural acts, a method that
reveals the multi-vocal nature of Black Sea highland festivals. While these
celebrations commemorate pastoral traditions, they also function as stages for
complex social relations, negotiations of power, and articulations of identity. A
single dance performance might simultaneously signal intergenerational con-
tinuity, religious devotion, and an invitation for tourist engagement. Through
this interpretative lens, the festivals’ gestures, music and rituals emerge not as
mere aesthetics but as symbolic vehicles for meaning-making.

Erving Goffman’s (1956) dramaturgical perspective — comparing social
interaction to theatrical performance - is particularly relevant for understand-
ing how festival participants “perform” cultural identity. The festival stage is
set against a mountainous backdrop, and participants assume roles in dances,
processions or communal feasts. Goffman’s notions of “front stage” and “back
stage” illuminate the conscious public presentation of tradition to outsiders
versus the backstage realities of identity work. For instance, while organisers
outwardly emphasise harmony and cultural authenticity, behind the scenes
they focus on practical concerns — sponsorship and debates over how tradi-
tions should be enacted.

The synergy of these theoretical frameworks provides a holistic view.
Durkheim highlights collective emotional and moral dimensions; Bourdieu
emphasises embodied dispositions and power relations; Geertz adds interpre-
tative depth, and Goffman illuminates interactional and performative aspects.
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Together, these perspectives offer a layered understanding of how highland
festivals in Giimiishane, Rize and Artvin are at once sites of cultural continuity,
social negotiation and communal display. Similarly, recent Turkish sociological
studies (Sezer 2015; Somuncu & Ceylan 2015; Yilmaz 2018; Kaya & Yilmaz 2018;
Akbas & Baykal 2022; Kaya & Yilmaz 2024) reinforce these insights, showing
that global and local forces intersect in the region’s cultural practices, echoing
Giddens’s (1991) observation that tradition is continually reworked in modern
conditions.

Opverall, integrating these perspectives into a cultural sociological frame-
work provides a theoretical context for understanding and interpreting how
highland festivals create collective solidarity in settings of social change and
serve as living repositories of cultural heritage.

Methodology

Between 2023 and 2025, ethnographic fieldwork was conducted at three major
annual highland festivals in Tiirkiye’s Eastern Black Sea region: the Kadirga fes-
tival (Giimiishane), the Ayder summer festival (Rize) and the Kafkasor festival
(Artvin). The researcher used immersive participant observation at each event,
actively taking part in communal rituals, music and dances to gather qualitative
data on local practices beyond surface impressions. No formal interviews or
surveys were conducted; instead, multiple visits to the festival sites, their as-
sociated city centres, and nearby villages (including outside the festival season
to observe off-season usage and atmosphere) allowed for extended observa-
tion and informal conversations with festival-goers and local residents. These
observations and informal interactions formed the primary data, recorded in
detailed fieldnotes and a reflexive field journal. While participant observation
provided rich qualitative data, the absence of structured interviews or surveys
means the findings rely mainly on fieldnotes and informal accounts. This
limitation suggests caution in generalising beyond the observed communities.

In parallel, relevant case studies and ethnographic accounts of Black Sea high-
land culture (e.g., Sisman 2010; Haberal 2013; Sezer 2015; Somuncu & Ceylan 2015;
Yilmaz 2018; Kaya & Yilmaz 2018; Mercan et al. 2020; Akbas & Baykal 2022;
Kaya & Yilmaz 2024) were reviewed. This secondary literature contextualised
the field findings within broader cultural and historical patterns.
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This immersive approach prioritised “thick description” (Geertz 1973),
documenting not only visible activities (such as circle dances, communal
prayers and feasts) but also their symbolic meanings and emotional resonance.
Throughout the fieldwork, the researcher maintained a reflexive stance, critically
considering how their participation might influence interpretations of cultural
behaviour. Following Bourdieu’s notion of “participant objectivation” (2003),
the researcher positioned themselves as both an insider and an analyst, ensuring
that deep immersion did not compromise analytical clarity. This self-aware,
embodied engagement aligns with interpretative traditions of insider research
(Wacquant 2004).

For data analysis, fieldnotes and journals were systematically coded to
identify emergent themes and patterns. Interpretation was guided by an inter-
pretative cultural sociology lens drawing on classical sociological perspectives.
For instance, Durkheim’s concept of “collective effervescence” (1995) elucidated
the shared emotional energy at peak ritual moments, while Bourdieu’s focus on
habitus and embodied practice (2003) explained how ingrained dispositions
were reproduced through festival traditions. Similarly, Geertz’s interpreta-
tive approach (1973) helped decode the multilayered “web of meanings” in
performances, and Goffman’s dramaturgical frame (1956) cast the festivals
as social stages for enacting communal identity before insiders and outsid-
ers. Field findings were triangulated with published research on highland
festivals and transhumance in the region (e.g., Sisman 2010; Haberal 2013;
Fettahoglu $ahin et al 2013; Somuncu & Ceylan 2015; Mercan et al. 2020;
Kaya & Yilmaz 2024) to corroborate observed patterns and situate each case
within wider regional trends, thereby strengthening the study’s validity and
depth. This combination of immersive observation, findings of other research-
ers, and theoretical analysis provides in-depth insight into how highland
festivals function as sites of community performance, collective effervescence
and cultural symbolism in contemporary Tirkiye.

Case Analysis

The highland festivals of Gimiishane, Rize, and Artvin exemplify how a
shared regional tradition is adapted to different local contexts. Focusing on
Giimiishane, Rize, and Artvin allows an examination of highland festival cul-
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ture through three distinct yet interrelated examples. Each province has been
selected for its prominent yayla celebration, and each festival accentuates a
different facet of Black Sea highland culture: Giimiishane’s Kadirga festival fore-
grounds social cohesion and communal ritual; Rize’s Ayder festival integrates
environmental consciousness into cultural celebration; and Artvin's Kafkasor
festival highlights a tradition of harmonious pluralism. By mapping (see Fig-
ure 1) these sites and then exploring each case in turn, we can compare how a
common regional tradition is expressed and negotiated under varying social
and ecological conditions. This approach accords with our cultural-sociological
framework, illustrating how cultural performances are simultaneously anchored
in particular places and reflective of broader historical currents.

The thematic cartographic map of Tiirkiye’s Eastern Black Sea region
(see Figure 1) locates these three provinces along the Black Sea coast and
marks their key highland plateaus (yayla) where major festivals occur. On the
map black dots indicate provincial centres and red triangles show the highland
festival sites: Kadirga highland (on the Giimiishane-Trabzon border), Ayder
highland (in Rize), and Kafkasér highland (in Artvin).

Trab
Kadirga Higkta

. i
SRS RRplP o

Gumushane

Figure 1. Map of Tiirkiye’s Eastern Black Sea Region showing key city centres (black dots) and
highland festival sites (red triangles). Map by the author.
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Giimiishane: Kadirga Highland Festival and Social
Cohesion

Kadirga yaylas: (Kadirga highland), officially located in Giimiishane prov-
ince (though often associated with neighbouring Trabzon), hosts one of the
region’s most renowned highland festivals. Known historically as the Kadirga
Ot¢u Senligi, this centuries-old summer gathering takes place annually on the
third Friday of July, coinciding with the traditional peak of the transhumance
season when communities ascend to cooler high pastures. Even today, thou-
sands of people converge on the plateau for the festival, which functions as
a focal point for renewing communal ties through music, dance, and shared
ritual. The Kadirga festival serves as a communal performance of local identity,
in which cultural continuity is both celebrated and reinforced (see Figure 2).
Historically, the highland pasture provided not only summer grazing for
livestock but also a social arena for inter-village interaction, fostering a robust
tradition of collective celebration that persists in modified form (Sigman 2007;
Yilmaz 2018; Kaya & Yilmaz 2018, 2024). According to fieldnotes from a pre-
festival visit, villagers began arriving days in advance to prepare the site: they
cleared the pasture, erected tents and rehearsed ritual dances, underscoring
the communal organisation behind the event.

At Kadirga, participants enact time-honoured rituals that blend festive
excitement with spiritual devotion. Central to the festivities is the horon dance,
performed in large circular formations to the frenetic melodies of the kemenge,
a three-stringed Black Sea fiddle. Men and women lock arms and execute in-
tricate step sequences, occasionally punctuating the rhythm with high-pitched
cries of joy (see Figure 3). These energetic dances (Kemenge TV 2024) are at
once expressions of communal identity and displays of athletic skill, reflect-
ing a physical culture honed by life in the mountains. Another cornerstone of
Kadirga is the collective prayer held at noon on festival day: attendees gather at
the summit’s famous open-air mosque to perform Friday prayers on the grass
(see Figure 4). This practice infuses the event with a sacred dimension, trans-
forming an alpine meadow into a site of worship. The coexistence of exuberant
dance and reverent prayer epitomises the dual nature of the festival. Beyond
its entertainment value, the Kadirga gathering carries profound spiritual and
emotional significance for participants. Many visitors include members of
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the Black Sea diaspora who return to their ancestral highland each summer
expressly for this occasion, underscoring how the festival functions as a home-
coming that renews bonds across generations and distances ($isman 2007, 2010;
Yilmaz 2018; Kaya & Yilmaz 2018, 2024). The fieldnotes indicated that many
festival-goers emphasised a strong sense of hemserilik (fellowship among those
from the same region). In local conversations, Kadirga was often described as
an annual reunion where far-flung friends and kin could reconnect with their
shared roots. The Kadirga highland festival remains a vital social institution,
anchoring a dispersed community to its highland heritage through shared
performance and belief. According to fieldnotes from the morning after the
festival, the plateau returned to its usual quiet: only a few locals remained to
clear away the makeshift stage and scattered decorations, emphasising the
contrast between the festival’s collective effervescence and the ordinary calm
that followed.

From a Durkheimian perspective (Durkheim 1995), the Kadirga festival
exemplifies what Durkheim termed “collective effervescence”, the heightened
emotional energy that arises from people gathering to perform rituals in unison.
The horon dances, communal music-making, and group feasting generate an
intense feeling of unity and exhilaration that reinforces social solidarity. Even
those who have migrated to distant cities often return for Kadirga, bridging
geographic and generational divides as they rekindle a shared sense of be-
longing. In these moments of collective joy, individual differences fade and
the community experiences itself as a cohesive moral unit. At the same time,
the festival illustrates how local practices become internalised as part of what
Bourdieu (1977) calls the community habitus. Through repeated participation,
young people learn traditional dance steps, prayers, and customs, gradually
absorbing the dispositions and competencies that mark membership in the
highland community (Kaya & Yilmaz 2018). Over years and decades, these
embodied practices constitute a shared habitus - a durable set of learned tra-
ditions and ways of being — that helps preserve regional culture even as social
and economic conditions change.
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Figure 2. Women wearing traditional clothes at the Kadirga Highland festival. Photo by Giimiiskoza,
2024.

Figure 3. People dancing horon and a traditionally decorated horse on the Kadirga Highland
festival. Photo by Giimiiskoza, 2024.
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Figure 4. Open-air mosque in Kadirga Highland. Photo by Karadeniz Kiiltiir Envanteri, n.d.

From a Geertzian perspective (Geertz 1973), the vivid practices at Kadirga
constitute an enacted “text” of culture, each ritual element embedded in a web of
local significance that only a thick description can fully unravel. The communal
horon dance, for instance, is more than mere entertainment: it symbolically
embodies social unity and historical continuity, as its tightly linked circle and
synchronised steps enact a living narrative of shared identity. Similarly, the
open-air mosque prayer imbues the highland landscape with sacred signifi-
cance, transforming an everyday pasture into a spiritually resonant communal
space that entwines religious devotion with a shared sense of place. Even the
tradition of adorning a festival horse can be interpreted as an emblem of the
region’s pastoral heritage and communal pride, a tangible symbol laden with
local meaning beyond its immediate spectacle.

Additionally, the Kadirga festival can be viewed through Goftman’s drama-
turgical lens (Goffman 1956) as a grand stage for the performance of cultural
identity. The public “front stage” of the festival features well-choreographed
dances, costumed performers, communal meals, and other visible displays of
heritage that affirm a positive image of the community to both insiders and
visitors. Meanwhile, behind the scenes (the “backstage”), local organisers, vil-
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lage leaders, and sponsors coordinate logistics and negotiate interests out of the
public eye from managing crowds and scheduling events to balancing religious
propriety with celebratory freedom. This duality underscores how community
leaders actively manage impressions to uphold tradition and solidarity, even as
they adapt the event to new audiences. Finally, processes of modernisation and
reflexive adaptation are evident in the recent evolution of Kadirga. Improved
roads and digital media have made the highlands more accessible, spurring
greater attendance by tourists and widespread dissemination of festival images.
While some locals voice concern that commercialisation may dilute the festi-
val’s authenticity, many also welcome the economic opportunities that larger
crowds bring. In this regard, Kadirga now occupies a delicate middle ground
between safeguarding cultural habitus and embracing contemporary demands,
a balance characteristic of what Giddens (1991) calls “reflexive modernity”.
Indeed, observers note that Kadirga and similar highland festivals today serve
not only as markers of local identity but also as regional “event tourism” at-
tractions, linking grassroots cultural sustainability to broader developmental
goals (Haberal 2013; Akbas & Baykal 2022).

Rize: Ayder Highland Festival and Ecological Awareness

East of Giimiishane lies Rize, a province celebrated for its lush green hills,
extensive tea plantations, and misty mountainous terrain. Among Rize’s many
upland pastures, the Ayder Plateau has become one of the most visited and
symbolically significant. Ayder’s annual summer festival — once a modest
highland gathering timed with the transhumance cycle - has transformed into
alarge-scale event that integrates environmental awareness with traditional cel-
ebration (Fettahoglu Sahin et al. 2013). Historically, families from surrounding
valleys would ascend to Ayder in late spring with their herds, and communal
festivities marked this seasonal migration. According to fieldnotes from the days
before the festival, villagers arrived early to Ayder to prepare the plateau: they
cleared trails, arranged event areas and set up stalls, reflecting the communal
effort behind the celebration. In recent decades, as road access improved and
tourism grew, the Ayder highland festival evolved into a multifaceted affair,
featuring not only folk music and dancing but also concerts, craft fairs, and
educational workshops on nature conservation. The festival is now positioned
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as both a cultural occasion and an environmental forum, reflecting local efforts
to respond to ecological concerns while sustaining heritage. This convergence of
ecological consciousness and cultural performance is a defining characteristic
of Ayder’s contemporary festival identity (Fettahoglu Sahin et al. 2013). Visitors
encounter a celebratory atmosphere resonant with Black Sea folk traditions,
yet one that explicitly foregrounds the value of the natural environment that
makes those traditions possible (see Figure 5). During the Ayder festival, the
researcher noted that some local residents were uneasy with the swelling tourist
crowds, often remarking that the celebration was “better in the old days” before
mass tourism. Nonetheless, the fieldnotes indicated that the festival grounds
remained remarkably clean even amid the throngs of visitors, reflecting a col-
lective effort to maintain order and respect for the environment.

One of the unique aspects of the Ayder highland festival is its deliberate
emphasis on sustainable living and environmental stewardship. The event’s
programme (which now routinely spans several days) includes workshops on
sustainable pasture management, guided nature walks through the surrounding
alpine forests, and public panel discussions on issues like climate change and
biodiversity loss. For example, villagers and agricultural experts jointly dem-
onstrate traditional beekeeping practices and organic tea cultivation methods,
linking local heritage to ecological sustainability. Such activities aim to educate
both locals and visitors about the fragility of the mountain ecosystem and the
importance of preserving highland landscapes for future generations. Local
environmental non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and activist groups
have effectively used the festival as a platform to advocate for responsible tour-
ism and stronger environmental protections. Through informational booths
and scheduled talks, they press for policies to control unplanned develop-
ment in Ayder and to safeguard water quality, forest cover, and wildlife in the
Kagkar Mountains (Fettahoglu Sahin et al. 2013). These interventions have
incrementally turned the festival into a site of grassroots environmental gov-
ernance, where celebration of nature is coupled with calls for its conservation.
Consequently, what was once a purely agrarian communal feast has become,
in part, an exercise in environmental education and advocacy, blending new
values into the fabric of an old tradition.
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Figure 5. Folk dances in the Ayder Highland. Photo by Tiirkiye Kiiltiir Portals, n.d.

Figure 6. Ayder Highland. Photo by Tiirkiye Kiiltiir Portals, n.d.
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The prominence of ecological themes at Ayder has fostered what Durkheim (1995)
might term a “moral community” around environmental responsibility. Festival
participants — whether local residents or tourists — are invited to unite around
shared principles of sustainability and respect for nature. In effect, the highland
gathering serves as an environmental ritual that symbolically reinforces a col-
lective ethic of stewardship. This communal focus on protecting the upland
environment binds people together in a sense of duty towards the land, add-
ing a contemporary moral dimension to the festival alongside its celebratory
functions. At the same time, each performance and practice at Ayder carries
layers of cultural symbolism that can be “read” in multiple ways. Adopting
Geertz’s (1973) interpretative approach, we can view the Ayder festival as a text
of symbols about local identity. The folk dances and songs, the marketplace of
organic foods and handmade crafts, even the scenery of the green highland
itself (see Figure 6), all convey messages about Rize’s agrarian heritage and the
community’s relationship with nature. These symbols are not static: a local elder,
areturning migrant, or a first-time urban tourist may interpret a given ritual or
display differently. For instance, a local folk dance evokes ancestral memories
for villagers, represents eco-cultural authenticity for visitors, or even serves as
an “Instagrammable spectacle” for younger attendees. Such varied readings
generate a dynamic cultural discourse within the festival, demonstrating how
traditional forms are continually reinterpreted in context of new environmental
values and audience perspectives.

Power dynamics are also at play in shaping the Ayder festivities. Using
Bourdieu’s (1977) concepts of capital and field, one can discern how various
stakeholders imbue the festival with their priorities. Different groups bring
different forms of capital: local authorities and businesses contribute economic
and political capital, environmental NGOs contribute cultural capital in the
form of expertise and credibility, while local artisans and performers have the
social capital of community respect. These actors negotiate — sometimes tacitly,
sometimes explicitly — over the festival’s content and emphasis. The result is an
ever-evolving programme where certain activities (say, an eco-tourism work-
shop or a popular folk concert) might gain prominence depending on which
stakeholders exert influence and how resources are allocated. For example,
if government tourism funding is substantial in a given year, there may be
a push for more high-profile entertainment to attract visitors; conversely, if
environmental activists are ascendant, educational components may increase.
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The field of the Ayder festival thus becomes a microcosm of broader social
forces, with the balance of cultural, social, and economic capital determining
whose voices shape the narrative of the event. In this way, the festival not only
reflects community values but also becomes an arena of subtle contestation,
where the meaning of “heritage” and “ecological responsibility” is negotiated
among participants with unequal influence.

From a dramaturgical standpoint (Goffman 1956), the Ayder festival
“performs” an ideal of sustainable culture, even as it grapples with practical
realities behind the scenes. On the front stage, the festival presents immaculate
landscapes, organic food stalls, folk dancers in traditional attire, and recycling
bins dotting the venue - in short, a harmonious image of tradition and modern
eco-consciousness merged. This staged authenticity projects a cohesive narrative
of an environmentally friendly community celebrating its heritage responsibly.
Meanwhile, the backstage reveals the tensions inherent in this performance.
Organisers must deal with infrastructure challenges such as waste manage-
ment, traffic congestion on mountain roads, and the competing interests of
economic development versus conservation. These backstage negotiations
sometimes expose contradictions: for instance, efforts to accommodate more
tourists (for economic benefit) can strain the very ecosystem the festival’s ethos
seeks to protect. Such dilemmas reflect what Giddens (1991) describes as the
reflexive negotiation of modernity, i.e. the community continuously balancing
growth-oriented ambitions with the imperative of environmental integrity.
Ayder’s highland festival thus vividly demonstrates the tightrope that many
contemporary cultural events walk: it must remain true to its local roots and
ecological message, yet it cannot escape the pressures of commercialisation
and popularity that modern success brings. According to fieldnotes from the
morning after the festival, the Ayder plateau returned to its usual quiet: only
a few locals remained to dismantle stalls and collect litter, emphasising the
fleeting nature of the celebration’s collective effervescence.

Artvin: Kafkasor Highland Festival and Harmonious
Plurality

Situated near the Georgian border, Artvin is distinguished by its steep moun-
tains, dense forests, and a vibrant patchwork of local culture. The city of Artvin
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and its surroundings have long been home to diverse ethnic identities (including
mostly Turkish, but Laz, Georgian, and Hemshin), who despite their differences
coexist in peace. The Kafkasor highland festival has emerged as a signature event
of this province, celebrated for how it showcases regional culture through music,
dance, cuisine, and communal revelry (Mercan et al. 2020). The festival’s very
name - Kafkasor, evoking the Caucasus - hints at the blending of influences
present. Each summer, Artvin’s residents and visitors gather on the Kafkasor
Plateau to partake in a series of events that range from folk dance competi-
tions and concerts to the famous bullfighting tournaments that are unique to
this region (see Figure 7). These bullfights are a traditional spectacle in Artvin:
unlike Spanish bullfighting, they involve bulls pitted against one another (with
no human harm), and the winning bull is celebrated as a symbol of strength
and communal pride. Such events draw crowds from across the province and
even neighbouring Georgia, adding to the festival’s reputation as a symbol of
Artvin’s spirited and inclusive highland culture. Overall, the Kafkasor festival
has become emblematic of what locals describe as harmonious pluralism, the
idea that multiple cultural identities can be expressed and enjoyed collectively
in a single celebratory space.

Figure 7. Bullfights at the Kafkas6r Highland festival. Photo by Giindem Artvin, 2024.

The experience of attending Kafkasor is often described as immersing oneself
in a rich tapestry of multicultural expression. On the festival grounds, one
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can hear an array of musical styles and languages. A Laz horon dance might
be performed to the rapid drum and fiddle rhythms characteristic of coastal
Black Sea villages, followed by a Georgian kartuli dance accompanied by ac-
cordions or bagpipes echoing the Caucasian highlands. It is not uncommon
to see colourful costumes that reflect different regional styles: some dancers
don the familiar Black Sea attire of layered skirts and waistcoats, while others
wear garments influenced by Georgian or Caucasian traditions. The culinary
offerings at Kafkasor are equally diverse. Food stalls prepare local favourites
like mihlama (a hearty cornmeal and cheese porridge) and Laz boregi (a sweet
layered pastry), alongside dishes inspired by Georgian cuisine. Festival-goers
thus quite literally taste the mixture of cultures. Perhaps most striking is how
legends and folklore from various groups are openly shared on the Kafkasor
stage. Members of different communities recount their folk heroes or ancestral
tales — Laz seafarer epics, highland nomad stories, or Georgian love legends -
sometimes translating or adapting them to be understood by the wider audi-
ence. These narratives inevitably emphasise themes of cooperation, neighbourly
coexistence, and a collective regional identity that transcends linguistic or
ethnic lines (Doganay & Orhan 2014; Mercan et al. 2020). In the dances and
stories of Kafkasor, cultural differences are not erased but rather celebrated
under an overarching spirit of unity-in-diversity. The fieldnotes indicated that
at Kafkasor, festival-goers from varied ethnic and cultural backgrounds openly
acknowledged their differences while affirming a shared sense of belonging.
Sometimes in conversations, it was to hear participants remark, “we are all
different here, but part of the same whole” - a statement reflecting the festivals
inclusive ethos of unity amid diversity. The festival arena thus becomes a living
demonstration of how Artvin’s people construct a unified regional identity out
of heterogeneous cultural threads. Fieldnotes from the days before the festival
noted that locals began preparations early: they pitched tents on the plateau,
assembled the bullfighting arena and cared for the bulls, underscoring the
communal organisation behind the event.

Analysed through Durkheim’s framework (Durkheim 1995), the Katkasor
festival generates a powerful collective consciousness that encompasses the
area’s cultural diversity. The shared activities — whether joining a large circle
dance or cheering side by side during a bullfight - produce a sense of com-
munal belonging that transcends particular ethnic or linguistic affiliations.
This Durkheimian collective effervescence is palpable when hundreds of
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participants interlock hands in a dance or sing a chorus together: the emo-
tional energy uniting the crowd affirms a common social bond. Importantly,
this bond does not eliminate the recognition of diversity; rather, it provides
a higher-level identity (an Artvin highlander, for instance) that contains and
respects sub-group identities. In parallel, Artvin’s festival life offers insight into
the community’s habitus in Bourdieu’s sense (Bourdieu 1977). The repetition
of certain highland customs - be it folk dances taught to each new generation,
or the yearly cycle of preparing traditional foods for festival guests — inculcates
dispositions and skills that become second nature to participants. Over time,
children and grandchildren of festival-goers absorb these practices as normal
parts of life, internalising a repertoire of cultural knowledge that persists even
amid social change (Mercan et al. 2020). This shared habitus, built up through
years of communal festivity, fortifies local identity: regardless of one’s ethnic
origin, knowing how to dance the region’s dances or cook its dishes becomes
a mark of belonging to Artvin's highland community.

Clifford Geertz’s interpretative lens (Geertz 1973) further illuminates how
Kafkasor communicates and consolidates meaning for Artvin’s residents. The
festival is replete with symbols with each dance style, costume variation, and
culinary recipe carrying deeper meanings about history and values. A Geertzian
“thick description” of the event reveals, for example, that a Laz dance performed
on the Artvin stage is not only entertainment but also a statement about the
region’s Laz community claiming its place in the collective story. Similarly, a
Georgian song sung in Turkish translation might symbolise the bridging of
cultures, signalling that diverse heritages are cherished within a unified public
narrative. These symbolic cues, when woven together, paint a picture of Artvin’s
cultural mosaic and its emphasis on unity rather than division. Local commen-
tators often note that the festival’s popularity stems in part from its success in
framing diversity as a source of strength, a narrative explicitly reinforced by
speeches and stories during the event (Mercan et al. 2020). The interpretative
significance of Kafkasor lies in its role as a storytelling venue where the meaning
of being from Artvin is continually co-created by participants. Through ritual
and symbol, the community affirms a pluralistic identity: one that is inclusive
and resilient, having adapted traditional highland festivity into an occasion
that mirrors the province’s complex social fabric. From a Goffmanian stand-
point (1956), Kafkasor also involves front-stage and back-stage dynamics. On
stage, diverse cultural groups perform their heritage to affirm collective unity;
backstage, organizers negotiate representation of each group.
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However, this enthusiastic and lively atmosphere was not permanent. Ac-
cording to fieldnotes taken the morning after the festival, the plateau had re-
turned to near silence: only a few locals remained to dismantle stalls and collect
scattered banners, emphasising the contrast between the festival’s conviviality
and the ordinary calm that followed.

Discussion

Our analysis of the Glimiishane, Rize and Artvin highland festivals interprets
ethnographic insights to identify common cultural dynamics alongside dis-
tinctive local nuances. Many attendees travel from urban centres as part of
the Black Sea diaspora, treating the festival as a homecoming that renews ties
with ancestral heritage. All three festivals revolve around exuberant communal
performances - circle dances (horon), traditional music, shared feasts and col-
lective rituals — that publicly reaffirm values of solidarity and collective identity.
These events generate what Durkheim (1995) termed collective effervescence:
through synchronised song, dance and prayer, villagers and visitors alike ex-
perience a heightened sense of unity. In such moments individual differences
fade and the community feels like a cohesive moral unit. Our field observations
confirm that each festival’s core rituals — from Ayder’s honed horon circles to
Kadirga’s open-air prayers — spark this intense shared emotional energy. This
collective effervescence helps explain why these gatherings endure year after
year as anchors of social cohesion.

In Goffmans dramaturgical perspective (Goffman 1956), each highland
festival functions as a staged performance of communal identity. The mountain
plateau becomes a “front stage” where villagers don traditional dress, perform
folk dances and lead rituals that signal an authentic local culture to insiders and
visitors alike. Mastery of these cultural scripts — knowing the right horon steps,
songs and etiquette — confers symbolic capital and prestige (Bourdieu 1977).
Fieldnotes noted visitors often gravitating to skilled horon dancers. This indi-
cates that dancers and musicians occupy symbolic prestige at the festival. In
one instance, a tourist in Kadirga was accompanying the most talented and
enthusiastic horon dancer, while his friend recorded the event to share on social
media. In other words, horon masters, those in the most traditional attire, the
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best kemence players, and so on, were positioned at the center of the festival,
acting as symbolic capital and a focal point.

This front-stage display both unites the community in a shared image and
subtly reproduces local hierarchies: elders and sponsors who organise the events
accrue symbolic power by defining which customs are highlighted. Behind
the scenes (the “backstage” in Goffman’s sense), organisers negotiate logistical
and cultural decisions out of the public eye, carefully managing impressions to
uphold the festival’s authenticity and communal reputation.

Bourdieu’s concept of habitus (Bourdieu 1977) is evident in how these fes-
tivals transmit culture across generations. Each festival acts as a participatory
classroom: children and youths learn by doing. Year after year they observe
elders offering prayers, performing the dance or serving food, gradually ab-
sorbing the dispositions and skills of highland life. Over time these practices
become second nature: one’s familiarity with local songs or skill in the horon
becomes a tacit marker of belonging. This ongoing socialisation reproduces
the community’s shared habitus, embedding values and rhythms from the past
into each new generation. Yet because learning takes place in a living event, the
habitus can also evolve. For example, a banner with environmental slogans was
displayed during a dance performance at Ayder (fieldnotes), indicating youths’
influence on programming. In this way the festivals both stabilise the culture
and permit its incremental adaptation.

A Geertzian interpretative lens reminds us that every element of the festival
is symbolic: each ritual is a “text” conveying layered meaning (Geertz 1973).
For instance, the circular formation of the horon dance is itself a potent sym-
bol of unity and continuity, while the open-air mosque on Kadirga’s summit
sacralises the landscape by merging the sacred with the ancestral land. In Rize,
the Ayder festival’s integration of nature workshops foregrounds the commu-
nity’s bond with the environment; in Artvin, the bull-wrestling and inclusion
of performances from diverse groups signal a pluralistic regional identity.
Even the decoration of horses or the choice of festival songs can be “read” as
cultural meaning, telling stories of pastoral heritage, devotion or local pride.
These symbolic readings show that the festivals act as dense cultural texts, in
which music, movement and material objects communicate history and values
as much as any spoken narrative.

Another common theme is the balance between continuity and change
under modern pressures. All three festivals face tourism and media interest,
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prompting organisers to adapt programmes for larger audiences. We observed
that community leaders are generally cautious: they might introduce concerts
or contests to attract visitors, but often only after extensive local consultation.
Changes initiated and managed by locals (for example, Ayder’s eco-education
sessions) tend to be embraced as organic evolution of tradition, whereas top-
down commercialisation is sometimes resisted as a dilution of authenticity.
This dynamic reflects Bourdieu’s notion of symbolic domination: when outsid-
ers dictate cultural content, locals feel their symbolic power is undermined.
Hence the most resilient festivals were those steered by local voices, blend-
ing new elements on the community’s own terms. Such adaptive hybridity
provokes debate — elders worry about losing sacred depth, youths welcome
fresh themes -, but that debate itself is a sign of a living tradition. Across the
cases, the core rituals (horon, music, prayer, folklore costumes) remain intact,
even as their meanings are continuously rewritten by participants to address
present concerns.

Taken together, these theoretical perspectives provide a multi-layered
analysis. Durkheim illuminates how the festivals generate communal effer-
vescence and sacred community bonds (Durkheim 1995). Goffman reveals
how participants consciously perform identity on the social stage, managing
front-stage impressions and backstage realities (Goffman 1956).

Bourdieu’s framework exposes how cultural capital and habitus operate
in these settings, showing who holds symbolic authority and how tradition is
reproduced (Bourdieu 1977). Geertz’s interpretative approach underscores the
depth of symbolism: every song, dance or ritual act can carry multiple local
meanings (Geertz 1973). Viewed together, the festivals emerge as dynamic
social institutions that are simultaneously celebrations of heritage, sites of social
reproduction and stages for negotiation. They are not mere static customs but
living cultural texts that anchor solidarity and allow adaptation. This discussion
suggests that sustaining these traditions requires attention to their emotional
and symbolic dimensions as much as to economic or touristic factors.

Conclusion

Our findings indicate that the Giimiishane, Rize and Artvin festivals function
as communal rituals generating collective effervescence, renewing social bonds,
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and conveying shared values. They also show how communities adapt tradition
(by adding ecological themes, etc.) while retaining core identity. By uniting vil-
lagers, kin and diasporic members in shared performances of dance, music and
prayer, the festivals symbolically enact shared histories and values, reinforcing
a common identity; this ritual process both binds participants together and
delineates cultural boundaries, such that fluency in local traditions becomes a
marker of belonging. At the same time, the festival space provides a forum for
negotiating change on the community’s own terms, as new themes (such as
ecological advocacy or popular entertainment) are woven into the celebrations
alongside time-honoured customs. This allows communities to adapt creatively
to modern influences while maintaining their core heritage.

Drawing on Durkheim’s notion of collective effervescence illuminates how
the intense shared energy of festival rituals fosters communal unity and moral
solidarity. Bourdieu’s concept of habitus explains how embodied cultural dispo-
sitions — from mastery of the horon dance to local dialect and ritual roles - are
reinforced and transmitted at these gatherings. Geertz’s interpretative frame-
work underscores the festivals as ‘texts’ rich in symbols through which local
histories and values are communicated across generations. Goffman’s drama-
turgical perspective helps us see the festival as a stage on which cultural identity
is performed, with distinctive frontstage displays for outsiders and backstage
negotiations among insiders. Through this layered theoretical lens, the study
demonstrates that the festivals’ symbolic practices are dynamic processes of
cultural reproduction rather than static relics of the past. These modern festival
practices reflect a centuries-old pastoral tradition, demonstrating continuity
between past and present.

These insights have broader implications. Highland festivals emerge as
exemplars of how local cultural traditions can be revitalised even amid glo-
balisation and tourism. The case of Tiirkiye’s Eastern Black Sea communities
underscores that communal rituals can anchor identity and place in an intercon-
nected era. Methodologically, the research highlights the value of participant
observation combined with interpretative analysis, showing that classical so-
ciological concepts remain vital for understanding contemporary communal
life. By bridging ethnographic findings with theory, the research contributes to
the literature on ritual and social cohesion. However, this research was based
on three case festivals and observational data; future research could include
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additional sites or interview-based studies. For example investigating how
younger generations engage with yayla culture would deepen these findings.

The findings suggest that supporting highland festivals as living heritage
may benefit community cohesion. Cultural heritage management must balance
tourism development with local community control, ensuring festivals remain
inclusive and meaningful to participants. Environmental planning and sustain-
able development around festival sites are also crucial: protecting mountain
pastures, regulating visitor numbers, and funding cultural education all help
maintain the intangible skills (music, dance, ritual practices) that distinguish
insiders. By integrating cultural conservation with environmental sustainability,
policymakers can help preserve both the symbolic vitality of these festivals and
the natural environment on which they depend.
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Abstract:. Traditional treasure tales can be interpreted as stories of success
and failure. Based on the texts in the Estonian Folklore Archives, the current
article focuses on the role of laughter within treasure tales and in their audi-
ences. When someone in a legend makes a mistake, misses an opportunity,
or gets embarrassed when searching for treasure, the audience may respond
with laughter. The laughter heard during storytelling is an ambiguous sign,
as both the characters’ failure and success can evoke the same reaction.
On the other hand, when treasure tales are told as belief legends it is the
supernatural being that sometimes laughs, making its presence known by
a peculiar laugh that serves as a warning to the human character.

Some treasure tales can be categorised as funny stories by genre. This
means that the narratives tend to be taken as humorous based on genre
conventions. Indeed, treasure legends can be told for entertainment, but
at the same time laughter can conceal a listener’s mixed feelings about the
content of the narrative.

Human characters in treasure tales laugh in the same situations in which
they would in real life. In addition, the fear of being laughed at makes sense
in treasure tales because people rather avoid doing certain things and hide
their deeds and thoughts associated with treasure hunting.

Keywords: Laughter, treasure tales, tale world, belief legend



The Laughter in and around Treasure Tales

When telling legends a storyteller sometimes starts laughing, if not outright,
then chuckling a bit. In recordings of folklore interviews one can hear bursts
of laughter accompanying the conversation. Tales about hidden treasure have
also been told to the accompaniment of laughter. What makes participants in
these performance situations laugh? Is this a sign that a joke is being told? Is
there something inherent in the topic of treasure that calls forth certain emo-
tions in audiences and results in bursts of laughter? A rush of laughter can
easily arise not only during storytelling, but also in a lecture situation after the
title of the presentation is mentioned. The lecture topic can create ambivalent
expectations in listeners, who question whether they are being asked to attune
themselves to the real or the fictional, whether the matter is believable or un-
likely. In contrast, a talk about the folk calendar, the metrics of runo songs or
the history of a folklore collection does not illicit such an anticipatory reaction.

Apart from the fact that in certain contexts the telling of tales about hidden
treasure is accompanied by laughter, episodes of laughter also belong to the
content of the narrative: characters in the story laugh. As a content element in
the story, laughter has a specific function in the evolution of the narrative events.

The present article will focus on the one hand on laughter in treasure tales
(based on approximately 6,000 legend variants transcribed in the Estonian
Folklore Archives). It will also discuss the bursts of laughter accompanying
the telling of treasure tales based on recordings made during fieldwork in the
last decades of the 20" century (250 tape recordings in the same archive). The
recorded materials allow the researcher to investigate the question of what
laughter reveals when telling treasure tales. Based on examples I will attempt
to give an overview of the role of laughter in stories, and in the performance
situations of these stories, and find out whether there are common elements
among reactions arising on both levels.

Among treasure tales collected in the Estonian Folklore Archive over the
last few hundred years one can find examples of people laughing, and people
being overcome with joy, happiness, or contentment. These situations are sup-
plemented by episodes in which the characters in a story are afraid of being
laughed at, or where treasure hunting is undertaken entirely for the sake of a
joke. Observations made about the meaning of laughter both in the story realm
and in the telling realm lead to the question: in what kinds of legend episode
does laughter break out, what is it connected to, and what does it express?
However, by posing these questions, this article does not aim to develop hu-
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mour studies, because the author believes that laughter does not always signify
movement into the field of humour.

Laughter duringstorytelling has rather different stimuli from laughter ona con-
tentlevel (from the perspective of the fairy tale genre, cf. Rohrich 2008: 199-201).
Therefore, I draw methodologically upon the ethnography of narrating, accord-
ing to which different realms need to be kept in mind simultaneously: interac-
tion between narrators and listeners, during which there is talk of treasure, and
the events in the story realm, narrated in a certain situation (Young 1987: 24-37;
Palmenfelt 2007). Thus, the story realm is actualised in the narrating, even
if the story relays events that might have happened or did happen in the real
lives of tellers and listeners. Katharine Young emphasises that folk narratives
represent unusual happenings located within the geography of the ordinary
world (1987: 56). Ulf Palmenfelt and Lena Marander-Eklund, whose research
object is personal experience stories, do not raise the question of the specific-
ity of the story realm in non-fiction narratives (Palmenfelt 2007; Marander-
Eklund 2006). Merili Metsvahi (2002) on the other hand examines different
levels of narration based on the example of the legend genre, in which case the
boundaries between the realms of narrative content and narration are more
obvious.

Situations in which the storyteller laughs have caused folklorists and rep-
resentatives of neighbouring research fields to puzzle over why the informant
reacts this way. Storytellers may laugh in certain situations when speaking of
events in the fictional world as well as transmitting content into the context
of the ordinary world. But they sometimes react in exactly the same way if
they get confused or experience ambiguous feelings toward the story they tell.
This happens when the distance between the story and the real world of the
storyteller and audience is unclear or is not specified.

Crisis of enculturation, communication tools, rituals,
turning things into a joke...

The contexts of laughter have inspired a search for explanations and rea-
sons for laughter as a behaviour. Humour researchers define the category of
the joke as their research object, focusing first and foremost on the textual
characteristics of laughter, less on the audience. However, laughter has also
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been extensively studied in humour research (cf. e.g. Morreall 1983: 1-59;
Martin 2007: 153-190). When searching for basic explanations of laughter
behaviour, both humour and laughter theorists refer to Thomas Hobbes, who,
while not offering a definition of humour, characterises laughter as the expres-
sion of a sudden feeling of happiness caused either by contentment with one's
own action or noticing a lack in another, in comparison to whom one feels bet-
ter' (Hobbes 1985 [1651]: 125; cf. also Heyd 1982: 286, 292). Thus, according
to Hobbes, starting to laugh presumes a feeling of triumph or contentment.

Lists of varying, even contradictory, laughter situations begin with An-
thony Ludovici's book about the mystery of laughter (1932).> Decades later,
John Morreall offers a division between humoristic and non-humoristic cases
of laughter (Morreall 1983: 1-2; also mentioned by Knuuttila 1992: 96-98).
Morreall locates the example of the reaction to finding out about winning the
lottery in the area of non-humoristic laughter. It seems that there is a similar
experiential basis for the emotion that treasure tales describe in connection
with finding treasure. In contrast, humoristic laughter accompanies listening
to a joke or recognising trickery; other stimuli for laughter could be other
people’s mishaps or simply a jolly mood, which can give rise to laughter for
no particular reason.

Today laughter is defined as an instinctive, contagious behaviour that is
subject to unconscious control and rarely occurs in solitude. Laughter ar-
ticulates speech and is mainly not connected with humour. Speakers laugh
more frequently than their listeners, and men try to make their women
companions laugh by means of their behaviour, while women, indeed, laugh
more frequently than men (Provine 2000, 2004; Panksepp & Burgdorf 2003;
cf. Rohrich 2008: 201-202). In this connection, psychologist Robert Provine
stresses that he studies laughter without distinguishing it from the mechanisms
of humour.

As a folklore genre, the legend does not differ remarkably from ordinary
speech. This piece of narrative folklore is woven into conversation when a nar-
rator thinks it is a good illustration of a situation, a way of influencing other
participants, advancing the conversation at hand, or if a narrator just wants
to share the legend she or he knows. Of course, a legend can be told during a
specific storytelling session in which clear distinction is made between the (par-
tially) professional teller and the listeners (Bauman 1992: 46; Andersen 2011;
Sobol 2020). Sometimes the participants in a storytelling session laugh because
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they consider the narrative to be funny. But on the other hand both the narrator
and the listeners laugh because the laughter makes a connection and facilitates
more uninhibited communication. It is very likely that some informant’s laugh-
ter during folklore interviews can be interpreted as communicative laughter.?
For example, when folklorists asked a woman from Siirgavere, south Estonia
about a treasure tale regarding the money pit in her former home village, the
interviewee reacted by laughing. She apologised for forgetting the story, but
by laughing she bought a bit of time, and as the conversation continued, she
was able to recall the legend.*

Weighing the various stimuli for laughter, Lena Marander-Eklund (2008)
has identified characteristics of laughter that occurs in a conversational context.
Through an in-depth analysis of birth stories, she shows how conversational
laughter becomes an element of narrative style. Laughter simultaneously pro-
vokes and hides emotion: joy and the release of tension, pain and the feeling
of loss of control of one's body, fear and helplessness, anger and vulnerability,
feelings of embarrassment. A small number of birth stories told during her
research project were presented as situational comedy and thus some comical
laughter was involved. The laughter accompanying the narration turned out
to be a way of transmitting emotions. However, Marander-Eklund also makes
a significant observation: the narrator’s expression of non-comical laughter
does not automatically provoke shared laughter in other conversation partners
(Marander-Eklund 2008: 106).

Thus, the narrator of a personal experience story might laugh when trans-
mitting even a non-comical incident (compare the results of R. Provine's
observation: the speaker laughs more than the listener). Although she or he is
laughing, the listener maintains seriousness because she or he senses the serious
tone of what is being conveyed. With respect to the presentation of other genres
as jokes and anecdotes, it is considered in good taste not to laugh at one's own
jokes (Viidalepp 2004 [1965]: 103). Nevertheless, almost everyone can recall
exceptions in which the performer who tells a joke laughs, or situations in which
a tale that was not meant to be laughed at evokes an (inappropriate?) jolliness
in the listener. At the same time if tales are told mainly for entertainment pur-
poses the humorous rhetoric is used to narrate both personal experience stories
and legends, and the audience responds with laughter as expected. In addition
to communicative laughter and humorous laughter, the infectious quality of
laughter itself can prevail. Eik Hermann (2006: 129) writes that starting from a
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certain intensity, laughter generates more laughter, which does not derive from
the original joke; those engaged in such laughter would not usually be able to
reply precisely about what it is that amuses them.

In addition to comical laughter and contagious conversational laughter we
can observe laughter in response to ambiguity in legend content.® With respect
to the laughter accompanying the telling of treasure legends, it is important to
note that all participants, the teller and the listeners, and even the researcher,
sense ambivalent feelings toward the topic under discussion. Do people laugh
because something is funny or because there is confusion? Perhaps the “dark
side” of laughter is revealing itself at these moments and people are laughing
at someone or something (cf. Panksepp & Burgdorf 2003: 543).

During fieldwork in Setumaa in 1996, ethnologist Aivar Jiirgenson noticed
that informants laughed when speaking about religious topics. In his subsequent
article, entitled “Seeking Religious Confession during an Enculturation Crisis”
(Jurgenson 1997), he explained how such bursts of laughter, albeit funny in
themselves, seemed inappropriate to him in his fieldwork (Jiirgenson 1997).¢ Ac-
cording to Jiirgenson, people were becoming more distant from the wisdom of
their forbears, and under the influence of processes of secularisation they tended
to laugh at mythological representations (beings) (ibid.: 82-83). In Oring s inter-
pretation the laughter accompanying the narration of a supernatural experience
decreases the extent of truthfulness attributed to the event (Oring 2008: 139).
Bill Ellis (1987: 54-57) has discovered that interpreters of the urban legend
“The Hook” arrived at completely different results depending on whether their
sources were journalistic versions of the story or recordings of interviews. When
reading printed versions of the stories, reactions of participants in the conver-
sation were not included; in contrast, the audio recordings were accompanied
by multivocal chuckling. B. Ellis’ research experience leads us to regard the
Estonian treasure tale “Only the same hand that buries the treasure can take
up it again” (Aarne 1918 type 64, Jauhiainen 1999 type P 421) as an anecdote
and not a “serious” belief legend. Based only on archive manuscripts this tale
might be classified as an ordinary legend (cf. example 1).

Example 1. Grandmother kept telling [the story] ... So the old man put
the gold there, in the old days there were large grain threshing rooms,
with hearths, too, ash hearths. A big oven, the kind where the ash was
scraped in [chuckles]. The old man, damn it, put his gold there before
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he died. It was said that “the hand that puts, takes”. The old man died
[keeps telling the story with laughter in her voice] and the old women
dragged him to that place, using his hand to scrape for gold. I don't
know whether he got the gold or not [change in tone of voice]. That's
how Grandmother told it. (RKM, Mgn II 3073 (12) < Simuna khk - O.
Koiva, A. Tael, M. Jallai < E. K., 74 a (1978).)

This might be an example of laughter that discredits content, i.e. it signals
not only that the storyteller is not taking the story seriously but considers the
described situation to be ridiculous. In all the approximately ten recordings of
the same tale found in the folklore archives between 1960 and 1982 one can
hear the storyteller's laughter, not at the beginning, when the teller is biding
his or her time so as better to remember by laughing lightly, but during the
content of the story, in the description of the attempt to find treasure through
‘the hand that put it there! The tale made the listeners laugh, something that
also happened in interview situations. In contrast, manuscript variants do not
reveal informants' attitudes. One variant of the same story from the end of
the 19" century’ describes a search that, it is claimed, really took place. Rhe-
torical devices in the text, such as reference to a court case (the story is said
to have been written down in parish court records), and its connection to a
specific person (one “Torsaare papa’) at a specific time (1861) indicate that the
story should be taken seriously.

In his essay on laughter in the Middle Ages, Jacques Le Goff (2006 [1989]: 169)
emphasises the importance of the historical treatment of laughter: “Depend-
ing on the era and the society, attitudes toward laughter, practices of laughter,
objects and forms of laughter have been changeable” Unfortunately, there is
no evidence that would confirm decisively that, at the end of the 19" century
“Only the same hand..” and other - at a first sight — belieflegends did not evoke
laughter, while they did after World War Two. In the case of old texts, we can
find only rare descriptions of how the teller and the audience reacted during
the storytelling and what emotions they expressed. August Annist, researcher
of Estonian literature and epics, characterised a countryman's reaction to
the recounting of the feats of the epic hero Kalevipoeg as “broad, Olympian
peasant's laughter”, which resembled Kalevipoeg's own mirth after he threw
the water spirit into the bog (Annist 2005: 656). Perhaps some treasure tales
have evoked a similar audience reaction.
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There are parallels confirming that, for some reason, as long as three hun-
dred years ago, a legendary topic was met with laughter. In the context of
the historical study of belief legends Merili Metsvahi quotes Hermann von
Bruiningk's work on werewolves in Livonia: “When Thies, called to be a
witness [in court concerning another matter], has to swear that he is telling
the truth, another peasant starts laughing. When he is asked why, he answers
that everyone knows that Thies is in communication with the devil and that
he is a werewolf” (cf. Metsvahi 2001: 101). Further, Metsvahi writes that ac-
cusations made by Thies himself took a more serious turn in 1691, when even
the judges “laughed at him and sent him on his way unpunished”. However,
it is still unknown why the abovementioned bystander laughed. Information
that we have about laughter in the contexts of supernatural matters lead us
to consider not only the marker of enculturation crisis (cf. Jiirgenson 1997),
and various reasons to laugh over a joke, but various other stimuli, including
emotions provoked by the level of narration and the story realm. Indeed, it is
true that as a behavioural phenomenon, laughter is strongly bound up with
context (Martin 2007: 155; Solomon 2006: 79-89). This makes cases in which
laughter is embedded or made relevant in treasure tales all the more interesting.
Taking into consideration the laughter of the character in the legend we can in
certain cases determine the tale type to which the story belongs.

Elliott Oring regards laughter and humour, interconnected with each other,
as rhetorical devices in folktales (Oring 2008: 130, 139-140). As already indi-
cated, it is to be expected that laughter is quick to burst out when a tale is being
told for entertainment; in such cases serious content is turned into a joke during
the performance.®* Humour then enters into the service of the tale's rhetoric,
and the events described in the tale amuse people. Leea Virtanen has discussed
tales of haunting and horror that have a surprise ending and has shown how
such narratives function as a parody of the folktale (2000: 108-109). During
the performance of quite scary legends, both the tellers and listeners some-
times laugh, and we can perceive the using of tales for entertainment. When
the narrator of a treasure tale laughs, the interpreter immediately has to begin
guessing. Either the partner in the conversation has contradictory feelings,
or perhaps taking her of his time to answer. She or he might be concealing a
lack of knowledge, either not believing what is being said, or just the opposite,
believing it with conviction, but hiding behind laughter in the fear of being
compromised. The essential ambivalence of the folktale cautions us about in-
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terpreting the laughter that accompanies the telling. Laughter cannot always
or univocally be regarded as a signal that the content of the story is not being
taken seriously. A. Jiirgenson (1997: 80) states that a joke is not the only provo-
cation of laughter. Based on her extensive experience, G. Bennett (1989: 296)
claims, “The teller and/or the listener sometimes laugh even when they have a
serious attitude toward the topic of conversation and in no way plan to discredit
what is being told. Oring (2008: 139) concludes that there are many kinds of
laughter, not all of which constitute a response to humour”.

The story of a woman from Polva parish in southern Estonia who said
in 1973 that she had seen gold coins laid in a circle on the ground, creates a
double effect.” Looking for an explanation of her experience, she pointed to the
possibility that the devil 's hand was involved, and then laughed. However, she
neither turned the story into a joke, nor did she argue for belief in the devil's
existence (traditionally, the devil is often the guardian of hidden treasure).
During the conversation the interviewee revealed that it was her grandfather
who had connected his childhood experience with “the old devils” (her grand-
father had told her the tale). For the narrator herself, the content of the story
remained ambiguous, as can be seen in the conclusion: “Who knows what kind
of a thing it is” However, neither the utterance of the story nor the laughter
that accompanied it brought clarity to the matter.

Who laughs within the story world?

Folktales do not focus on feelings of legend characters in detail, because this
would slow down the transmission of events. However, treasure tales do
provide some information about emotions: joy, hope, fear, doubt, insecurity,
disappointment, envy, greed; emotions that provoke laughter in the characters
in the story or seem to amuse those who know the tales.

In the treasure tales, laughter has a significant influence on events in all but
one tale type, “The woman from an auger hole” (in fairy tale index, Ee 423%,
cf. Jarv, Kaasik & Toomeos-Orglaan 2009: 563). A hidden treasure episode
occurs in the approximately twenty variants of this tale type noted in Estonia.
The main content of the tale is as follows. A man marries a being (probably
an elf) who came out of an auger hole."” One day the woman starts laughing
in a puzzling manner on the way to church and agrees to admit the reason
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for this only on condition that her husband shows her where she has come
from. It turns out that what made her laugh was a treasure she saw by the
side of the road, which was visible to her because of her unearthly back-
ground. Variants of the story differ as to what or who actually points to the
location of the treasure: does the horse stumble on the pot or do talking
ravens betray its location? Later, when the woman has already gone on her
way, the flesh-and-blood man simply has to go and take the treasure out. The
one who laughs is the unearthly being who has information that the human
character did not have. We could speak of this as laughter at knowing a secret,
or even the laughter of superiority (Morreall 1983: 6-10; italics in original).
Up until then not laughing was the mark of the elf's otherness; knowing a
secret that is meaningful for humans makes her act like a human being, i.e. by
laughing her reaction provokes her husband to ask about the reason for her
laughter, as is common in human relations. The woman reveals the information,
which has become clear to her, but in return the man must reveal his secret,
specifically where he got his wife.

The laughter of supernatural beings also occurs in other types of treasure
tale, but elsewhere it is not as decisive for the course of the tale’s events. Once
again, laughter becomes a sign of contact with a different kind of reality. A
human perceives the difference between this and ordinary laughter, and the
unexplained laughter provokes fear. We can construct a dense framework of
a religious interpretation around the laughing supernatural being, but what is
noteworthy here is that the laughter sounds wrong somehow. This is particularly
notable when laughter and crying are heard alternately, as in a tale submitted to
alegend collection competition in 1939. L. Vister, a high school student in Térva
at the time, recorded the tale of a pot of gold in Kullalohu forest."" According
to conditions set to get the gold, one had to walk back and forth through the
forest in the middle of the night. One man tried to fulfil the condition, but he
began to hear “ridiculing laughter” and on his last walk heard “mournful crying
and moaning’”. In 1911 folklore collector Hans Karro wrote down a long tale to
send to the Estonian Literature Society, in which the male character had heard,
while counting money he had previously found, the sound of eleven strange
voices laughing at once."? This episode acts as a warning and belongs to the list
of other signs of evil among the character's negative experiences. Rather than
creating a feeling of fun, this laughter forces the human to be cautious, as if to
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alert his senses to an encounter with a feared, dangerous world. Supposedly
comical responses elsewhere force mortals to remain serious.

However, the laughter of a supernatural being in treasure tales does not
occur only to hinder the activity of the treasure seeker. As was said, in certain
situations laughter can definitely be interpreted as the expression of a feeling of
superiority, for example of the treasure guardian when laughing as an expression
of superiority at human misfortune that happens while seeking treasure. As a
result, we perceive a certain variability here in that the guarding creature either
gives or does not give a treasure to a person. For example, in a tale sent in 1895
from Kronstadt to the organiser of a folklore collection in Estonia," black men
by the treasure fire laugh out loud when they see a human walking on the fire in
order to receive wealth. The man had to throw an object into the fire to receive
this fortune (by doing this he would be marking part of the wealth as his own).
Because he has nothing within easy reach, he walks into the fire himself. After
that the guardians disappear, but the man realises that he has actually stepped
into a waterhole. Climbing out of the water the man hears a voice laughing and
mocking. “Look at the fool! He wanted to get money from us, and jumped into
a pond!” The failure of this human's action is confirmed by the laughter of his
ghostly opponents, with the story being textualised with a humorous tone. The
treasure hunters’ failure is common in treasure tales, while in a few legend types
they are literally laughed at (see Jauhiainen 1999 type P 101).

Tale type ATU 763 “The Treasure Finders Who Murder One Another” is
(according to the international folk tale index) an example that includes an
episode of laughter where ordinary people communicate and mock each other.
Three brothers are going treasure hunting, but the oldest refuses to participate
hoping to get money without doing anything. He is, of course, ridiculed by his
younger brothers, who laugh at him. “Behold the man who hopes to be given
money without digging or exerting himself. We'll see whether it comes true.”**
But it turns out later that only the oldest brother survives because after finding
treasure the younger brothers murder one another so as not to share the money
(one of them is stabbed to death and the other is poisoned). After certain twists
and turns in the plot, the older brother's hopes come true.

The situation in which the human character in a treasure tale laughs at
a supernatural being is rather rare. When a person has outsmarted a koll or
devil and dared to rejoice, punishment is not far away, as can be expected in
belief legends. In a legend connected with Kirumpéa fortress in south Estonia,
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the condition for finding the treasure is to bring a foal, a rooster and a child
to the spirit of lake Tamula. One man replaced the child with a cat, received
the money chest and laughed at the success of his cheating. After this the lake
got up and chased him and the man was forced to drop the money chest.”®
However, Leea Virtanen (2000: 112) has discussed the possibility of laughing at
a supernatural being in legends from another point of view. According to her,
the narration of belief legends includes the narrative ridiculing of a dreaded
creature, making it permissible to laugh at a supernatural being.

One of the more surprising research results was that there was no overt
ban on laughter in treasure tales. A ban on speaking, for example blurting out
a secret, is relevant if the treasure is designated for a specific individual. In
particular tale variants laughter is treated as the equivalent of speaking, and
laughing is enough to make the treasure disappear. An outburst of laughter is
accompanied by talking. In the example above, the human character is unable
to remain silent. Rather, strange figures, with whom it is forbidden to speak, are
released into the treasure-seeker's path. In one tale, seeing three oxen walking
on two feet and one fish carrying another caused the male character to laugh,
but he managed to remain silent and serious. However, a chicken dragging a
load of hay and a lion protecting baby chicks was too much, and the search
turned out to be in vain.' Intuitive recognition is built into such concatenations,
which John Morreall cited as examples of laughter caused by an absurd situa-
tion and a funny series of events (Morreall 1983: 13). According to Morreall,
such laughter at an absurd situation does not contain a sense of superiority,
nor does it operate in any way to benefit the one who laughs.

When something is done just for the fun of it in treasure
tales

As is sometimes the case in everyday life, chance plays an important role in
treasure tales. Therefore, it is not uncommon for a treasure hunter to express
joyful emotions or laugh in satisfaction when accidentally finding a hidden
treasure. The phrase doing something ust for the fun of it’ is used in other
legends where the treasure is not found by chance, but the finder has some
information about the possible location of the treasure in advance. Then the
phrase is used to mean effort without serious commitment that nevertheless
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leads to success. In one tale from Helme, a poor villager goes to look for a
mattock shown to him in a dream, for the fun of it; the story goes that in fact
he finds money there, which he uses for his son's education.” Among the
texts of a legend collecting campaign from 1939 is a report on treasure found
by the folklore collector’s forefather. When ploughing a field the ancestor had
noticed a juniper tree and a rock, and just for the fun of it dug in that place,
finding an iron box “full of gold and jewellery”. Later he went to the bank and
exchanged the gold for currency.'® In contrast, in tales oriented toward seri-
ous and systematic searching, in some cases reflecting the activities of almost
professional treasure hunters, the fortune fails to appear. Ironically, planned
activities do not lead to the desired result, although trying just for fun does.

Some treasure tales are essentially warning stories, which, for example,
forbid dealing with the devil, or even mentioning his name. Surprisingly, in
one story a person dares to cast a spell using the devil’s name. According to a
legend variant from Harju County in northern Estonia'® a ploughman sees his
neighbour burying a kettle of money and overhears him conjuring the devil.
The eyewitness shouts out for the fun of it, “the money for me, the kettle for
the devil!” Indeed, a man in a black coach does bring the treasure, the pile of
money is left to the man, and nothing worse happens. The one who longed
for money has dared to compete with the potentially dangerous devil. Other
examples emphasise that there can be no fun when ghosts and spirits (including
the devil) are involved. Just as laughter might arise from contradictory impulses,
considering something a joke is ambivalent in treasure tales. In some cases, one
is allowed to accept suspicious challenges, try them out for the fun of it, and
nothing harmful results. In other cases, there is sufficient warning that contact
with another reality is out of the question, that there can be no digging for fun,
and attempts to search are abandoned. Some treasure tales have been noted in
which a person goes to check something out just for the fun of it, almost gains
possession of a treasure chest, but is finally deprived of it because she or he
has, by accident but unavoidably, violated additional conditions. These three
scenarios illustrate the fact that when encountering hidden treasure just for
the sake of it, or just for fun, the result cannot be predicted.
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Treasure tales as jokes

A number of tale types are classified as jokes according to folkloristic classifi-
cation. This might lead one to believe that such tales create fun, and that the
laughter aroused when listening to them is humoristic laughter. Of interest in
this respect are tale types that focus on a fortunate coincidence: “The Treasure
at Home” (ATU 1645), “A Dream of Treasure Bought (Guntram)” (ATU 1645A)
and “The Robbers under the Tree” (ATU 1653, the fifth subversion). The “Dream
of Marking the Treasure” tale type (ATU 1645B) reflects a fortunate coincidence
only at the beginning of the tale. In addition to those already named, “The
Talkative Wife and the Discovered Treasure” (ATU 1381) is included here. Arvo
Krikmann, researcher of proverbs and sayings, and of folk humour, has charac-
terised the types under discussion here as tales of undeserved luck, alongside
deceptive jokes concerning deserved success or failure, and jokes concerning
stupidity or deserved failure (Krikmann 2003: 170). According to Krikmann,
coincidence does not really belong among the motivating factors in jokes, al-
though it is the activator of events in realistic tales or novellas. However, treasure
tales are very much oriented towards coincidence. Even if the story tells of the
planned search, coincidence intervenes on a plot level, changing the course
of the action. Tales of fortunate discoveries and unfortunate failures seldom
acquire a joke-like quality. Thus, one should not be surprised that tale types
classified in the area of jokes according to the international classification are
sometimes not actually jokes or are not jokes in particular local cultures. That
instances of coincidental discovery and unfortunate failure could both illicit
laughter is another matter. In the first case this happens because of empathic
sharing of the finder's joy, in the second because of a feeling of superiority®
because no one gets the treasure.

In the 20™ century more archaic treasure tales, that in earlier times were
told as jokes, gradually faded from the living tradition, though they were still
published in folk tale anthologies. However, the folklore archive always offers
surprises, and we can find such a joke recorded as late as 1970. The female
teller could not hold back her laughter at the end of every phrase spoken to
the folklorist when she told of how an old man had dreamed of treasure and
marked its location with excrement. At the end, the narrator confirmed, laugh-
ing, that it was a true story, everything the man in the story had dreamed of

55



Mare Kalda

actually happened. In this tale we can see the idea of a connection between
money and excrement, which has often been of analytical interest. Research-
ers have been challenged to investigate the equivalence of money and ex-
crement (for example Arnoux 2005; as well as Dundes 1962: 1040-1041;
Goldberg & Lewis 2000: 50-51).

In the case of the joke about marking treasure, the imagined situation might
have seemed funny to the audience but not to any of the story's characters.
Evenif a person laughs out of embarrassment or when getting into a pickle (the
case of non-humoristic laughter), this is not seen in this case. Laughter about
getting into a pickle can appear as a dilemma on the level of the narration: the
story might indeed be funny, but when and where is it appropriate to retell it?

The “Dream of Treasure Bought”, tale type (ATU 1645A), has traditionally
been placed in the same section as anecdotes and jokes in folktale classifica-
tions. Does the story make anyone laugh? If so, could there be anything funny
to the listener? The main narrative line of the tale is as follows: a nobleman (a
common man in variants) is on a journey and falls asleep under a tree. His serv-
ant (or companion) observes an insect or little worm creep out of his mouth,
go to a stream, and try to cross it. The servant lays his sword (or stick) across
the stream and the little animal crosses over. Later the animal returns the way
it came and goes back into the mouth of the sleeping man, who then wakes up
and says how he saw a place where some treasure is buried. Another man tells
of what he observed; they discuss the matter and find the treasure. Studying the
Estonian versions of the tale we can conclude that in our cultural area such a
story does not function as a joke and has been circulated only as a belief legend.
Legend scholars have again and again experienced how laughter as an emotional
reaction rings out at the performance of a belief legend. Yet we are not certain
about a laughing reaction after listening to this particular story; apart from
which the laughter accompanying belief legends does not necessarily derive
from humour. The Estonian legend variants of ATU 1645A (consisting of 26
texts in the archive) do not point to anything ridiculous either in, or relating to,
legends. Michael Chestnutt (1991) has searched for an analytical explanation of
the qualities of jokes in tale type ATU 1645A. Based on Scandinavian variants,
he has stressed that a particular kind of logic is expressed through the story.

An episode of laughter also belongs to the content of “The Treasure
at Home” (ATU 1645). Laughter in the story realm does not make the events
in this story funny in the narration realm. Even if the story appears to be a
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joke in certain situations, the narratives collected in the folklore archives still
tavour the other classification, specifically as alegend. As in the legend-like fairy
tale “The Woman from an Auger Hole”, laughter becomes a repeated content
element in the variants of ATU 1645. The character in the tale dreams (or it
is said) that he finds a treasure on a bridge (or square) in a city (Riga, Tallinn,
Tartu, Narva). He goes to find it but nothing happens. He walks around until a
townsman takes an interest. During a short conversation, the townsman laughs
in a superior way over the apparent stupidity and gullibility of this recently
arrived man.” During the conversation it also becomes clear that the hidden
treasure is actually to be found in the countryman's farm, which the towns-
man had earlier dreamed of. The countryman realises how things are, returns
home and finds a kettle of money. In a more elaborate version of the story,
this is followed by another episode of laughter. Indeed, a few years later some
soldiers happen to visit the same farm. They keep laughing and laughing at the
message inscribed in a foreign language on the edge of the kettle they see in
the farmhouse that says “the deeper you dig, the better you find”. The hints and
explanations offered in a laughing tone turn out to be relevant information. If
the character in the story laughs, then how do the storyteller and the audience
respond? Liisa Kiimmel, being a good storyteller, was not struck by laughter
when she was interviewed during fieldwork in 1963. She said:

But one time it happened that some Russians came in and wanted
something to drink. So, the man gave them something to drink from
the pitcher. The men looked on and laughed. He asked, ‘why are you
laughing?’ They replied, ‘it says here “take from the bottom, where it's
thicker!” So, the man started thinking, what does that mean, take from
the bottom, it's thicker. He started to look around again. He found a
great kettle full of coins. That was enough to find himself a wife. That
was how it was with money holes.”

Practical jokes inspired by treasure lore

In addition to traditional legends, folklore collections contain stories about how
people who take hidden treasure too seriously have been ridiculed. Pranksters
tend to amuse themselves at the expense of the target of the joke, taking advan-
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tage of the situation in order to laugh at their companions. Laughter is provoked
by setting the companion up as the target of the joke; failure seems funny right
from the beginning. If the prank misfires for some reason, the hoped-for effect of
the joke does not prevail, and no tale is born that can later be told with amuse-
ment. The opposite is also true: the butt of the joke does not talk about ridicule
unless it is the teasers who fail. Based on John Morreall's example (1997: 37-40)
we can assert that the creation of personal (mental) distance acts as a stimulus
for jokes and laughter: what happens to other people is funny, but if the same
had happened to oneself, it would not have been funny at all.

Practical jokes have been performed on the basis of treasure lore in two ways.
One of these is fake treasure. Here coins are scattered in the path of the treasure
hunter, or a false money pot is hidden, or a fire is made that might imitate the
gleaming light of treasure. In other cases, those who are being teased do not
have the intention of getting their hands on the treasure. In such cases, an im-
age connected with treasure lore is activated, for example in order to frighten
his companions the joker disguises himself as a horrifying treasure guardian.

Tales that describe the failure of someone's serious treasure hunt can also
offer the possibility of jokes and ridicule. For example, in a longer narrative
transcribed in 1933 about two passionate treasure hunters, we encounter a
well-developed failure story formed of several episodes.* Initially the tale de-
velops in the frame of a belief legend: the treasure hunters are hindered by an
unexpected heavy storm and beasts are sent by the devil. The tale employs two
aspects of the rhetoric of truth used for telling a legend (Oring 2008): the story
is connected to a real place and person, and there is reference to a real person
who had often spoken of his treasure-seeking adventures. However, the narrative
is resolved differently. “Some pranksters made a little fire, rattled broken beer
bottles and broke an old pot. Others called old T. [the character’s name] out
from the tavern to see and listen to how the devil had run oft with the money,
with a rattling sound, depriving T. of the treasure. This tavern joke was told by
an old man named H. H. .. A long time later, during fieldwork in 1997, the
folklorist was told this same practical joke, which was probably a vital part of
local tradition concerning treasure buried in a certain place. The characters of
this story dug only to make it look as though they had removed a pot of money.
They made the landowner angry, indicating that the prank was successful.**

In some ways practical joking inspired by treasure lore cancels out tradition
because it decisively overturns those episodes in a folktale that have previously
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been presented as fact. However, on the other hand, even though they have
given the tale a new direction, such changes keep the original tale alive. The
evolution of a tale in the community from information relevant to the object
of the joke also creates the opportunity for a laugh of superiority: who would
believe that treasure fires burn, and ghosts guard treasure? Such people deserve
to be ridiculed.

Conclusion

In tradition related to hidden treasure laughter is expressed both on the level
of narration (the teller and the listeners laugh) as well as in the story realm (the
characters in the narrative laugh). On the basis of the thematic text corpus of
the Estonian Folklore Archive, we can say that in most cases laughter at the
narration level does not synchronise with the laughter of the characters in
the story realm. Listeners laugh or are amused when the character in the tale
is in a pickle, is deprived of the hoped-for benefit or does something wrong.
When there is an empathic reception, joy at the character's good fortune is
appropriate. John Morreall (1997: 43-44) and Eik Hermann (2006: 149) have
called attention to this contradiction in laughter, which breaks out when there
is failure but also when there is success. Indeed, treasure tales are stories about
finding or being left empty-handed, and the obstacles encountered along the
way. The contrary nature of laughter appears in treasure lore, in the situations
that occasion laughter. Laughter when telling the tale depends on the context
of presentation and the emotional reactions of the participants.

Treasure tales make one laugh if they are told in a funny manner, for example
if the main reason to tell them is entertainment. In the case of treasure jokes,
the genre issues a licence to laugh in advance. As a genre, the legend flexibly
adjusts to different contexts, and so it becomes possible to tell about hidden
treasure seriously, or, alternatively, by turning it into a joke, as we have seen
in various examples above. If one needs to find an explanation for laughter in
a treasure tale and in the narration context, there are more factors to keep in
mind than genre conventions. Laughter in a treasure legend might be simultane-
ously humoristic laughter and a sign of ambivalent feelings. However, laughter
endangers the extent to which the narrative can be taken seriously. Laughter
might also hide the fact that the topic touches a person deeply.
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Alongside the more complicated reasons for laughter, it seems that com-
municative laughter is a natural accompaniment to storytelling. Sometimes
the narrator of a personal experience story laughs when asserting that she or
he personally landed in the middle of the events being relayed. In this manner
she or he emphasises ownership of what was experienced and is being told.
Using rhetoric and other performance conventions, including telling the tale as
ajoke, the teller can achieve the same reaction in listeners, and all participants
in the narrating situation laugh together.

In belief legends laughter is a signal of the beyond. The being who laughs
possesses information that is inaccessible to mortals because of the limitations
of the latter's senses. Several common beliefs and warnings are also relevant
in treasure tales including those that apply to laughter more generally. Hearing
suspicious laughter, a human who wants to find treasure has to be careful: there
may be a supernatural being nearby, and the human has to decide whether to
avoid the encounter or use the chance that is being offered.

Sometimes characters in treasure tales laugh in situations where people
would also laugh in their ordinary lives, either at someone else's misfortune,
the success of a practical joke, upon seeing a comical array of things (in the
case of surprising success), or as a result of discerning the absurdity of a situa-
tion. Even if in treasure tales and during the narration of tales the laughters do
not coincide, one can nevertheless claim that just as characters are energised
by laughter in the story realm, laughter offers a challenge to listeners' senses.
There is yet another factor that brings them closer: just like a person in the real
world, a legend character leaves something undone or does something secret
to avoid becoming the object of others’ laughter.
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Notes

! In some examinations of laughter, a quotation is formed on the basis of this passage
from Hobbes: “Laughter is nothing else but a sudden glory arising from some sudden
conception of some eminency in ourselves” (see Panksepp 2005: 63). The chapter of
Hobbes’ Leviathan that makes distinctions between emotions states: “Sudden Glory, is
the passion which maketh those Grimaces called Laughter; and is caused either by some
sudden act of their own, that pleaseth them; or by the apprehension of some deformed
thing in another, by comparison whereof they suddenly applaud themselves. And it is
incident most to them, that are conscious of the fewest abilities in themselves; who are
forced to keep themselves in their own favour, by observing the imperfections of other
men. And therefore much Laughter at the defects of others is a signe of Pusillanimity.
For of great minds, one of the proper workes is, to help and free others from scorn; and
compare themselves onely with the most able” (Hobbes 1985 [1651]: 125; cf. also the
e-book version at Project Gutenberg: http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/3207).

21 consider contemporary humour theorist Victor Raskin’s evaluation of A. Ludovici
somewhat strange, the latter having written about the dark side of laughter along with
its light side as if he hated humour (cf. Krikmann 2004: 22-23. Emphasis mine).
Jacques Le Goff (2006 [1989]: 169) praises John Morreall’s (1983) consideration of the
serious side of laughter.

* On psychological and sociolinguistic aspects of communicative laughter see for example
Glenn 2008, and O’Connell & Kowal 2008, in particular 163-174.

*See RKM, Mgn I1 2063 (c) < Suure-Jaani khk < Siirgavere - I. Riiiitel, A. Vljaots < fe-
male informant, born 1898 (1971). This woman, 83 years old at the time, told the story
with a significant personal connection because she had participated in the attempt to
find the treasure. Here and hereafter in the current article, the informants of archive
texts are anonymised in cases where the publication of the narrator's name does not
seem ethical.

® On the essential ambiguity of legends see Lindahl 1986.

¢In moments of leisure during shared fieldwork, folklorists have discussed the back-
grounds of their conversation partners’ laughter. Generally, such discussions are un-
documented, although some information has been recorded in the fieldwork diaries in
the Estonian Folklore Archives.

7 EKS 4°5, 256 (3) < Rouge khk — W. Luik (1888/1889).
8 Eda Kalmre (2010) has studied the issue, drawing examples from contemporary legends.

® RKM, Mgn II 2378 (d) < Polva khk - I. Riiitel, O. Kiis < female informant, born 1901
(1973).
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12 According to the international classification of folk tales, the core of ATU 826 is the
devil writing a list of sins on a cowhide, which is witnessed by a holy man. Fairy tale
researcher Risto Jarv (2000: 113) indicates that “researchers have classified this con-
tent as belonging to a legend, though it also reminds one of fairy tales”. In the current
enquiry we are interested in tales where ATU 826 and the revelation of the location of
the treasure are combined (cf. also Aarne 1918, tale type 59).

"WERA II 237, 56/7 (9) < Helme khk - L. Vister < Jaak Vister, 58 years (1939).

12 EKS 48 XXIII, 21/5 (95) < Palamuse khk - H. Karro (1911).

B E 15377/84 (3) < Kroonlinn - D. E Roosipuu (1895).

" E 13966/9 (4) < Koeru khk - O. Hintzenberg < Aadu Tomberg (1894).

15F 15516 < Polva khk - J. Melzov (1895).

'© ERA II 243, 595/7 (15) < Hargla khk- S. Suur < Hipp Suur, 74 years (1939).

7E 12229/30 (24) < Helme khk - J. Karu (1894).

8 ERA II 222, 315/6 (6) < Kuusalu khk - E. Sammelselg < Aleksander Sammelselg,
60 years (1939).

¥ E 53125 (43) < Keila khk - P. Berg < Julius Radp (1922).

? On humour deriving from a feeling of superiority see Heyd 1982: 291-292; Mor-
reall 1983: 6-8; Knuuttila 1992: 106-107; Krikmann 2004: 28-29.

! The scene containing this story was staged in a similar manner at the Emajée Summer
Theatre open-air performance of Money (seen 7 August 2010 in Tartu). The man from
the city relates the advice he got in his sleep and laughs it off as irrelevant.

2 See RKM, Mgn II 889 (d) < Tori khk (1963).

# ERA 11 58, 257/67 (7) < Paistu khk — M. Sarv < Marie Noorkukk, 50 years (1933).

# EFA 121 (4) < Kanepi khk, Kolleste v — K. Tamm < male informant, 86 years (1997).

Sources

Estonian Folklore Archives, ELM:

E - the manuscripts of M. J. Eisen, 1880-1934

EFA - ELM folklore manuscripts from 1996 onwards

EKS - Estonian Literary Society folklore manuscripts, 1872-1924

ERA - Estonian Folklore Archives, 1927-1944

RKM - Estonian State Literary Museum folklore manuscripts, 1945-1999
RKM, Mgn II - ELM audio recordings of the, 1953-1993
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Abstract: This article examines the phenomenon of ostension and criminal
legends in the context of contemporary horror tales circulating among
Estonian youth, particularly through digital media. It explores how narra-
tives about “men in white vans,” killer clowns, and Slenderman evolve from
online spaces into real-life practices, triggering moral panics and shaping
public discourse. Drawing on folklore theory and the concept of osten-
sion, the study analyzes the interplay between oral and digital traditions,
media amplification, and participatory culture. The findings highlight how
these legends reflect societal fears, identity construction, and the blurred
boundaries between fiction and reality in the digital age.
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Panic broke out in the small town of Pdlva in south Estonia following
a viral social media post about a masked man, some two metres tall,
who jumped out of a suspicious white van that he had been driving
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around the town to kidnap a schoolboy. This incident was one of several
similar cases that the local police had had to investigate. The girl who
had posted the unsettling warning claimed that her teenage brother had
been involved in the incident, and he said that other boys had found
themselves in similar predicaments as well. Another scary story that
circulated in the town cautioned that criminals attacked lone individuals
after dark to harvest their organs. (Harju 2018: 1)

The digital space connects us all in a global sphere of tradition, allowing horror
tales and the characters therein from all over the world to be adopted easily into
the Estonian context. This article was inspired by recent incidents that suppos-
edly took place in Estonia and rumours based on these putative incidents. Two
more public cases even led journalists to reach out to the author of this article
for a comment. These incidents, and the horror tales they inspire, share a com-
mon framework and recurring characters: evil clowns and men in white vans
who abduct children. Another common aspect of these narratives is that they
are spread by children or teenagers. The source of these stories about allegedly
true incidents was invariably online sites and social media platforms. Journal-
ists reporting on several of these cases, and posts on social media, brought the
tales to public attention and even led to police investigation.

In folklore studies, these types of narrative are regarded as contemporary
elaborations of the legend genre: they are identified as belief-based contem-
porary legends, popularly called urban legends. The difference between older
agrarian legends and modern urban legends lies in the broader scope and range
of themes of the latter, as urban legends draw significantly from real life, cinema,
video games, popular culture, and online digital content. The repeating patterns
in these tales might reference older motifs but are just as likely to include more
recent narrative motifs. They often follow rather humorous plotlines, and the
narrative style can resemble that of tall tales (see also Kalmre 2013).

The narrative tradition about evil creatures tormenting children hardly
represents the lighter side of folktales. Many urban legends mediate senti-
ments of revenge, violence, or xenophobia and are inspired by or even focus
on fear of a violent death. Scholars of contemporary legends acknowledge
that the crimes described in the narratives have indeed taken place, al-
though as narrations they have a traditional structure, repeated motifs, and
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are unverifiable, and as such are definitely part of folklore, not the reality
(Brunvand 2001: 469; Ellis 2003: 197).

How, then, should a folklorist describe these incidents and narratives? How
are they formed and spread? This article aims to approach these questions by
relying on the genre specificity of legends and so focuses on the rhetoric em-
ployed when covering such incidents in traditional and online media. Another
intriguing angle is exploring what is known about the origins of these beliefs,
tales, characters and collective online creation (i.e. the interplay of digital and
oral traditions), as well as society’s reactions to these tales.

Ostension and criminal legends

Modern digital solutions have become essential in the study of contemporary
legends based on practices, their methods of dissemination, and embeddedness
in culture. Linda Dégh and Andrew Vazsonyi (1983) introduced the concept
of ostension, borrowed from semiotics (see Eco 1976: 224-226), to convey the
associations between legend, its performance, and real-world practices rooted
in belief. Their approach combines several, at times synergistic, levels: knowl-
edge of tradition, perception, discourse, and activity. Dégh and Véazsonyi argue
that ostensive activities both manifest and construct legend cycles. Indeed, it
has been suggested that contemporary legends are not folk tales or popular
literature but forms of social behaviour (Ellis 2003: 10).

An ostension-based approach is usually necessitated by the recurring
and symbolic emergence of the contemporary legend tradition on dif-
ferent media channels. This way it is brought closer and becomes more
familiar to its listeners, readers, and spectators, shaping their sense of
reality and, on occasion, causing them to imitate certain aspects of these
narratives. (Kalmre 2013a: 59-60)

Ostension can be divided into different categories, such as pseudo- and proto-
ostension, etc. Pseudo-ostension involves a hoax or a practical joke, through
which perpetrators enact a legend scenario. Proto-ostension describes situa-
tions in which an individual so strongly identifies with the legend that he or
she claims it to be their personal experience, in which case the legend acquires
the status of memorate. Sometimes a story recounted as an (alleged) experi-
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ence of others is presented as a personal experience. While ostensive practices
have evolved and proliferated in the contemporary online media sphere, the
phenomenon itself is much older and has been characteristic of legends in
general. The author has encountered narrators immersion in the story from the
older legend repertoire, such as in speculation surrounding a post-war sausage
factory that operated in Tartu, Estonia. Storytellers present their experience
as a bridge between the legend plot and the real world, blending stereotypical
legend events with real-life events (Kalmre 2013a; see also Metsvahi 2000).
Ostensive practices both reflect and construct the legend cycles they inspire. The
abovementioned public media phenomena have also been described within the
framework of moral panic.! After panic breaks out in the community, several
forms of ostension may independently emerge and start influencing each other.

Linda Dégh (2001)* has adopted a separate term, criminal ostension, to
categorise contemporary sensational legends: gory, tragic, and frightening
narratives that spread via media coverage of events along with the opinions,
rumours and comments associated with them. The media publicises these
narratives, adding details of the practices to known developments. This is how
the subculture of stories about murders and murderers evolves, for example.
Killers, their stories, and supporting characters in the story become evened out
and stereotyped through media and popular rumour, all of which facilitates
variation of the legend tradition (Dégh 2001: 428-440).

Pamela Donovan’s (2001, 2004) research on criminal legends emerged
around the same time as Degh’s approach. According to Donovan, criminal
legends function both as social practices and as texts reflecting ontological
insecurity. They mediate, individualise, and normalise fears associated with
public safety. Donovan has, for example, studied legends of organ theft and
the harassment of children in theme park toilets as among these tales. During
the early 21* century, such tales circulated mainly through oral transmission,
but also via electronic mail and personal networks.

Ostension in the digital age

Since the horror tales and incidents that will be discussed below involve children
and adolescents, it is perhaps worth reviewing the functioning and established
characteristics of the horror tales involving this particular lore group. This
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provides an additional interesting insight as it explains how the idiosyncratic
teatures of this group’s lore are reflected in contemporary incidents.

The prevailing view during the first campaign for the collection and analysis
of schoolchildren’s lore in Estonia in the 1990s was that children’s horror tales
are an authentic synthetic genre that combines religion, physical movement, and
storytelling. This applies to children’s activities and tales shared among peers,
whether at birthday parties, in boarding schools, or on summer camps, etc.
This lore involves predicting the future, summoning spirits, telling scare sto-
ries, occasionally playing a fantasy game, pranking or scaring someone, etc.
Scholars who studied such material at the time emphasised that even though
children’s repertoire was shaped both by everyday life and adult folklore, they
clearly distinguished narrative truth from reality (Koiva 1996: 184).

Although children recount quite spooky stories about supernatural
creatures, they emotionally detach themselves from their narratives. The
horrors that take place in the tales allow them to expand the boundaries
of their emotional experience; however, balancing safety and fear is still
part of the fun, allowing those participating to demonstrate bravery and
fearlessness. (Vahtramae 1996: 164)

On the one hand, children’s lore reflects their rebellious stance against adult
norms, while on the other hand enforcing group solidarity. Telling horror
tales and feeling safe in the face of a shared fear experience is not only enter-
taining but also shapes the social and power dynamics within the group. In a
narrative situation, participants enjoy witnessing others’ fear and trepidation.
(Kalmre 2013: 148-149; Virtanen 1980: 103).

Estonian children’s horror lore from the 1960s to 1980s, involving ghosts,
spirits, blood-soaked hands, suffocating pantyhose, evil dark men, and blood-
suckers, has since the 1990s been added to reports on contemporary fears
about organ theft, murderers, aliens, haunting travellers, and other scary beings
inspired by the mass media, television, popular culture, literature and cin-
ema (Hiiemae 2020). A folklorist cannot help but notice that these modern tales
often recycle references and motifs borrowed from the early legend tradition.

The networking and pervasive influence of the digital age have significantly
broadened opportunities for ostension. Folklore is no longer merely a local
phenomenon, and the internet serves as a perfect channel for disseminating folk
tales (as well as rumours and other forms of folklore). The digital distribution
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of folktales provides researchers far better opportunities to decode and observe
these tales, to understand the cultural biases, social expectations, prejudices,
fears, and anxiety that they reflect. While the tales or legends transmitted
in oral tradition convey emotions in a coded language, in digital form they
are exposed more clearly (see Blank 2009: 9), or perhaps with a greater bias
due to the anonymity of the poster. Today’s pocket-sized digital media (e.g.,
smartphones) allows children to document and share a group legend trip to
an old house or Halloween pranks played on their friends. Digital imaging
and photography have become commonplace and seamlessly integrated into
everyday communication practices (Hand 2012: 11).

Both online and offline (or oral) communication are common among chil-
dren and teenagers, who by nature perform ostensive activities. For this age
group, online self-presentation is largely associated with their offline identity
creation. This, however, means that as teenagers document and share their daily
experiences, they are also sharing their ostensive practices.

A notable example of how digital fiction can transform into a belief that is
reinforced by the offline cultural practices of children and youth is the Slen-
derman phenomenon (or Slender Man), a character created on June 10, 2009
by Something Awful forum user Eric Knudsen (user name Surge) as part of a
Photoshopping contest challenging users to create paranormal images. Initially,
Surge created two black and white images of children, to which he added a tall,
slender, spectral figure wearing a black suit. He later supplemented his submis-
sion with snippets of text, supposedly from witnesses, describing abductions
of groups of children and giving the character the name The Slender Man. The
figure, with its fictitious subtext, quickly became viral and additions to the tale
were made on different platforms and in different communities; the story in-
spired a horror movie and spread into video games (Gasin 2017; Chess 2015).?
The Slenderman story is a true creepypasta, a popular term derived from online
slang for horror legends and images spread online (see Blank, McNeill 2015: 5).

In the pre-digital media and internet era, adult folklore influenced the beliefs
and narrative tradition of children and young people to some extent and often
retrospectively; however, now the digital and visual sphere has largely blurred
the lines between different age groups. The Slenderman character emerged
from adult online activity and permeated youth and children’s folklore. The
pop culture products, the film, and video games featuring Slenderman have
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become an adult business and an entertainment sensation, but also a collabora-
tive source of beliefs for children and youth.

The Slenderman character has been compared with traditional fairy lore.
Since the fictional ‘mythology’ of Slenderman has evolved outside the narra-
tive canons of folklore studies, the character’s appearance, motifs, habits, and
abilities are not fixed but change depending on who is telling the story. The
storytellers can thus use existing Slenderman tropes and imagery to create new
tales. The opportunity to use the ideas of others when offering one’s own ideas
and experiences has inspired the creative participatory culture that emerged
around the Slenderman phenomenon. Digital platforms have made the entire
process related to the phenomenon highly visible and easy to spread, as digi-
tal communication solutions expand and, at the same time, focus on specific
activities, creating new sets of practices.*

This set of activities, in which the existing online content of different
genres (photos, videos, texts, etc.) becomes mixed with individual creation
and experiences on social platforms, could be characterised as participatory
culture (see Jenkins 2006). Logically linked digital photography and participa-
tory culture, to which content is added that is not easily verifiable, as is typi-
cal of legends, invite users to develop the truth value of narratives (see also
Shifman 2014; Kalmre 2022: 33-42).

Although Estonian schoolchildren were aware of Slenderman, the character
never gained much popularity locally. Archive sources, however, include some
stories recounted by children:

For a while, I was afraid of Slenderman. He is a man who has not had
much luck in life; and he lives in the forest and has tentacles. He is also
very tall and, of course, dead. At night, I was afraid that he was watching
me through the window, and sometimes when riding my bike through
the dark forest in the countryside, I was afraid that he would come and
kill me. A friend told me a true story about how two teenagers stabbed
a third one nine times to see Slenderman, who lived in the forest. The
third teenager died, and the two others went to prison. (Tallinn, girl,
age 13) (Hiiemie 2019: 25-26)

This account, recorded during the 2017-2018 countrywide campaign for col-
lecting school lore, organised by the Estonian Literary Museum among 4- to
12th-graders, refers to a tragic, true event that took place in Wisconsin, United
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States, where two girls lured their friend to the forest and stabbed her. The
perpetrators later claimed that they had read about Slenderman online and
feared his retribution if they did not attack the friend. Since this incident, the
mythological character that had been born online and had so far only scared
children, entered the public consciousness and became part of real-world
dangers.

Men in white vans

The media example, mentioned at the beginning of this article, informs us that
the case in Polva involving criminals driving around in a van, is not the first
of this kind to be investigated by the local police. According to the chief of the
police department:

“For some reason, the ‘white van’ story and other similar legends have
repeatedly emerged specifically in Polva.... About two years ago, there
was a major construction project in the area and the builders drove
vans, which started the rumours about white vans snatching people
from the streets”

The police chief emphasised that they routinely investigate all reports
even when they had reason to believe that they are urban legends.
“There’s no point admonishing those who spread these tales, as people
really do get scared,” he noted. “It is our responsibility to inform the
community, as people need reassuring that things are not as they are
told, that these scare stories are unfounded.” (Harju 2018: 2)

At the same time, the news article describes a rather typical transmission pat-
tern of such horror tales from friend to friend to friend.

The boy had heard horror stories about a white van in another town,
so he became scared and ran away.... The boy told his friend about the
suspicious-looking man and the van, and the story being passed from
one boy to another acquired further alarming details. He also talked to
a relative living in that other town about the event, and the latter ended
up sharing it on social media. (Harju 2018: 1-2)
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Rumours typically spread in waves. The boy’s van scare in Pdlva may have
been prompted by an incident in Harku that had been discussed in the
media a year before. Specifically, on November 25, 2017, the Estonian daily
Postimees (The Postman) published a news story titled “A shocking incident
in Harku municipality: masked men pulled a child stepping off of a bus into
their van” (Vali 2017). This news was very likely also inspired by the Facebook
post. The post was widely shared on social media and reported on all Estonian
media channels, including a weekend special news review on Estonian state
television. The news article that mediated the rumour described how a school-
child had been violently pulled into a white van and held hostage. The story
was as sensational as it was ambiguous, which is characteristic of rumours. A
few days later it turned out that the only truth-based aspect of the story was
the fear and the feeling that if something like this would happen, it would be
a dire situation. This is probably why the story was shared on social platforms
making journalists cover the incident as a cautionary tale in the form of a news
story, and why the police became involved. It can be assumed that these very
horror tales shared in the media reverberate episodically among local Facebook
communities. For example, around the time of the Polva incident, a similar
alarming announcement was posted on the Facebook pages of two other local
communities (see Kambja / Ulenurme Kuulutaja). Comments to the post dem-
onstrate how a topic that was originally discussed only by children assumed a
more serious status after being picked up by adults. Around February 24, 2024,
a similar post appeared on the Facebook page of Melliste Teataja, a local news
outlet in Kastre parish in southern Estonia.® This incident will be discussed in
further detail towards the end of the article.

Alarming rumours about a white van have circulated across Europe,
Scandinavia, and elsewhere for more than a decade, owing to the wide reach
of social media. General reports about kidnapping of women and children® by
criminals in white vans can be found on dozens of English-language media sites,
which generally confirm that it is “an urban myth or urban legend”, inspired by
true life and pop-cultural phenomena (see O’Sullivan 2019; Sambeck 2022).
Likewise, in 2012 in Sweden and in 2009 in Australia, during investigations
initiated in response to a parents’ Facebook posts, the police concluded that
it was an urban legend that had no factual foundation and had snowballed on
social media. Yet, the tales reflect quite well the collective problems and fears
prevalent in society (Burger 2014, 2016).
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In the accounts from Europe, the van is generally white because minivans of
this colour are simply the most popular. However, this is not always the case: at
the 2019 International Society Contemporary Legend Research (ISCLR) confer-
ence, we discussed the white van phenomenon with Czech folklore researcher
Peter Janecek and the Slovak folklorist Zuzana Panczové, who claimed that
in Slovakian urban legends the van is usually black. We agreed that in all the
three countries, rumours about vans spread mainly in smaller townships and
rural areas. The Dutch folklorist and media scholar Peter Burger (2014, 2016)
has pointed out that in Great Britain, the white van as the setting of a crime
was probably inspired by a popular television series about a white van and its
wayward, at times violent, driver.

An evil clown crawled out of the internet

In the 1980s, stories about adults wearing clown costumes and driving around
in vans to harass and murder children became popular among youngsters in
the United States and Great Britain. Children were telling stories about vans
driven by men who were dressed as clowns and lurked around schools, ready
to ambush children. The tales made adults concerned enough that they turned
to the authorities to have them investigate these reports, yet the investigations
remained inconclusive: the police reported that the stories were just children’s
fabrications. In the United States, the sinister evil clown archetype dates back
to 1940s’ comics and was popularised by Bozo the Clown from the popular
children’s television program in the second half of the 20™ century. The evolu-
tion of the evil clown figure was shaped by the 1970s true-life capture of John
Wayne Gacy, a child molester and serial killer who worked as a clown. Gacy had
killed over 30 men and boys, even though he never committed his murders in
the clown costume. By the 1980s, this archetype of the malevolent, evil, clown
was well established in the United States and spread to Western Europe through
books, television series, and later also video games (Brunvand 2001: 313—315;
see also Van de Winkel 2016).

In the late 1980s or early 1990s, psychologists adopted the term coulropho-
bia, denoting the fear of clowns. YouTube hosts dozens of videos featuring evil
clowns, the purpose of which is to scare viewers. Some of these, such as the
clown videos posted on the Italian channel DM Pranks, have spread like wild-
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fire. Belgian folklore researcher Aurore Van de Winkel (2016) has noted that
coulrophobia narratives circulate in periodic waves. The 2014 surge in France
first spread in Western Europe before arriving in Eastern Europe somewhat
later. The tale allegedly started from a practical joke in which a masked teenager
chased another with a plastic knife. In France, rumours started to spread on
social media about one or several people lurking near schools and attacking
children. The social media posts triggered active response, with teenagers
posting links and images to warn against clowns. In some cases, the rumour
intertwined with pre-existing hearsay about vans. For example, in Italy, a story
made the rounds about Polish clowns driving around in a van and snatching
people from the streets to harvest their organs. It is known that in many cases,
the fear of clowns has been exploited in pranking or intimidation, but it has
also inspired crimes (see Van de Winkel 2016). Previously, and perhaps even
now, clown lore appears to be more prominent in countries that observe Hal-
loween traditions.

In Estonia, the evil clown figure took hold somewhat more slowly than in
Western countries. Piip and Tuut and other locally known clowns who entertain
children at parties and in hospitals, have become popular relatively recently and
are positive and fun characters. Stories about evil clowns, however, have been
well known among Estonian schoolchildren at least since 2018, possibly even
before that, as the following fragment of a school lore text indicates:

A long time ago - I think it was in 2016 - there was talk about killer
clowns and someone I knew told me about a person dressed as a clown
standing outside her friend’s window (she lived on the ground floor),
holding an axe or something. The clown stood there for a long time, star-
ing at her window, and her parents were at work (it all happened at night
as her parents worked nightshifts). She called the police but by the time
they arrived, the clown was gone. (Girl, born 2003) (Hiiemie 2019: 25)

The evil clown character ‘hit the streets’ relatively recently. On September 25,2023,
a police station in Viljandi received a call from a 14-year-old boy who claimed
that he had been pursued by an aggressive clown.

The police responded to the call as high priority and found at the site a group
of frightened children running from an imagined clown. On this Monday after-
noon, internet officer Elerin Tetsmann noted that for her it was unprecedented
that a scare which had started online had manifested at this level in real life,
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causing children feel genuine distress and turn to the police. Officer Tetsmann
emphasised that the children had done the right thing by contacting the police.

The incident unravelled after a Snapchat joke, which was essentially a hor-
ror tale about a clown who allegedly walked around in Kantrekiila district in
the town of Viljandi and terrorised children. Analysing the local youngsters’
conversations allowed the police to conclude that the posts, riddled with ob-
scenities, were made by primary school or older students. Even so, the rumour
began to spread among elementary school children who gathered in groups and
tried to find the clown late in the evenings. During their search they had met
some older students, who further fuelled the scary story so that the younger
children were frozen, fearing to go on or return home, and thus sought help
from the police (Suurmégi 2023a).

Media coverage

Media reports of incidents involving white vans and evil clowns reflect not only
on the assumed criminal aspect and explanations, but also on the broader phe-
nomenon of urban legends: the cases are introduced as internationally known
and spread narrative creations. The author of this article has been contacted
for an expert commentary (see Harju 2018b; Haav 2023).

The reports do not explore the motivations of the original posters of the
scare stories because the incidents take place in small, tight-knit communi-
ties where everyone knows everyone else. For instance, the event in Harju
municipality was truly scandalous, and even before the police had solved the
case social media intervened with public explanations. People shared a fake
video of a school harassment case that the original poster had allegedly been
involved in, suggesting that his being held in the van was an act of revenge.
Public discussions did not directly state that the boy was lying for some reason
but speculated extensively about possible motivations for lying about such
things (see Raud 2017). The focus of the comments was reflecting on the pe-
culiarities of childrens thinking and behaviour and on the reasons why they
might fear evil characters or lie about them: children have the propensity to
blur fantasy with reality and playfully test the boundaries between fear and
safety, in addition to which little lies are allowed as a means of asserting oneself.
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Telling horror tales, excitement, fear, confronting the fear and over-
coming it, and deliberately frightening others — all this has always
been part of being a child and in many cases persists into adulthood.
Evil cultural characters from different time periods like the Red Hand,
Freddy Krueger, and Candyman, whom one was supposed to fear but
who were captivating, were mentioned by my colleagues. Killer clowns
have made regular appearances and disappearances among children over
a dozen or so years.... Smartphones have undeniably introduced new
fears and anxieties that a middle-aged person like me would not neces-
sarily understand. But I believe I understand this clown phenomenon
quite well, and it is not part of the smart digital sphere. It is part of a
person growing up and the fantasy that the smart world is essentially
destroying. (Suurmagi 2023b)

“An urban legend? According to psychologists, children are highly
inventive and can make use of urban legends to get away with things.
Children might find it difficult to change their story, fearing that if a
matter this serious has been brought to light and even the police has
become involved, they may get seriously admonished, rather than say
that it was just a whimsical thought or a lie told to cover one’s being
late,” explains the psychologist commenting on the increasing number
of recent cases in which a child’s fantasy about a white van has caused
public panic. (Vili 2018)

While in the pre-internet era, such horror tales and related practices used to
be confined to children’s and youth culture, social media communication has
now brought these tales and their evil characters to the broader public space.
For the new target group, a former children’ tale can turn into actual criminal
risk. The cases from Harku municipality, Polva, and Viljandi demonstrate how
the playful establishment of social relations and a belief system, which is typi-
cal of children’s and youth culture, has introduced a different kind of threat
(a moral panic) when entering a broader public sphere, and adopts different
connotations that paint the outside world as inherently dangerous and criminal.
The change of context assigns an incident or a case socio-critical implications,
with the current legal and moral norms demanding punishment for a crime that
endangers a child’s safety or his or her body. I encountered a similar change in
meaning when a rumour spread outside a children’s lore group. In 2005, an adult
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happened to overhear children telling tall tales about torturing cats (throwing
them out of their skin) that were supposed to repulse the listener. This resulted
in the publication of a socio-critical media piece, claiming that youth are cruel
and lost, followed by a criminal investigation, which eventually concluded that
such a method of torture is impossible to execute, and it could not have hap-
pened. The entire case proved to be an urban legend based on old tall tales, or
so-called hunter tales. (See Kalmre 2013)

At least one amusing example, mentioned above, about resolving panic
about a van in a small rural area occurred in a social media communication
in late February 2024. In terms of the cases here, the author was unable to ob-
serve the social media communication between the children concerned, but as
mentioned before, she had the chance to witness how an incident triggered by
a spontaneous fear of vans among children in a small community near Tartu
resolved relatively easily. Interestingly, this is supposedly the first account from
Estonia in which the van is reported to be black.

Poster Carmen: Today between 18:00 and 18:30, a black van was follow-
ing two girls on the Melliste-Poka road. When the girls started to run,
the van sped up and began reversing towards them. Luckily, the girls
managed to hide. They said that someone was scanning them with a
flashlight from the field and between the trees. Please talk to your kids.
Ours were able to run to someone they knew, who later gave them a
ride home. Unfortunately, the girls were really shaken and couldn’t say
what kind of a van it was.

Poster Getter: We happened to be out walking the dog around that
exact time on Poka road. We were using a flashlight. There were a few
vans driving by. Our daughters were playing with their flashlights too,
trying to make light effects in the falling snow. Maybe it was the parked
van that was suspicious, and then another van pulled up, and it seemed
like they had some kind of technical issue. I'm not saying the girls didn’t
experience something, but fear can really play tricks on us, and even
more so in the dark. So perhaps this was just a misunderstanding?

Poster Carmen: The girls did mention another van, and said that one
moved too.

79



Eda Kalmre

Commenter Rauno: That was us. My friend had run out of gas. [Added
a photo.] (Melliste Teataja)

Conclusion

The digital age has made children’s and young people’s awareness of supernatural
and evil characters, along with narratives about them, more general and gener-
alised in the world than ever before. The three types of evil character discussed
here — men in white vans, evil or killer clowns, and Slenderman - each have
a slightly different background and evolution, yet they all target children as
their victims. While killer clowns and Slenderman are mythological beings,
men in white vans are real malevolent criminals. Stories surrounding these
characters are based on deep-seated fear of being exposed to physical harm,
which can be traced back to earlier folk tradition. Analogous are, for example,
tales about black Volgas and blood-drives that circulated in the former Soviet
Union. The alleged current crimes of evil men in white vans are associated
with child molesting and organ theft. The tales seem to tell us something about
what is happening in society. Media researcher and folklorist Peter Burger ana-
lysed reports on white vans in Dutch online and media sources between 1999
and 2015 and describes in his study the shift in the identity of evil villains over
this period from harassing child abusers to Eastern European immigrants, and
eventually to Muslims. This sequence of characters reflected the social tensions
and fears that emerged in the Netherlands in these years, as well as issues with
immigration. (Burger 2014, 2016)

Horror tales involving white vans are fuelled by popular and online culture,
including movies, video games, YouTube shorts, any kind of mocking, including
memes and pranks. It seems that, for many reasons, these white van stories are
more familiar and topical in Estonian children’s and youth culture, probably
because these tales are based on a more universal (older) horror tale tradition
as these threats and stories about evil men luring people into cars have been
known in Estonia for almost a century. Less popular here are legends about
killer clowns, and especially Slenderman, which resonate more deeply with the
Western cultural space; their spread has been shaped solely by digital culture.

Clearly, there is no stopping the emergence of horror tales and incidents
associated with them, and every single case requires careful study of the circum-
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stances involved. Indeed, there is always a chance that these are fears based on
legitimate concerns and adult intervention is absolutely warranted. There are
several international examples of how online horror games and tales circulat-
ing among children and youth online could have such an impact on them that
it leads to life-threatening behaviour, as happened in the Slenderman case.
Ultimately, all the children’s horror tales and incidents examined here
reflect changes in our contemporary world: the supremacy of the internet and
social media and the prevalence of fear in entertainment shape people’s belief
systems and narrative models, as well as their social relationships. The digital
sphere has popularised these tales and the characters in them as universal and
impactful and they have a rich and varied digital content that allows different
genres and activities to become embedded. Thus they have an undeniably more
immediate and profound impact than pre-internet-era horror tales.
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Notes

'that the shared values, wellbeing, and interests of a community or society are under
threat. The threat to society could also be perceived within a social group, often associ-
ated with children or teenagers, who are more vulnerable to media influence due to
social conditioning and personality.

* Linda Dégh conducted legend research in the pre-social media era, and it is based on
the influences of written media on narrative creation.
* See also Slender Man, a 2018 American horror movie, written by David Birke, directed

by Sylvain White. Folklore surrounding Slenderman has also been influenced by a
YouTube series Marble Hornets (2009) and several video games based on this character.

*The Slenderman phenomenon hasinspired popular studies (see, e.g., Chess 2015; Mar2017).
In addition, a special issue of the academic journal Contemporary Legend (vol. 5,2015)
is dedicated to this topic.

* The posts of Melliste Teataja are no longer accessible on Facebook; the author has
screenshots of these posts and comments.
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°In Estonia, rumours about people-snatchers in a van seem to belong mostly to children’s
lore. The author is aware of only two panic tales: In 2012, it was reported that several
masked men were driving around in a minibus, intoxicating women and pulling them
in the bus (Virumaa Teataja, 2012). A year later, the police investigated a puzzling
incident in Tartu (Mets 2013).

Online sources

Kambja/Ulenurme Kuulutaja. Facebook.
Melliste Teataja. Facebook.
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Abstract: Monuments created by Estonian sculptor Amandus Adamson in
the early 20" century in St Petersburg, Tallinn, Sevastopol and other places
are dominant features of popular architectural ensembles in these cities.
Adamsonss creative legacy - which includes a little-known large (more than
two metre) sculpture of Peter I, the history of its creation and installation
in 1916 and the statue’s subsequent fate — is explored in this article. Over
the past century, the sculpture has disappeared and then been installed in
a new location three times as a result of social cataclysms that occurred
during this time. Each time the architectural community of the Ukrainian
city of Poltava (where the sculpture is located) saved Adamson’s creatively
successful work from destruction.

Keywords: sculptor and urban planner, style of the sculptor Adamson,
Peter I by Adamson, saved sculpture, Adamson’s work in Poltava

Introduction

The late 19" and early 20™ centuries were marked by a rise in national con-
sciousness in the western regions of the Russian Empire, including, in particu-
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lar, Estonia. One consequence of this was the emergence of a first-generation
national intelligentsia. Among its most prominent representatives was the
artistic intelligentsia including painters, graphic artists, and sculptors. Their
artistic style typically developed under the influence of the Russian academic
school - since most had studied at the Imperial Academy of Arts in St Peters-
burg - and the latest trends in Western European art, as many also studied in
Paris or other European centres.

One of the most prominent figures among them was the sculptor Amandus
Adamson (1856-1929), who is listed among the 100 Great Estonians of the 20
century in today’s Republic of Estonia. Adamson’s sculptural works are held in
museums in Estonia, Russia, and Western Europe. However, he achieved the
greatest renown for his monumental sculptures, large-scale works the majority
of which are preserved in St Petersburg, other Russian cities, and Estonia. His
sculptures adorning building fagades and his commemorative monuments have
been described extensively, and photographs of them are featured in numerous
albums, exhibition catalogues, and museum displays dedicated to Adamson.
Yet among his oeuvre there is a major monumental work that remains relatively
obscure and is rarely reproduced due to the complex history of its relocations,
movements not always tracked by Estonian or Russian authors writing about
Adamson. This work is a two-meter-tall sculpture of Peter I, the origins and
subsequent movements of which constitute the subject of the present study.

The Sculptor Adamson and His Artistic Signature

Amandus Adamson was born in 1855 at the Uuga-Ritsepa farmstead near
the Baltic port (now town of) Paldiski, Estonia, the second child of a sailor
and a peasant woman. In 1860, Adamson’s father sailed to America and never
returned. Amandus was placed in the Toompea school for children from im-
poverished families in Reval (now Tallinn), where he demonstrated an early
aptitude for art by carving figures out of wood.

In 1875, he moved to St Petersburg and, in 1876, enrolled in the Imperial
Academy of Arts, studying in the class of Professor Alexander von Bock. After
graduating from the Academy in 1879, he remained in St Petersburg and taught
at the School of the Society for the Encouragement of the Arts. With a grant
from this society, he travelled to Paris, where he lived and worked until 1881.
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In 1881, Adamson returned to St Petersburg as an instructor at the Stieg-
litz Art School. During this period, he participated in the reconstruction of
Mikhailovsky Palace. It was also during this time that he created his well-known
sculpture The Ship’s Last Sigh, which marked the beginning of a recurring
maritime theme in his work. Other notable compositions include Fisherman
from Muhu Island, Listening to the Voice of the Sea, Mermaid on a Rock, The
Sea is Roaring, The Sea’s Only Kiss, and The Birth of Venus.

However, Adamson gained widespread fame as a monumental sculptor.
He created large-scale sculptural forms and public monuments that are still a
source of pride in the cities where they were erected during the first two dec-
ades of the 20" century.

Adamson’s realised and unrealised monument projects are distinguished
by their seamless integration of sculptural and architectural elements, forming
cohesive artistic wholes. The first such monument, created in collaboration
with architect Nikolai Thamm Jr., was the Monument to the Sailors of the Bat-
tleship Rusalka, unveiled in Reval (now Tallinn) on September 7, 1902. The
monument is a complex artistic ensemble: the bronze figure of an angel in flight
with outstretched wings and a cross in his right hand points toward the sea,
mounted on a tall, massive pedestal of grey and pink granite that resembles
the prow of a ship battling waves represented by chaotic clusters of granite
boulders that form the monument’s base. One side of the pedestal features a
bronze bas-relief depicting a ship sinking in the waves; another bears the carved
names of twelve fallen officers. The monument is surrounded by low granite
posts connected by metal chains, with bronze plaques listing the names of the
deceased sailors. The composition as a whole is situated on the seashore at the
end of a tree-lined avenue the leads to a baroque palace built for Catherine I
(wife of Peter the Great).

Equally significant in terms of urban design is the widely known ensem-
ble centred around the Monument to Sunken Ships in Sevastopol Bay, com-
memorating ships scuttled during the Crimean War. Unveiled in 1905, this
monument - created by Adamson in collaboration with architect Feldman and
military engineer Enberg - features an artificial granite rock emerging from
the sea, upon which stands a white diorite column topped with a Corinthian
capital. Atop this, a bronze double-headed eagle spreads its wings. The eagle
clutches a wreath in its beak and a naval anchor in its talons, a potent symbol.
The monument’s tragic counterpoint is emphasised by the contrast between
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the randomly arranged granite boulders at the base and the austere form of
the Corinthian column rising above the rippling sea. These two monuments,
along with several white marble interior-scale sculptures, established Adam-
son as one of the foremost sculptors in Russia at the start of the 20" century.
They led to commissions for facade sculptures on two prominent buildings
on Nevsky Prospect in St Petersburg: the Eliseev Brothers Trading House and
the Singer Company Building. Both were constructed around the same time
in the early 20" century, in a bustling commercial area. Their architecture,
rich in early Art Nouveau detailing, required sculptural elements that would
neither be overwhelmed by nor visually compete with the elaborate facades.
This challenge was compounded by the proximity of the buildings: the Eliseev
building stood directly opposite the multi-figure monument to Catherine II,
while the Singer Building faced the Kazan Cathedral with its majestic semi-
circular colonnade and flanking sculptures. In both cases, Adamson found
elegant solutions. The four massive sculptures on the Eliseev fagade — Science,
Commerce, Industry, and Art — were perfectly integrated with both the build-
ing’s design and the surrounding Nevsky Prospect. Matching the size and style
of the Catherine IT monument opposite, these figures contributed to one of the
grandest sculptural ensembles on the avenue.

In the case of the Singer Building, Adamson and architect Pavel Suzor
devised an original solution, crowning the building’s corner with a glass dome
adorned with Adamson’s allegorical sculptures, creating a visual response to
both the Kazan Cathedral’s dome and the vista along the Catherine Canal (now
Griboyedov Canal).

By the early 1910s, Adamson was officially recognized alongside Antokol-
sky and Trubetskoy as one of Russia’s leading sculptors. His monuments,
along with decorative work on the Trinity Bridge in St Petersburg and friezes
in two halls of the Russian Museum, earned him the title of Academician of
the Imperial Academy of Arts in 1907. His nomination was supported by
the landscape painter Arkhip Kuindzhi, sculptor Alexander Opekushin, and
architect Vladimir Suslov. In 1911, he won a Academy competition to design
a monument commemorating the 300th anniversary of the Romanov dynasty
in Kostroma (the project was never realised).

Given Adamson’s body of monumental work, it is understandable why,
without holding a competition, he was approached in 1914 to create a statue
of Peter I for the Poltava Petrine Cadet Corps. Both the commissioners and the
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sculptor were acutely aware of the monument’s context in a city already rich
with memorials to Peter the Great. Directly in front of the Cadet Corps build-
ing stood the imposing Monument of Glory, created by Thomas de Thomon
for the centennial of the Battle of Poltava, in the centre of the Round Square.
All the buildings surrounding the square including the Cadet Corps itself were
constructed as a commemorative ensemble for the centenary of the battle
in 1809. Designed by leading Russian architects, the ensemble earned Poltava
the nickname Little St Petersburg. Figure 1 shows the facade of the Cadet Corps
building, designed by architect Bonch-Bruyevich in the late Classicist style,
harmonising with the other buildings around the Round Square (the Cadet
Corps, completed in 1840, completed the architectural ensemble).

Adamson’s decision to create a statue of Peter I without any architectural
enhancements to the monument’s presence is thus understandable: he sought
not to compete with the monumental composition by Thomas de Thomon,
which was placed at the visual intersection of all buildings on the circular
square (Monument of Glory, see Figure 2).

The bronze figure of Peter was 204 cm tall, the exact height of the emperor.
He is depicted wearing the uniform of a colonel of the Preobrazhensky Regi-
ment. The sculpture, overall, is a harmonious composition in the late Classicist
style (Figure 3). It was cast under the sculptor’s supervision at the Petrograd
foundry of K. E Werfel in dark patinated bronze. The pedestal was made from
a monolith of Finnish granite, quarried and finished by the Granit Joint Stock
Company in the town of Hanko, according to designs by military engineer
Lieutenant General Nikolai Konovalov, a graduate of the Poltava Cadet Corps
(class of 1861). The above information is drawn from Alexander Romashk-
evich’s article “A Gift to the Corps on Its 75th Anniversary, December 6, 19157
(Romashkevich 1915: 215).
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Figure 1. Building of the Poltava Petrovsky Cadet Corps. (Image source: https://ua.igotoworld.
com/ru/poi_object/52381_petrovskiy-poltavskiy-kadetskiy-korpus.htm)
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Figure 2. Monument of Glory in Poltava. (Image source: http://histpol.pl.ua/ru/component/
content/article?id=842)
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Figure 3. Sculpture of Peter I by Amandus Adamson. (Image source: https://ru.espreso.tv/mestnye-
vlasti-poltavy-blokiruyut-snos-pamyatnika-petru-i)

The History of the Monument

The monument to Peter I was a gift to the cadet corps from its alumni, who
collected funds for this purpose through a subscription. As stated in the afore-
mentioned article by Romashkevich:

The idea of presenting a gift arose as early as 1913 within the walls of
the corps itself and was enthusiastically received by its alumni. At meet-
ings of the Poltava cadets, it was decided to present a full-length bronze
statue of Emperor Peter I. A managing committee was elected, which in-
cluded General of the Infantry Bazhenov (Class of 1859), General of the
Cavalry Stavrovsky (1863), Lieutenant General Pototsky (1863), Privy
Councillor Kovalevsky (1865), Lieutenant General Konovalov (1867),
Lieutenant Colonel Saranchov (1872), Lieutenant General Pototsky (1874),
Lieutenant General Moralevsky (1875), Major General Popov (1875),
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Colonel Bykov (1877), Colonel Romashkevich (1881), and Colonel Ko-
mendantov (1882). The committee immediately began informing former
pupils of the corps and gymnasium - via newspapers and letters sent to
known addresses — about the subscription and the commission of the
statue.... On the front of the pedestal was placed a bronze plaque with
the inscription “To our alma mater from grateful alumni, on the 75"
anniversary of the corps, December 6, 1915 The other sides bore bronze
plaques with the names of all donors, including given name, patronymic,
surname, and year of graduation. Due to wartime circumstances, the
statue could not be delivered to Poltava by December 6, 1915, and only
arrived on February 29, 1916. The unveiling, consecration, and presen-
tation to the corps took place on March 20. (Romashkevich 1915: 215)

Romashkevich is also the author of the article “On the Unveiling of the Statue
of Emperor Peter the Great at the Poltava Petrine Cadet Corps”, published in
the Poltava Herald on March 22, 1916, which states: “On March 20 this year,
the Poltava Petrine Cadet Corps installed and consecrated a monument statue
of the great reformer of Russia, Emperor Peter I, presented to the corps by its
former pupils in honor of its 75" anniversary””

Despite a fairly large number of testimonies regarding the monument itself,
discrepancies exist concerning its exact location. Some publications state that it
was installed at the courtyard entrance of the corps building (Korsunsky 2012),
while others claim it stood in the main vestibule at the street-facing entrance.
The situation remains unclear. A detailed historical report (Korsunsky 2012)
asserts that the statue was installed in the courtyard (at the edge of the parade
ground) in front of the building’s rear fagcade. A photograph from the 1950s
shows a pedestal bearing the bust of General Vatutin, a hero of the 1941-1945
Great Patriotic War who commanded the liberation of Poltava in 1944. The
article claims that the bust of Peter I previously stood on that very pedestal.

This scenario is plausible. However, the relatively informal placement of the
monument, intended seemingly for “internal use only”, raises questions. The
Cadet Corps was not strictly a military academy but more akin to a gymna-
sium: a preparatory institution for those intending to pursue further education
in specialised military schools. Graduates were not necessarily destined for
military careers. Therefore, the parade ground played a less central role in the
education process than it did in fully military academies.
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It seems more logical that the statue was located in the main entrance foyer,
situated directly behind the formal entrance to the building. Admittedly, the
height of the foyer raises some concerns. While the space could accommodate
the two-metre statue and its pedestal — with the commemorative plaques men-
tioned by Romashkevich - it would have occupied the full vertical space of
the foyer. Installing a granite monolith and the statue inside would have posed
significant logistical challenges. Difficult, but not impossible.

To clarify the statue’s original location, I sought assistance from Boris
Tristanov, historian and founder of the website History of Poltava, and Save-
Poltava, a non-profit organisation. In his reply, Tristanov wrote:

I consulted once again with Poltava architects, as well as with the Poltava
Regional Museum and archive. All confirmed that the statue of Peter I
stood in the foyer of the PPC [Poltava Petrine Cadet Corps]. Vladimir
Moklyak, of the PRM [Poltava Regional Museum], stated that a bust of
Peter once stood in the courtyard. I am aware of only one bust, donated
by the Poltava nobility to the corps in 1890, but whether this is the same
bust remains unknown.

It is also worth noting that the bust of Vatutin clearly did not stand on the
pedestal of the Peter I statue, as the latter was granite, while the former was
made of concrete, as seen in photographs from the 1950s.

The Monument Saved Twice

The exact date when the Cadet Corps lost the statue of Peter I is unknown.
Officially, the corps was closed by decree of the Council of People’s Commis-
sars on February 12, 1919. However, instruction at the school had effectively
ceased by the end of 1917. Between 1917 and 1919, control over Poltava changed
hands multiple times. Various factions, for example the Reds, the Whites, and
others, occupied the corps building during this period. The fate of the statue
during these years remains uncertain. There is evidence that in 1920 a bust
of Vladimir Lenin was installed in the building, possibly on Peter’s pedestal.
It is also known that from 1920 onward, the statue of Peter I was housed in
the Poltava Regional Museum. Where it was between 1918 and 1919 remains
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unclear. Fortunately, the Poltava authorities had the discretion not to send the
statue for scrap.

Upon receiving the sculpture, the Museum’s management, due to its large
size, decided not to house it indoors but instead installed it in the Museum
courtyard on a low brick-and-mortar pedestal, almost level with the ground.
Local youths enjoyed standing beside it to compare their height with that of
the emperor. The sculpture remained in this location until 1941.

After Nazi Germany’s invasion of the Soviet Union, anticipating the front
line’s advance into eastern Ukraine, local authorities began evacuating cultural
assets, including museum collections, as early as August 1941. The statue of
Peter I was laid on the ground and packed in some fashion, but was not taken,
probably due to its size. In late August or early September - exact details are
unknown - a museum staff member (perhaps a janitor) pushed, or helped
push, the two-metre bronze statue into a shallow drainage ditch along the fence
line. This ditch had been constructed to prevent soil erosion from the museum
courtyard, which sat on a slope above a ravine. The sculpture fit into the ditch
and was covered with branches from nearby shrubs and, later, fallen autumn
leaves. The strategy worked: no one ventured onto the overgrown slope beyond
the museum fence, and no one searched for the statue, apparently assuming it
had been evacuated with other artifacts.

In September 1944, the museum building was destroyed by fire. The statue
was rediscovered in the spring of 1945, after Poltava was liberated from occupa-
tion, and was once again placed on its preserved low pedestal.

The Third Reincarnation of the Monument

The further fate of the bronze statue of Peter is described in the memoirs of Lev
Vaingort, long-term Chief Architect of Poltava, in his book Notes of a Provincial
Architect. Below is the chapter recounting the installation of the sculpture of
Peter I in front of the Poltava Battle Museum, presented in full. The chapter is
titled “Should We Erect a Monument to the Tsar?”:

This unexpected problem arose in the autumn of 1950, just as we were
preparing to complete the installation of a monument to Peter I in front
of the newly established State Museum of the History of the Battle of
Poltava.
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The granite pedestal, produced in the Kyiv workshops of ‘Stroymonu-
ment and designed by architect D. S. Verotsky, was already in place, and
the sculpture lay beside it. Suddenly, I was summoned to the Propaganda
and Agitation Department of the Poltava Regional Committee of the
Communist Party (Bolsheviks) of Ukraine. There, one of the instructors
(whose name I do not recall) subjected me to what was essentially an
interrogation: “Comrade Vaingort, what is this I hear about you erecting
amonument to the Tsar?” He ordered all work to be halted. My explana-
tions that the project had been approved by all the relevant authorities,
including the Ministry of Culture and the State Construction Commit-
tee of Ukraine, and that the museum opening was only two days away,
making it impossible to leave a bare pedestal in front, were dismissed.

The Propaganda Department has submitted a request to the Ukrainian
Central Committee of the Communist Party (Bolsheviks). Until we
receive authorisation to install the statue of Peter, we have no right to
proceed, and we will not.

Dismayed by this turn of events, I managed to get an audience with
Mark Sidorovich Spivak, the First Secretary of the Regional Committee,
who had asked me just the day before about progress on the museum
and monument. After hearing me out, the ‘First’ immediately asked his
secretary to call the Central Committee’s Propaganda Department. Then,
thinking better of it, he cancelled the call and told me: “Since the Central
Committee has not issued any directives regarding the monument, you
should act in anticipation. Organise the work tonight and make sure
that by morning, Peter is standing on the pedestal. And do your best
to come down with something for a couple of days. Understood?” he
concluded meaningfully.

I had reached him late in the day. Everyone had already left the construc-
tion site. But Mark Sidorovich arranged for two vehicles to be placed at
my disposal, and I got to work.

I sent one vehicle for supplies and refreshments for the workers. In the
other, I went to rouse the teams needed to install the sculpture over-
night - specifically, stonemasons and riggers.
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I told the crew that an important delegation would be arriving in the
morning and that we had to finish the monument overnight. They
grumbled, but agreed to the emergency job. With a promised bonus
and mogarych (traditional refreshments; a kind of informal treat or feast
offered as a token of gratitude or as an incentive), they committed to
working at full speed to complete everything by morning.

By midnight, accompanied by the chant “Heave, once more, heave!”,
the two-metre-tall figure had been hoisted onto the pedestal. By 7 am,
the work was complete.

The crew sat down to celebrate, and I went home, warned my wife, and
headed off to be ‘ill’ at my mother’s house (she lived on Karl Liebknecht
Street).

I did not attend the museum opening and avoided showing up at the
regional committee for the next month.

The newspapers reported on the museum’s opening, but made no men-
tion of the monument.

A month later, the Secretary of the Central Committee for Ideology,
Nazarenko, arrived in Poltava. As usual, I was part of the entourage ac-
companying him around the city. When the motorcade headed toward
the Poltava Battlefield, my heart sank: what would happen when we
reached the monument?

As we approached, Mark Sidorovich Spivak ordered the cars to stop
about 200 metres from the museum and suggested we first examine
the mass grave of Russian soldiers and the improvements made to the
surrounding area, before proceeding to the museum.

The guest was pleased with everything. When we reached the museum,
Nazarenko exclaimed: “How wonderful that Peter the First is here!”
Everyone entered the museum, while our ‘First’ held back, waited for
me, shook my hand, and gave me a conspiratorial wink, nodding toward
the monument.

When we parted, he came up to me once more and said: “Well, Comrade
Chief Architect, you see — we prevailed!” (Vaingort 2001).
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In 2024, a debate arose in Poltava regarding the future of the monument to
Peter I in front of the Poltava Battle Museum (Figure 4). Several groups initi-
ated a campaign to dismantle the monument as a symbolic protest against the
aggression of the Russian Federation, which launched a full-scale war against
Ukraine in 2022. On February 24, 2025, the sculpture of Peter I was removed
from its pedestal and relocated to the museum courtyard. Responding to an
enquiry from local historians, the Director of the Poltava City Department of
Culture, Elena Romas, stated: “The sculpture, which is part of the core collec-
tion of the Field of the Battle of Poltava State Historical and Cultural Reserve,
will remain there. Its relocation or destruction is not planned”

Figure 4. Monument to Peter I in Poltava, in front of the Museum of the Battle of Poltava. (Image
source: http://monuments.top/pamyatnik-petru-v-poltave)

In this instance, the preservation of architectural heritage was ensured thanks
to the museum’s accounting records. Thus, Adamson’s sculpture finds itself once
again in the museum courtyard, and hopefully its adventures are not yet over.
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Abstract: This article explores the historical development and transforma-
tion of horticultural cooperatives in Estonia, focusing on the example of
Thaste near Tartu. Initially established during the Soviet era to mitigate
food shortages, these cooperatives provided urban residents with small
plots for growing essential crops. Over time, legislative changes allowed
the construction of summer houses, and by the late 1960s, thousands of
families participated in cooperative gardening. The study highlights the
socio-cultural significance of these plots, which offered not only food
security but also psychological benefits and a sense of autonomy during
political oppression. Based on archive materials and interviews, the article
examines how Thaste evolved from a horticultural district into a suburban
residential area, reflecting broader lifestyle changes. Following Estonia’s
independence, privatisation and economic shifts transformed garden plots
into permanent homes, while gardening practices shifted from subsistence
to leisure and ornamental purposes. Current challenges include land rights,
environmental risks, and urban development pressures. The case of Thaste
illustrates how horticultural cooperatives have adapted to changing social,
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economic, and ecological contexts, maintaining cultural continuity while
responding to modern needs.

Keywords: horticulture, horticultural cooperative, food security, self-
sustainability, urban gardening

Introduction

Spending summer in the countryside has been one of the preferred forms
of vacation for the city dwellers. But even for them, the countryside has not
always meant just vacation. Following the history of garden plots and summer
cottages, it becomes apparent that these gained special momentum during and
after World War II, when food shortages occurred in several affected countries
due to the disruption of supply chains and the need to grow their own food
became more important in an urbanising environment. Self-sufficiency and
food production became a crucial survival strategy, and such practices were
often supported by community cooperation. National campaigns were also
conducted for gardening and food growing, for example Britain’s wartime
domestic gardening campaign Dig for Victory! which prompted a huge expan-
sion in allotments. As a result, by 1943 the British produced a lot more food in
allotments and private gardens than they did before the War (Ginn 2012: 296).
Similar campaigns to transform urban spaces into productive land and to
combat food shortages by growing vegetables during crises have been adopted
in other countries (for example Japan, the USA, Germany).

The living environment in Estonia changed significantly during and after
World War II. During the Soviet occupation, the land became state prop-
erty, and collective farms were established on land taken from the farms
(Banner 2019: 226-227). Only a small garden remained for residents to use.
Within these limits they had to maximise the utility of available space to
cultivate food crops and graze livestock in an effort to supplement their diet,
which had been affected by systemic shortages. When possible, people tried
to relocate to the urban areas to find easier employment and living conditions,
leading to a gradual attenuation of their connection to the land and to nature.

The article discusses: (a) how popular horticultural cooperatives were cre-
ated in Estonia; (b) what stages can be distinguished in the development of
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horticultural cooperatives; (c) what does today’s horticultural cooperative look
like, using the example of Thaste; and (d) the current problems.

Theoretical background

Agriculture, despite being commonly perceived as a rural phenomenon, has
a longstanding history within urban environments, adapting over time to
changing socio-economic and spatial dynamics (Yuan et al. 2022). Ensuring
food independence has been particularly important during times of crisis and
disruption of supply chains, for example government campaigns during the
world wars (e.g. Ginn 2012: 296, Yuan et al. 2022) or the surge in public inter-
est in self-sustainability and urban gardening during the recent COVID-19
pandemic (Hume et al. 2021, Yuan et al. 2022). The extensive establishment
of war or crisis gardens resulted in increasing domestic food production amid
economic or logistical hardships, exemplifying the historical role of urban
farming in supporting food security.

Due to urban expansion and suburbanisation, the locations of numerous
Estonian gardening cooperatives transitioned into suburban or peri-urban
zones, resulting in this land being considered part of urban agriculture. Urban
and peri-urban agriculture (UPA) uses practices that yield food and other out-
puts through agricultural production and related processes (transformation,
distribution, marketing, recycling) that take place on land and other spaces
within cities and surrounding regions (Food and Agriculture Organization
of the United Nations, n.d.). UPA not only uses research associated with the
natural sciences (agronomy, pollution, water and soil quality among others),
but also important raises questions of a social and economic nature such as land
markets, migration from rural to urban spaces and social integration, among
others (Matos Souza & Sales Batista 2013). The UPA perspective recognises the
evolving spatial and functional integration of food cultivation into suburban
landscapes as part of broader urban agricultural systems.

Gardening can afford practitioners enhanced well-being, self-esteem and
improved quality of life. Nurana Mamedova (2015) has previously researched
community gardening benefits for both individuals and the environment based
on urban gardening in Tartu, focusing mainly on smaller allotments. Garden-
ing has significant psychological benefits, including reduced stress, anxiety
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and depression through connection with nature, nurturing responsibilities,
and achievement from plant growth; the benefits to physical health by boost-
ing exercise and mobility are also equally important (Soga et al. 2017). In the
case of post-World War II Estonia we must consider the fact that the Soviet
Union had taken the land away from Estonian citizens during the process of
collectivisation, and having access to even a small piece of land allowed indi-
viduals to cultivate a sense of personal agency (Banner 2019: 253). This also
improved the individual’s connection to the environment and nature, offering
crucial psychological benefits amid political oppression and land dispossession.

Method

The review uses articles and studies of public gardens in Estonia from the 1950-
2024 period. In addition, the authors conducted semi-structured interviews in
which the questions concerned the existence of the Thaste garden district and
its functions, management and construction with first and second generation
individuals from former horticultural cooperatives and a descendent of local
farm family in Thaste area. We also asked whether and why the summer house
had turned into permanent dwellings and about general changes in lifestyle
and leisure time.

The early stages of cooperative gardening

The first cooperative allotment sites, or horticultural cooperatives, appeared
in Estonian urban areas at the beginning of the Soviet era, as food shortages
continued in the country after World War II. To mitigate these shortages, mu-
nicipalities began to distribute land to workers so that they could grow their
own garden products. During this period, the construction of any permanent
structures on this land was prohibited, and people could use the area only for
horticultural activities. In small settlements, land plots were usually located
within a 10-minute walk of the apartment buildings in which people lived, while
in larger cities gardening cooperatives were located further away.

The materials collected by scientists from the Estonian National Museum
show that collective farmers had 0.5 hectares of arable land, while state farmers
initially had 0.15-0.25 hectares, with the plot size for state farmers growing
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to 0.5 hectares after 1983; owners of private houses in towns and cities also
had to allocate part of the land on their plot to gardening (300-600 m?* in the
city, 700-200 m? in rural areas) (Viira 2012: 10). The first garden settlements
were built back in the late 1950s, with horticultural cooperatives formed based
on these in 1965. In Tartu the vast majority of horticultural cooperatives es-
tablished in the 1960s have survived to this day. On the official information
page of the City of Tartu (Tartu Linnaaiad 2025), among the older coopera-
tives are Tiigi, Veeriku, Timuti, and IThaste. From this we see that the sizes of
horticultural cooperatives and individual plots varied. Tiigi Garden, with an
area of 10 hectares, was established in 1965 in the Veeriku district as a garden
cooperative for the local electric company and is probably one of the largest
privately used communal gardens in Tartu County. It contains 91 plots, each of
the considerable size of 500-1000 m”. Veeriku Garden covers only 2.7 hectares,
where plot sizes vary between 60-120-180 m?. The area is mainly used for grow-
ing vegetables in open ground and in small greenhouses. Timuti horticultural
land has been used by members of the Tartu Horticultural and Beekeeping
Association since the 1960s. Today, there are about twenty users, and several
plots are vacant. All cooperatives have agreements with the city of varying du-
ration; the Timuti contract for land use with the city is valid until 2033, while
most others expire in 2027 and later. The newest gardens include, for example,
the one established in 2019 (formerly called Lammi Garden) with a land-use
permit valid until 2029.

Changes in legislation in the 1960s made it possible to locate horticultural
cooperatives at a distance, and then people were allowed to build small sum-
mer cabins. Cooperatives were usually created at the workplaces, with mainly
employees participating, while management staff used the institution’s summer
cottage. The land designated for gardening was mainly unsuitable for large-scale
agricultural production, often being a barren or swampy area. But although
the land did not belong to individuals, instead being given for use by the state,
this small piece of land provided people the opportunity to feel like masters
of their own land (Banner 2019: 253). This was enough to contribute to the
increase in the value of the land; in addition, a small cabin made it possible
to stay overnight. By the end of the 1960s, about 6,000 families were already
concentrated in horticultural cooperatives in Estonia and by 1985 ca. 100,000
individuals were involved in horticultural cooperatives (ENE 1985: 91). At that
time, the main purpose was the growing the garden products necessary to feed
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the family with, for example, up to two dozen fruit trees on a relatively small
area, in addition to which families could grow most of the necessary potatoes
and other vegetables.

As the plots given to people for use were small, they had to work around
this limitation and try to fit in many fruits and vegetable plants as efficiently as
possible. For example, one of the Estonian National Museum’s correspondents
describes his garden in Jarvakandi in the following way:

There were 12 apple trees, 16 red currant bushes and 10 black currant
bushes in the garden adjacent to the house. In addition, there were rasp-
berries, garden strawberries and chokeberry tree in the garden. All kinds
of root crops grew in the beds, pumpkins were planted on a compost
pile, and a 118-square-metre greenhouse supplied tomatoes, peppers,
and cucumbers. There were early potatoes growing in the backyard. In
the garden, we were field beans, peas, and cucumbers under film coating
for decades. (Viira 2012: 10)

The enthusiasm for jam-making was widespread in Estonia, extending beyond
diverse preserve varieties to include the canning of jams, compotes, salads
and juices in home kitchens, with an array of fruit and vegetables alongside
foraged wild berries and mushrooms. This practice underscored household
self-sustainability efforts, particularly during wartime or post-war scarcities
akin to other countries that shared the same fate. Canning, drying, and other
food preservation techniques ensured year-round access to nutrition. Although
food shortages have been resolved and the need to stock up on food to survive
the winter and diversify the diet has disappeared, cellars full of preserves and
stored fruits and vegetables are still a significant part of many households. “In
Voru, for example, women went to count who had 200 jars in the basement,
who had 250, and who barely had 70 jars with preserves.” (Viira 2012: 10)

Later the food program adopted by the Central Committee of the Commu-
nist Party at the May 1982 plenum set the task of “ensuring a reliable supply of
all food products to the population, significantly increasing the consumption of
highly nutritious foods and significantly improving the structure of nutrition”
The issue was so topical that in 1983 the Party recommended that the leadership
of the Tartu City Committee horticultural cooperative carry out explanatory
work so that the land would not only be used for summer holidays, but also
that “everyone should grow fruits or vegetables” (Viira 2012).
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Horticultural cooperatives in the Ihaste area

Compared to gardening cooperatives near the capital city Tallinn, the con-
struction of Ihaste in Tartu took place later, probably because many people
had relatives living close by in rural areas with whom they could spend their
holidays and help with agricultural work, receiving vegetables, fruits and even,
for example, meat in return.

The name Thaste comes from the village Thaste. It is probably not as old as
the first archaeological finds at this place, since the location of the Stone Age
settlement of Thaste is neither more nor less than 10,000 years old. Ihaste district
includes meadows and floodplain areas on the left bank of the Emajogi River,
below Tartu, the relief gradually becoming higher to the north and northeast.

In 1967, 144.2 hectares of land were allocated to horticultural coop-
eratives here, of which about 88 hectares were usable; it took two years for
horticultural cooperatives to obtain a plot of land in Tartu (Toomsalu &
Visnapuu 1969). Applications for the establishment of horticultural cooperatives
in Thaste began in 1967, with the horticultural cooperative district planned by
Maie Ilumée (Tartu, n.d.). The allocated plot was able to meet the requirements
of only 28 horticultural cooperatives (745 members). The number of members
in cooperatives varied, with up to 90 members (Toomsalu & Visnapuu 1969).
They planted trees on the plot, built a small house of the permitted size, and
tried to build a sauna. In 1977, Ihaste was administratively annexed to the city
of Tartu. The figures showing the growing popularity of the district speak for
themselves: by 2020, 2,721 people were living in Ihaste, and its area had grown
to 424 hectares (Tartu, n.d.).

Figure 1. The first picture from 1975 shows a pond has been dug in the swampy part of the plot
allocated for the cooperative; the sandy part has already been filled in. The second picture shows
the same view in 2024. The former sandbank is difficult to see after 50 years, and in general the
place has changed dramatically.
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The early days of Thaste can be described as joint construction: relatives and
colleagues were the first to lend a helping hand, and common labour days
(avariant of community service, like clean-up days) were organised. The quality
of received land plots was different, as indicated by previous statistics: there were
sandy land and swampy areas, but there was also agricultural land suitable for
farming: “Our plot was on a sandy area. So, if you dig even in the current garden
plot, then somewhere at a depth of 30 centimetres at most there will be black
soil, with clean sand under it. There used to be sand pits in this moorland, where
people went to sunbathe and children could play in the sand” (Interview 2).

The plots of land have been owned by the same families for generations,
and they tried continuing their traditions in the best possible way. It was
typical to involve children in gardening and farm maintenance. The children
who were brought to the summer cottage cooperative areas for the weekend,
formed groups with local farm children and they played, swam and spent their
childhood together:

It was back in the days of my grandmother’s ancestors, in my time
everything was already there. It was a farm, a farm plot, and in my
childhood there was another small farm house there. The children were
obliged to make vegetable beds and weed. But at the same time, since
there were children around, it was also possible to play and it was much
better than in the city. But I didn’t realise it until I was an adult. At that
time, I thought that I had school friends in the city, why would I go to
the countryside, because then it was a rural area. Every Friday I went to
the country, and on Sunday I returned. ... we had a proper water supply
there, there were no problems with irrigation. (Interview 1)

The initial construction was carried out with the help of relatives, which was
typical for all regions:

I remember that in 1969, the institution transferred the so-called potato
furrows to the employees, and a year later horticultural cooperatives
were established and building residential buildings on the site was
forbidden. Those who built dwellings were forced to demolish them.
My father and my husband were building, and they chose the cheapest
project. (Interview 4)
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The plots were allocated, my father received a plot, and since the apart-
ment was located in the city, mother and father decided that they would
engage in agriculture in Thaste. The project was official, but it resembled
an informal settlement, as the entire street was practically built up ac-
cording to one project. As they said, at first it was a small booth where
you could change clothes and prepare food. Then the construction
started. Judging by the stories, the materials were somehow acquired
somewhere, and my father was helped by his son-in-law, his own father
(my grandfather) and colleagues. Thus, a small garden house was built
with a dry toilet, a tiny tiny kitchen unit, two rooms and a woodshed.
It was ready sometime in the early 1970s. According to my recollec-

tions, I can say that the electricity was turned on in 1971 or a year later.
(Interview 2)

Figure 2. The most common summer house built according to a standard project, and Arvo Veski’s
popular book Construction of Summer Houses (1971).

Designing summer houses became a significant source of income for architects
all over Estonia, as most summer house owners were building their dwellings
within a short period of time. In 1971, the first edition of Arvo Veski’s book
Construction of Summer Houses was published, which became a real bestseller
as it contained plentiful practical instructions that most home craftsmen could
understand and were able to use in the construction of their own small sum-
mer houses.

The speed of construction in Thaste district was characterised by rapid con-
nection to the electricity grid and the house was registered with the city council,
as well. However, there are several typical failed approaches to land cultivation,
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such as excessive fertilisation (chemicals had replaced natural manure), which
led to groundwater contamination, in addition to which constant land use has
led to depleted of the soil. The bigger shock was related specifically to water,
as the water-rich wells dug in many plots turned out to be contaminated with
nitrates and nitrites.

In early 2000, the city of Tartu received a subsidy from the European Union,
and the residents of Thaste were able to connect to the central city water supply
and sewerage system at a 75% discount. This meant that Ihaste had acquired
all the amenities of the city. At the same time, construction was carried out
around the summer cottages as well as, to the delight of residents, the construc-
tion of a pavement, which made the road, with its increased traffic load, safer
for pedestrians.

Risks and limitations for the plots

The main risk was that in the long run the land belonged to a cooperative or
it had been obtained from a company. These workplace gardens were small
and on land owned by the town or the state. The main difference was that
after Estonia regained independence cooperative shareholders could privatise
an apartment, house, or horticultural plot using privatisation vouchers, the
so- called yellow cards, which were issued to citizens in the early 1990s as part
of the country’s transition from a state-controlled to a market economy. At the
same time, the owners of the plots belonging to the workplace had few rights:
when the city decided to take over the land for development, the gardens, with
their greenhouses, were demolished. People did not, and still do not, have the
right to compensation. This situation persists to this day with plot holders
having no rights over this land.

Of the gardens belonging to the institutions, those beside the railway were
notable. Railway workers had the right to have a small plot and lay out beds
for vegetables, bushes, erect a small greenhouse and sometimes even a small
shed made of improvised materials.

In 2013, the Railway Gardens exhibition was held with great success at the
Estonian National Museum (curated by Heli Hinto and Kristy Ziugand). The
exhibition gave a cross-section of gardens located along the railway that passes
through Tartu using photographs taken from spring to autumn 2013. When the
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rail tracks were removed the gardens were also destroyed. The Railway Gardens
exhibition provided an opportunity to recall aesthetically different buildings
and gardens and was chosen as the audience’s favourite in the Create Your Own
Exhibition competition of that year (Tarand 2013).

Like the railway gardens, other sites belonging to institutions also appeared
to be under the threat of destruction. For example, in 2011, the plots next to
Tallinn Airport were demolished, “as a result people who had considered the
garden plot their second home for several decades were left without daily
gardening activities” (Karro-Kalberg 2014).

Similarly, the so-called garden system of the Chinatown of Tartu (officially
Jaamamoisa district), where one-story wooden houses were built after the
World War II for the families of Soviet Army officers, was destroyed. The area
was formerly a closed Soviet military site separated from the rest of the city by
a stone wall, on the other side of which was a military airfield that was closed
to civilians. Although multi-storey houses were also built in Chinatown in
the 1970s and 1980s. it This was area of the gardens which belonged to the
Raadi military airfield. The gardens and the summer houses attached to them,
made of improvised materials. The gardeners gradually formed their own
community. When the air force left in the 1990s, some of the residents stayed
in Tartu and continued to cultivate these gardens. Since the remnants and eve-
rything that was at hand were used as building materials, some of the erected
buildings looked picturesque. The poor quality and peculiar appearance of the
buildings and gardens attracted attention after the closed area was opened to
the public and new construction began. As many Soviet military personnel
and other garden plot users left for Russia or grew old and died, much of this
area was abandoned and further deteriorated over the decades. As part of the
construction of a new road, approved in the General Plan of Tartu for 2030,
the gardens were demolished in August 2023.

Even though this area is now open to the public, former gardeners continue
to come and recall the former days at this location. For example, Pjotr, who
spent most of his time here for 50 years, recalls it with love. “There were pear
trees here, and there was a greenhouse. Then there was another one. Tomatoes,
cucumbers, peppers — everything was home-grown. Onion, garlic, everything
was there. I was young and I had the strength, but now I don't”. Pjotr, a former
horticulturist from Chinatown. (Punamae 2023)
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Changes in the nineties and later

Mari Nuga (2016) notes that people began to move en masse and turn summer
cottages into residential buildings back in the 1990s. This was done (contrary
to current popular belief) by poorer people, since it allowed better control of
costs. They were able to build gradually and slowly improve their living con-
ditions; some people financed their construction activities by renting out an
apartment in the city. During the real estate boom, which began later, plots
belonging to garden cooperatives became increasingly attractive around the
towns and cities in Estonia. During this period, a lot of economically prosper-
ous families moved to live in private housing and new residential areas, and for
many people the horticultural areas became a more comfortable and homely
alternative to suburban neighbourhoods (Nuga 2016).

As mentioned above, land plots were privatised in exchange for yellow cards
and entered into the land register under the name of the new owner. Such actions
gave the owner the opportunity to plan the reconstruction. In the 1990s and
early 2000s, new projects began to be commissioned to transform old summer
cottages into modern insulated houses. Construction refinancing was often
carried out by selling or renting out a city apartment, with the money (often
along with a bank loan) going to cover project costs. Some people went abroad
to earn money for construction, either to Germany or Scandinavia, including
Finland. The projects often had to be changed several times, which meant new
expenses, and several respondents mentioned that they had decided to make
their new insulated homes bigger to accommodate children and grandchildren.
The purchase of new houses, including the resale of completed houses and the
relocation of children and grandchildren to places of residence in Thaste, meant
that the population there was of different age groups. At the same time, it was
noted that relatives who receive high salaries, especially abroad, bought one or
more places of residence, often in different parts of Estonia.

Nevertheless, respondents acknowledged that what was built with their own
hands is dearer to them than what was created with hired labour, adding that
building themselves was partly inevitable for financial reasons. In addition, it
is still common practice for the children in the family, and the next of kin, to
have the right to several beds in order to grow plants, as well as having their
own room in the now insulated house. This ensures a broader responsibility
among the relatives, giving them the opportunity to stay out of town.
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Major changes can be noted in plot use. Land formerly used mainly for crop
production has changed to accommodate ornamental gardening and leisure
activities, something that became evident in the interviews. Even before recom-
mendations on cultivating land and growing healthy food, diet enrichment was
one of the main goals of horticultural cooperatives. The respondents emphasise
that also in their cases most of the land originally served agricultural purposes:
fruit trees were planted, greenhouses were built for plants that do not grow

On April 1,2002, the builders came and started building, and in August
of the same year the house was ready — a two-story house with a gable
roof. For the construction, we had to sell the apartment in Annelinn, and
during the construction we lived on the ground floor with our family -
my wife and a small child. In our spare time, we built the second floor
ourselves. It was also a real challenge. You plaster the wall the day before,
come home from work the next day, take sandpaper and start sanding
this plaster, apply a new layer — and so on from day to day. (Interview 2)

outdoors in Estonia (cucumbers, tomatoes, peppers, etc.):
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The lion’s share, or two thirds of the plot, was a field. Initially, there
were nine apple trees. There were about a dozen berry bushes, and the
rest of the land was under root crops: carrots, potatoes, beetroot, dill.
And slowly we began to build greenhouses there, filling in the founda-
tion.... Two greenhouses were for tomatoes, one for cucumbers. Then
there was another bed where cucumbers also grew. In those days, in the
deep Soviet era, there was practically no need to buy garden products
in the shop. Potatoes, carrots, beetroot, turnips, everything that could
be imagined was home-grown. (Interview 2)

Garden products, berries and apples were mainly grown. It wasn't a
place to lie on the grass, at least not here, but it seemed like that in other
places too. Every piece of land was supposed to provide a yield. For me,
this meant work. I couldn’t go out with friends, for example, to the sea. I
was probably 35 years old, and my children used to travel with us, they
probably liked it. (Interview 4)
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Figure 3. In 2015, an article appeared reviewing the transition of former suburban cooperatives
located in Tartu County to permanent settlement, by which time half of the suburban summer
houses had already been converted into residential buildings. (Nuga et al. 2015)

Big changes have also taken place in cultivated plant species and varieties. After
the gardening of the 1970s to 1990s when experiments were carried out with
various exotic plants, diversity was increased when people started bringing
back plants and seeds from holidays or hiking trips. This category also includes
experiments growing grapes and efforts to keep them alive in the hard win-
ters. In later periods, it becomes obvious that gardens are primarily used for
recreational purposes and ornamental gardening, as there were no longer any
food shortages after the transition from a state-controlled to a market economy.
For the same reason, preparation of jam and other preserves has turned from
a necessity into a hobby, and is now often replaced by eating the berries fresh
or freezing them, which means that eating habits have also changed. However,
there are signs that people are keeping their plots of land, and that old trees
and bushes are being maintained, although they are no longer being planted
in such large numbers. The respondent humorously noted:

When the hungry time comes, we will plough the lawn and plant po-
tatoes. And if we grow field crops in one place for 50 years and apply
only fertilisers there, then in the end we will find ourselves in a situation
when, so to speak, the tops of potatoes grow to the chest, and in the
furrow there are potatoes the size of berries. The earth will simply stop
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bearing fruit, it will be depleted; now it is resting under the grass. And
if were ever left out in the cold, or some economic need arises.... We'll
uproot the grass, plant potatoes and farm again. (Interview 2)

Figure 4. Thaste, where former garden houses have been converted to residential buildings. Thaste
has one of the oldest Neolithic settlements in Estonia (~8000 BC) and now on this site is a new
development between rural cooperatives (right).

Conclusion

Based on interviews and documentary evidence, the origins of Tartu horticul-
tural cooperatives mirror global trends such as urban expansion and subur-
banisation. Some Estonian horticultural cooperatives, including Ihaste, have
now acquired the status of official city districts; however, beyond providing resi-
dential space, they also constitute part of urban agriculture and urban nature.

Horticultural cooperatives in Estonia emerged during the Soviet era, primar-
ily in the 1950s and 1960s as a response to chronic food shortages. Authorities
allocated small plots near urban areas to workers to grow fruit and vegetables.
These cooperatives quickly gained popularity because they provided food
security, autonomy, and psychological relief during times of political and eco-
nomic hardship. By the late 1960s, thousands of families were involved, and by
1985 approximately 100,000 individuals participated in cooperative gardening.

The development of horticultural cooperatives can be divided into several
stages:

1. Initial Phase (1950s-1960s): plots were strictly for gardening;
construction was prohibited.
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2. Expansion (1960s-1980s): legislative changes allowed small sum-
mer houses; cooperatives became social spaces.

3. Privatisation and Transformation (1990s): after re-independence,
plots were privatised and summer cottages converted to permanent
homes.

4. Modern Era (2000s—present): the purpose of gardening shifted
from subsistence to leisure and ornamental, with improved infra-
structure and urban integration.

Thaste has evolved from a horticultural district into a suburban residential
area with modern amenities such as water supply and sewerage systems. While
some gardening persists, the focus is now on ornamental plants and recreational
use rather than food production. Many former summer cottages have been re-
built into insulated family homes, reflecting lifestyle changes and urbanisation.

Key challenges include insecure land rights for plots still without coopera-
tive or institutional ownership, environmental issues such as soil depletion and
groundwater contamination, and urban development pressures that lead to the
demolition of garden areas. Additionally, balancing heritage preservation with
modern housing needs remains a concern.
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Abstract: Both the end of 20™ century and the beginning of 21* have brought
into Polish religious life new places of cult, built upon miraculous events.
The epoch considered as secularised turned out to be a time of intense
manifestation of the supernatural. This paper presents the origins and the
development of the St Andrew Bobola sanctuary in Strachocina. The text is
based on available literary sources as well as the author’s empirical research
conducted over several years of field study. First, selected information con-
cerning the martyr’s cult in the past is provided, followed by an outline of
its development. Second, the presence of the saint in the consciousness of
contemporary inhabitants of Strachocina and pilgrim visitors is depicted.
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Phenomena that can be described as supernatural occupy a permanent place
in the long history of culture. They are present at the birth of many communi-
ties, whose founding myths point to the primal manifestation of the sacred as a
proper impulse for the development of their cultures. The commemoration of an
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extraordinary experience, originally through a rock or a post, and later through
more sophisticated architectural forms, developed religious cults and co-created
the cultural identity of various communities (see e.g. Kalniuk 2019: 81-87;
Eliade 2004: 36; Orsi 1999). A place marked with a sacred symbol was both
a geographical and social centre of a community’s life (Eliade 1999: 8, 22, 52;
Eade, Sallnow 1991: 78). The properties of this area belong to the condition of
liminality, as understood by Victor Turner (Turner 2010). A holy place is a kind
of exterritorial zone, means of communication with another reality, or division
line between the sacred and profane. The successful process of sanctification of
a place requires the presence and leadership of religious authorities.

Religion and its priests are responsible for the transmission of meta senses
and definition of their expression in a group. They participate in establishing
a regulated festive cycle. The sacred is materialised in an organised religious
cult (van Gennep 2006: 37-38; Orsi 1999: 11-12; Rappaport 1999: 141). This
phenomenon can be illustrated by contemporary devotional practices that
honour various saints. Although those divine chosen ones, according to the
Christian credo, dwell in the heavens, through their relics, statues and pictures,
they remain closely connected to certain places on earth. They possess objects
dedicated to them, from small roadside shrines to magnificent basilicas, as well
as days devoted to them, from liturgical commemorations to feasts in their
honour (Bouflet 2011; Bynum 2007). Saints abide in the liminal area, being
‘borderline people’ (Turner 2010: 116-125). In a broad cultural landscape,
they are, among others, mediators that mediate between the faithful and the
sacred (Kalniuk 2014). In the Christian context, this is specially manifested in
cult places devoted to them such as sanctuaries, considered so-called ‘hotlines’
to supernatural reality (Turner & Turner 2009: 15). These church objects are
space-times with interesting origins and dynamics (Seweryniak 2010: 21-42).
This paper proposes a study a new place of cult, the sanctuary of St Andrew
Bobola in Strachocina, near Sanok. The narration is based on available literary
material, as well as empirical data, drawn from the author’s field research over
several years'. First, selected information concerning the martyr’s cult in the
past is provided, followed by an outline of its development. The presence of
the saint in the consciousness of contemporary Strachocina inhabitants and
pilgrim visitors is then depicted?.

119



Tomasz Kalniuk

Bobola in historical visions

Andrew Bobola was a Jesuit priest who spent most of his life in the Pinisk area
(formerly Polesie, currently in Belarus), whose inhabitants were diversified
both in terms of ethnicity and religion. This fact, connected with his strong
missionary involvement and notable successes in that field, in the context of
historical events of the 17" century, lead to an unequivocal assessment of the
saint. He used to be called a ‘hunter of souls. Considered a saint by Catholics,
and thought of as persona non grata by Orthodox Christians, he disturbed public
opinion of his time destabilising the already tense socio-political and religious
situation in the region. This led to a certain reserve towards him, which is still
present even today, especially in Orthodox circles.

Source materials have allowed researchers to reconstruct, to a satisfactory
degree, the history of the Bobola family. The sources indicate that in the 13 cen-
tury they lived in Silesia as impoverished noblemen (Paciuszkiewicz 1996: 9).
At the beginning of the 14™ century they appeared in Lesser Poland, still, as
before, without high social status. They did, however, have connections with
representatives of some notable families, which led to their spread over the
country. The presence of the Bobola family between the 15" and 17% centuries
was reported among others in Jasto, Krosno and Sanok, where they were known
as moderately well-off and trustworthy citizens. The Bobolas had a strong
commitment to Catholicism, which, in the period after the Reformation, was
expressed, among others, by maintaining friendly relations with Jesuits, known
for their counter-Reformation activity. Heraldic analysts claim that St Andrew
originates from the Bobola family of Lesser Poland. This can be confirmed by
the statement he made in a Lithuanian Jesuit’s house: “I, Andrzej Bobola of the
Lesser Poland” (ibid.: 8). Based on information on his ancestors and knowledge
of the baptism customs of that time, the birth date of the saint was determined
as 30" November, 1591 (30" November is the feast day of St Andrew the Apos-
tle). A note preserved in Pinsk indicates that Andrew Bobola died a martyr
on 16" may 1657 (Niznik 2016: 67).

The process of being declared a saint was problematic for Bobola. After his
martyrdom, there were no socio-cultural repercussions that would stimulate the
‘expansion of holiness™. The cruelty of the Cossacks, which stood behind the
death of Bobola, and the threat they still posed, might have efficiently suppressed
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the spontaneous reactions of the people (Besala 2010). As a result, Bobola was
forgotten. In fact, this ‘social amnesia’ was caused by a number of factors: the
aforementioned threat from the Cossacks, opposing propaganda on the part
of the Orthodox Church, as well as the attitude of the Jesuits themselves. The
congregation focused on enduring the turbulent times rather than cherishing
lofty ideals. Bobola was just another one of the 49 Jesuits murdered at the time
of the flood;, and was buried accordingly in the crypt of the Pifisk church in a
simple, black-painted, coffin. The panorama of difficult socio-political events
could have closed the case forever. However, the recognition of his holiness was
only postponed in time and developed in stages. The intermittent commemora-
tions of the martyr followed by longer periods of oblivion reoccurred several
times, in 1702 (Pinsk), 1819 (Vilnius), and 1987 (Strachocina). The analysis of
events connected with the development of Bobola’s cult clearly shows the pres-
ence of the supernatural factor. Bobola consequently communicated with people
through dreams and visions*. The same schema applied to historical events as
well as the foundation of a new place of his cult, located in Lesser Poland, thus
it seems appropriate to present it here.

In 1702, the monk appeared in Pinsk. During the apparition, he accused
Marcin Godebski, the Jesuit superior, of politicking, and then, conditionally,
offered to help him (Poplatek 1996: 138-139). To get this help, it was necessary
to find Bobola’s body, which was successfully done after several days. The corpse,
with no typical signs of decay but with clear indication of torture confirming
his identity, “was cleansed, wrapped in a new shroud, adorned with new gar-
ments and a black damask chasuble, and then placed in a new coffin, which was
then placed on a scaffolding in the middle of the crypt, opposite the window”
(Poptatek 2007: 118-139). Initially crowds of poor people, and then the nobility
too, started gathering around the place. People who were afflicted by hunger
after military requisitioning and then decimated by the plague in 1709-1710 re-
ported to the Jesuits that they had received extraordinary help from the martyr°.
These reports inclined Alexander Benedict Wyhowski, the ordinary of Lutsk,
to officially explain the situation. In the course of this work a nearly 2,000 page
document was prepared containing numerous testimonies of miracles. Since
the presented material was deemed insufficient for confirmation of martyrdom,
a decision was made to collect further evidence. Descriptions of four miracles
through the intercession of Andrew were requested. This requirement was met
as early as the mid-18™ century, although it did not lead to beatification which
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took place only on 30" November, 1853. The canonisation followed on 17
April of the following year after the examination of another miracle®.

Again, during the time of partition in 1819, Bobola appeared to a Domini-
can, Alojzy Korzeniowski. The visitor appeared in the friar’s monastery cell in
Vilnius, introduced himself, and then asked the monk to open the window,
through which the slightly frightened Dominican “saw immeasurable space
instead of a cramped cloister garden” (Poplatek 2007: 214). In that space he
could see an enormous military conflict. “When such a war comes, Bobola
said, the coming of peace will be accompanied by the resurrection of Poland,
and I will be declared its main patron” (ibid.). To legitimise the authenticity of
the apparition, he left behind his handprint’. The fulfilment of the prophecy
was completed in two stages. After 99 years Poland regained its independence,
and after over 180 years, Andrew Bobola became its patron.

Bobola in contemporary visions

At the end of the 20" century Bobola drew attention to himself again, in the
small Lesser Polish village of Strachocina. As a result of these events, the vil-
lage was declared the birthplace of the priest. The results of intensified research
show that the saint strove to be recognised by appearing at night throughout
almost the whole 20" century at the rectory, thus unintentionally frightening
the priests working there. Father Ryszard Mucha, who worked in Strachocina
parish between 1970 and 1983, had the most numerous apparitions. Accord-
ing to most local inhabitants, these events led to a nervous breakdown for
the priest: “The former parish priest, Father Ryszard Mucha, got sick because
of, among others, fears and spiritual experiences. I heard him say that some-
body comes at night, stands and waits at the door” (53-year-old woman from
Strachocina). Father Mucha’s successor, prelate Jozef Niznik, does not fully agree
with this diagnosis and explains that it was the lack of understanding and care
from people around him that led to his breakdown. The priest, who managed
recognises the apparition’s slim posture, dark beard and long cassock as An-
drew Bobola, deflected criticism directed at his predecessors, claiming that an
encounter with an apparition is a unique and difficult matter. He recalls that the
first time he was woken up at night, he threw himself at the figure as if it was a
thug. He thought he was dealing with a burglar (Paciuszkiewicz 1996: 18, 20).
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The process of discovering the truth took him over three years and involved
multiple encounters with the mysterious figure. He uses the term ‘encounter’
as in his opinion the regular visit time (2:10 a.m.) and knocking at the door
pointed to good intentions and a willingness to communicate: “I realised that
the one who knocks wants to enter, so I no longer thought that he needed
help, but that he might need something more” (author’s conversation with
Father Niznik). The change of his attitude kept evolving until the decisive con-
versation took place during the night between 16" and 17* May, 1987. “It was
then that I consciously started communication with the figure. I asked who he
was and what he wanted. Then I heard a voice that in a way penetrated me: ‘I
am St Andrew Bobola. Start honouring me in Strachocina” (Niznik 2016: 105).
The villagers reports seem more vivid and rich in detail:

From what he said, I know that a figure would come at night, either
visible or invisible. At two after midnight, every other night, the door
would open wide. No matter what time he would go to bed, it would
wake him up. The crucifix or a picture on the wall would move so much
that it seemed it might fall at first but then it would stop. The invisible
figure would just walk a little around the room. But the man is only a
man - he would go to sleep in another parish, as he wouldn't be able to
put up with it. He would say exorcisms with the sisters in the rectory.
(85-year-old woman from Strachocina)

% Figure 1. The Parish House, site of the saint’s appari-
tions. Photograph by the author 2018.
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The first conversation between Niznik and Bobola turned out to be the last.
“When they started the cult of Bobola, then peace came”, one of my interlocu-
tors concluded (58-year-old woman from Strachocina). The puzzle was solved.
“When I asked him those two questions, I didn’t think he might be a saint, as
there was no cult of Bobola here. The cult was clearly initiated at the saint’s
request” (author’s conversation with Father Niznik). Along with the transfer
of his relics from his sanctuary in Warsaw, pursuant to a relevant decree, on
the 16" May, 1988, St Catherine church in Strachocina became the sanctuary
of Andrzej Bobola. On this day the cult was officially started here. However,
the presence of the saint, though unconscious, was present much earlier in
the landscape and nomenclature. This can be seen, for example in a toponym
‘Boboléwka, which was used by local villagers for the area around the church.
Within several years ‘Boboléwka’ was adapted for religious purposes. On the
hill that is considered a birthplace of Bobola, there is a big, roofed field altar.
To reach it, one walks along the Stations of the Cross, with scenes from the life
of the saint. Down below, in the field, there is a modest tourist base: several
tables, benches and toilets. In the summer, on the 16" of each month, proces-
sions are organised there.

A new tradition was started in Strachocina. After a long time, ‘Bobo-
lowka' was discovered and appreciated. Pilgrimages started being
organised to the hill near the church and liturgy was celebrated there
(beginning in 1992). On the provisional construction of the altar, an
inscription was placed: “This place has been chosen by God” It was a
clear reference to what happened in 1591 on the hill, namely, to the
birth of Andrew Bobola. (Paciuszkiewicz 1996: 40)
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Py

Figures 2, 3. Pilgrims on their way to Boboléwka. Photograph by the author 2018.

The villagers, for the most part, identify with the newly discovered patron,
actively taking part in pastoral initiatives taken up by the parish. The church
has been restored and scenes from the life of the saint have been carved on the
ornamented entrance door. Inside the temple, a 15" century font has been ex-
posed, where the future patron saint of Poland is thought to have been baptised®.
The sanctuary is visited by ordinary pilgrims as well as notable representatives
of both church and civil authorities. It is they who largely contribute to the
development of the saint’s cult (author’s conversation with Father Niznik).
The process of social and cultural change in Strachocina under the influence
of the cult of Bobola is significant. The changes are noticed both by the local
inhabitants and visitors. A local religious sister claims that “Bobola religious-
ness” plays an important role in the religious life of local people (53-year-old
woman from Strachocina). A pilgrim from Ustrzyki Gérne pointed out that:

the development is visible in the example of the rectory and, of course,
‘Bobolowka. If we go back to several years ago, the only thing that was
here was a dilapidated shed. Today it is a totally different place. Every
year something new appears: Stations of the Cross, toilets, a carpark.
We are present in the internet, and Father Joseph regularly posts pic-
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tures from events that take place here. Strachocina, thanks to Bobola,
is famous now. (49-year-old woman from Ustrzyki Gérne)

The parish priest has a similar opinion: “Religiously, these are not the same
people. A colossal change has taken place. It is not the same village anymore.
In the past it used to be just an unknown village. Now, if you ask anybody in
Poland about Strachocina, they will rather be familiar with the name” (author’s
conversation with Father Niznik). Checking these opinions against some past
records, evolution cannot be denied. In 1972, the parish priest Jozef Mucha
made this bitter record in the Chronicle of the Roman Catholic parish in
Strachocina: “All pastoral works seem very sluggish. A clear, visible sign of the
lack of God’s blessing. With the exception of a group of elderly women [who
came with] children, there is nobody you can count on. The attendance at mass
is still low” (Paciuszkiewicz 1996: 61).

The cult is understood by many local people as the activity of the parish
priest and religious sisters, as they are considered to be “experts in the sacred”
(see Witek 2014: 112). “It is mainly the nuns who sustain the cult, rather than
lay people. It is too far to the church, which is located on the border of the
village” (71-year-old woman from Strachocina). At the same time, on being
asked about Bobola, the nuns direct you to the parish priest. He is also con-
sidered by the villagers to be the repository of the mystery and a person worth
talking to. “It is the elders whom you need to ask, or the parish priest.... The
presence of the sacred in Bobola’s cult is regulated by the authority of priests -
the functionaries of the sacred” (Slusarska 2014: 90), and its territorial scope
has a local-centric character, centred around the church and ‘Boboléwka’
(Pawluczuk 2003: 154-155). These rather narrow parameters for the cult stand
in opposition to a broad, multifaceted character of the saint’s intercession in
the consciousness of local inhabitants. One of them claimed: “I think that he
helps everyone who needs help, the poor and the sick” (58-year-old woman
from Strachocina). Another one added: “The storms and hail are around us,
the rooves are blown off, and nothing bad happens to us. We are protected by
Bobola” (38-year-old woman from Strachocina).
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Figure 4. Handwritten entries by pilgrims in the Book of Intentions. Photograph by the author 2018.

Figure 5. Book of Intentions: prayers and thanksgiving to St Andrew. Photograph by the author 2018.
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The parish priest explains that “Andrew cannot be pigeonholed, as his help is
extensive, dealing both with physical and spiritual matters” (author’s conversa-
tion with Father Niznik). In his opinion, Bobola’s mission has a complementary
as well as original character relative to other patron saints in Poland. On the
other hand, according to the parish priest, the martyr’s unprecedented calling
for his cult shows both his uniqueness and the significance of his mission.

Incidents connected with Bobola relate to the rescue of the country. For
many years I had been looking at it in a different way, but recently it struck
me that he did not say he wanted to be honoured by parishioners, but by the
Polish. If we had understood that before and honoured him, Poland would
probably be different now. He used to offer his help in relation to the fall of
communism in Poland. Whenever Poland was in danger Andrew Bobola offered
help beforehand. I think that the essence of Andrew Bobola is Poland and the
nation. He is Poland’s saint. Not even for the church in Poland, but for Poland
itself. The Strachocina sanctuary is important for Poland, only if people could
understand that (author’s conversation with Father Niznik).

Bobola, Strachocina, and Polish religiosity...

The example of Bobola and his cult in Subcarpathia region shows the vitality
and dynamism of sacrum. It also manages to illustrate man’s desire to relate to
the realm of mystery and his refusal to accept its elimination. The appearance
of Bobola and recognition of the saint in the frightening apparition indicate to
the autonomy of the supernatural sphere and a multitude of its possible expres-
sions. The church authorities claim that although the incidents initiating the
cult were far from a typical scenario, they definitely had a positive effect. Pieces
of Bobolas history imprinted in the local area and contemporary images of
the saint were combined in the emergence of the sanctuary. It has led to a new
understanding of the known time-space as a sacred place connected with the
martyr. There were at least two possible courses of action. Strachocina without
Bobola, instead of a flourishing centre of catholic devotion, could have become
a centre for the promotion of fabula incredibilis tales. If it had been preserved
in the common consciousness as a scary place with a ‘haunted rectory, it would
attract sensation-seekers rather than pilgrims’. However, this countryside
sanctuary has become more and more recognisable as a centre of religious cult.
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The Strachocina case shows that political transformation in Poland did not
generate secularising processes leading to prevalent religious indifference'.
The supernatural is still manifested in floating post-modernity. Pilgrim-
ages, as well as the cult of saints and artefacts connected with them, still
profile religious behaviours of the Polish (see e.g. Margry 2008: 13- 46; Cole-
man and Eade 2004; Orsi 1999; Eade and Sallnow 1991). To some extent,
new places of cult, such as the Strachocina sanctuary, sustain and develop the
traditional devotion, without being its hostages. The novelty of the sanctuary
described here is manifested, among others, in the departure from the Marian
complex and schematicity of origin so often seen in similar places (see e.g.
Zachar Podoloniska 2019: 284-326; Niedzwiedz 2014: 79; Hermkens, Jansen
and Notermans 2009; Halemba 2006). The scale and character of this centre
work towards harmonious diversification of Polish sacrosphere. Today, we
can observe the coexistence of centres significant in terms of national identity
as well as smaller ones. Alongside visiting major sanctuaries (for example a
pilgrimage to the national Marian sanctuary in Czg¢stochowa), pilgrimages to
local cult places (for example the St Andrew Bobola sanctuary) are growing in
popularity. Sometimes the route of one pilgrimage includes centres of different
significance. This phenomenon mirrors plurality, which is typical of modernity,
and is also present in the religious sphere.

Notes

! The article presents reflections and conclusions from anthropological fieldwork which I
performed a few times in Strachocina. During my participant observation, I wanted
to interview people who represented different degrees of awareness and commitment
to worship. Hence, although dealing with the religious sphere is customary for priests,
friars and nuns they constituted only one sub-group of my interviewees. Apart from
the clergy, I also interviewed locals and pilgrims and/or tourists of all ages and sexes.
% See for example a particular case study on similar subject (Klimek 2018).

* An expression used by Joanna Tokarska-Bakir in the context of dynamic development
of the cult of relics and pilgrimages (Tokarska-Bakir 2000: 279). The history of culture
gives numerous examples of social unrest connected with saints. “As an example, in
the early Middle Ages the Welsh dioceses of St David and St Llandaff were competing
against each other, while the acquisition of relics gave higher status to a sanctuary and
its clergy as well as bringing prosperity” (Bowi 2008: 267).
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* The saint could be authoritarian in what he said. Although such behaviour may be
rare in one dimensional hagiography, it is well known in religious studies. The non-
schematicity of apparitions and their opposition to what is normative, regular and
organised seems typical (Turner and Turner 2009: 182).

> Among the beneficiaries of the miraculous events were both Catholics and orthodox
Christians. A similar situation reoccurred in Potock, where the body of the martyr
was transferred. The Orthodox composed a hymn in his honour (see Niznik 2016: 81;
Polak 1996: 210-211).

There are numerous examples indicating that the miracle addressees (‘miracle
takers’) were (and are) morally imperfect people, as well as religiously indifferent
(see Swiezynski 2012: 241). A testimony of a supernatural phenomenon by people of
different religions or atheists occurs relatively often. The power of the “witnesses without
tongue” is particularly valuable and excludes any doubt (Tokarska-Bakir 2000: 286-287).

¢ The theory of miracle is broad and varied both in consideration of the origin and
the course of such an event, as well as in the attempts to interpret it. This explains
miracles as an ahistorical monolith, the evolution of which can clearly be observed
(see e.g. Pyysidginen 2002; Ashe 1978; Swinburne 1970).

7 In this image, one can see the reference to so called ‘divine feet; i.e. footprints in vari-
ous places, supposedly left by holy people. They can be found all over Poland and much
more widely and were properly honoured (Baruch 1907).

8 There is a connection to an interesting folklore moment, well known from folk stories
about self-propagating or self-denying holy statues or pictures. A font where nuns used
to grow pansies, as an 88-year-old respondent from Strachocina said in the summer
0f 2018, remained still when four large men attempted to move it. However, it could be
moved without any problems into the church, where it still stands in the presbytery. A
similar motif can be found in Polish folk tradition. And as with the case of the ‘stubborn’
font, there is a story of sunken church bells, which, after being taken out of the depths,
could only be moved to a place where a church was supposed to be built. Moving them
anywhere else was impossible (see Wroblewska 2018).

° The toponymy of Strachocina predestined it to development in this direction, which
was, however, changed through the manifestation of holiness. The history of culture
knows examples of the exorcising nature of saints’ presence (see Weglarz 1983:152;
di Nola 1997: 186).

10 Researchers in socio-cultural phenomena point to the specificity of secularisation
processes in Central and Eastern Europe. In this context, they emphasise the distinc-
tiveness of Polish religiosity (see e.g. Bruce 2013: 13; Collins-Mayo 2010: 1139-1142;
Casanova 2004: 19; Borowik 2003: 41-59).
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Abstract: This article presents a report on a mental mapping workshop con-
ducted in Estonia within the framework of the CHRYSES project, examining
the methodological, ethical and analytical insights gained at the workshop
and situating them within a broader theoretical context. Drawing on both
the structure and outcomes of the workshop and making comparisons with
other topical case studies, the article demonstrates how mental mapping
can serve as an effective tool for uncovering differences and gaps between
scientific and grassroots (for example mythological-folkloric) approaches to
environmental health crises (EHC). These variations — manifested in spatial
priorities, narrative emphases, and related risk assessments — offer critical
lessons for improving public communication and engagement in the face
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of future EHC scenarios. By highlighting best practice considerations, this
study contributes to advancing participatory methods that bridge knowl-
edge systems and enhance resilience in environmental health governance.

Keywords: maps, mythological legends, environmental health crises, mental
mapping workshops, ethics

Introduction

Environmental health crises (EHC) demand not only scientific expertise or
active stakeholder input but also meaningful public engagement to foster re-
silience and collective action. Yet, gaps often exist between expert knowledge
and the mental models held by the wider public, shaped by cultural narra-
tives, myths, spatial perceptions and lived experiences. Project CHRYSES
(Mapping Environmental Health Crises — Public Understanding Through
Myths and Science, carried out in 2025-2026) pursues an interdisciplinary
approach to investigating the interplay between myths and science. It looks
at how our societies conceptualise and represent environmental health crises,
utilising the versatile representation medium of maps to unify the corre-
sponding perspectives of mythological-folkloric (and other grassroots) ap-
proaches and science to enhance public understanding of such global crises.*
One of the central methods that CHRYSES uses to acquire crucial new
knowledge of spatial crisis response is through various map workshops
(organised by folklorists, geographers and visual designers) that engage
decision-makers, politicians and policymakers, media organisations and lay
people, thus enabling mutual learning through dialogue and feedback. As part
of this objective, a mental mapping workshop? was conducted in Estonia in
October 2025 by folklorists Reet Hiiemée and Mare Kalda, bringing together
members of the general public, local community leaders, and experts. Its aim
was to discuss the cartographic depictions of crises in traditional mythological
legends (picked from an anthology of plague legends, Hiiemée 1997), contem-
porary media reports about COVID-19 and African swine fever in Estonia’s
bigger newspapers (from 2020 and 2025) and scientific maps accompanying
such reports to identify possible gaps as well as similarities in understanding
and reasoning, for example in spatial narrative models and related risk assess-
ment of environmental health crises. Participants commented on the material
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verbally and draw their own mental maps based on this material; in addition,
they were asked to draw a mental map of a potential major future environmental
health crisis that they subjectively considered most threatening and likely to
occur in their area and their imagined response to it. Their comments were
recorded, transcribed, coded into motif clusters and analysed.

The insights gained from the Estonian workshop will serve as input for the
next CHRYSES mapping workshops (for example a policymaking workshop in
Ireland, map-creation workshops thematising COVID-19 and water pollution
experiences in England, a workshop seeking feedback to maps and visual nar-
ratives in Finland with the aim to create an informative exhibition on the topic)
and thus this article is also a presentation of the current state of knowledge.
As ethics-related choices and other meta-level decisions significantly determine
what material is received and how it is engaged, we will first analyse ethical and
related methodological considerations, and then provide an overview of the
central findings on the content level. Thus, this report springs from two anchor
questions. First, what methodological and ethical considerations need to be
targeted when applying mental mapping as a participatory tool for environmen-
tal health governance? Second, how do spatial priorities and related narrative
emphases differ across scientific and grassroots perspectives on environmental
health crises, and how can these insights inform risk communication strategies?

Ethical Considerations Guiding Researcher Choices

Environmental health crises place diverse communities under pressure while
simultaneously demanding trustworthy research and ethical interactions with
these communities, who serve as partners in data creation (for example by
providing their mental maps). Our mental mapping workshop made us more
aware than before that ethical practices are not neutral ‘plug-and-play’ instru-
ments, they actively shape how participants perceive risk, agency, and their
own well-being and how they narrate crises (or are willing to reflect on a given
topic at all). Although our discussion on ethics revolves around experiences
gained during one specific project, we assume that drawing on other topical case
studies will enable wider generalisations about data collection, the structuring
of workshops, and the interpretation of individual mental maps. This section
distils the lessons learned, emphasising the need for contextualised ethics that
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support the same agency and (subjective) well-being that participatory map-
ping methods aim to cultivate.

Some ethical dilemmas arise in relation to the specificity of international
collaboration. International projects often presume that ethics can be stand-
ardised across countries and disciplines, deriving from centralised ethics ap-
provals. However, although Estonia follows the same regulations as the rest of
the European Union,’ some debates about ethics, which were held in Western
European countries several decades ago, only reached Estonia (as well as several
other post-Soviet states) after the adoption of the GDPR in 2018. Traditionally,
direct, informal and relationship-driven practices tend to function better and
align with established community norms in Estonia. Thus, formal documents
need to be drafted carefully and context-sensitively as they can function as
moral technologies: their form and tone co-produce participants’ experiences
of research.

Certainly, when preparing ethics documents, the focus should not be solely
on the ‘right” phrases to pass ethics approval, but on whether they really pro-
tect. However, our experience underscores how even consent language is not
merely informational but also performative. While scientific literature generally
talks about the need to use simple language in consent forms (cf. for example
Feinberg et al. 2024; Wilson et al. 2018: 15), specific cultural nuances are
also important. Long formal consent forms that include sections about legal
recourse, detailing which court participants could contact if their rights were
violated, which are perfectly acceptable in some Western European countries,
might have a particularly frightening effect on the older generation in Esto-
nia, who have experienced the injustice of Soviet bureaucracy. For them, such
standard consent forms can subtly convey how participation, or even merely
signing a document, might be precarious or legally fraught. In earlier practice,
we have experienced situations when participants say that they would be happy
to give an interview but refuse to sign a consent document. The lesson is not
that formal is bad and informal is good, it is that local resonance is crucial for
participant trust and engagement. Therefore, the length, tone, and legal fram-
ing of consent materials should be adapted not only to applicable policies and
institutional risk tolerance but also to vernacular traditions and expectations.
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Ethical Approval as a Magical Protective Charm?

Obtaining approval from an ethics committee often creates a misleading sense
that all necessary ethical obligations have been fulfilled once the application is
accepted and participants have signed the informed consent form. This per-
ception raises a fundamental question: whom do these procedures primarily
protect? While ethical requirements and signed consent forms are intended
to safeguard participants as well as researchers, in practice they frequently
appear to protect rather the researcher. Even after reading an information sheet,
participants might lack a comprehensive understanding of what will happen to
the materials (for instance, hand-drawn maps) they provide. Yet, sensitive data
will not become less sensitive after a participant signs a consent form; rather,
consent increases the researcher’s responsibility to handle that data properly. But
even researchers themselves might not always know the full trajectory of these
materials, which is why informed consent documents typically include vague
statements such as “the map drawings may be used in academic research and
publications” For non-specialists, the nature and dissemination of academic
publications might remain opaque, although participants rarely express concern
about this ambiguity as they consider it sufficient for trust if the researcher is
nice and shows understanding.

Another common assumption is that minimising data collection and
processing automatically enhances ethical integrity. While reducing data
can mitigate risks, it should not compromise the analytical potential or the
meaningfulness of the material. For example, in our mapping workshop two
participants drew a detailed micro-map of their surroundings. One of them
placed a house with the label “home” at the centre, the other wrote the exact
address of her home on the house. This is an example where a detail is impor-
tant on the level of analysis but simultaneously sensitive on the level of data
protection. The same tension becomes even more evident in the context of
open science requirements. An increasing number of academic journals now
require authors to provide the underlying raw data alongside their manuscripts
as a condition of publication to promote the transparency and reproducibility
of results. While voice recordings are classified as more sensitive data than
transcripts because the voice can reveal identity, health conditions, and other
personal traits (cf. for example Cychozs 2020), providing only transcripts
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could seem preferable. However, in the case of the comments provided in our
workshop it seemed that even high-quality transcripts failed to capture nuances
conveyed through tone, intonation, humour and voices talking simultaneously.
Consequently, making only transcripts available appears inadequate, as they
are less representative than the original audio recordings leading researchers
to conclude that it might be better not to share this material at all.

It is also tacitly assumed that the core ethical principles (i.e., autonomy,
dignity, maleficence, non-maleficence, justice) are universally valid. Although
there is no doubt that these principles are crucial, in practice, however, we
experienced a certain dynamic relationality, realising that choices necessary to
grant them depend on cultural context, scientific tradition (including related
established power dynamics), research discipline, sets of participants and related
trauma and safety issues. Several proponents of participatory methods call for a
fundamental shift in the dynamics of knowledge production, one that transfers
significant decision-making power to participants in order to uphold their
justice and autonomy (see for example, Gaventa & Cornwall 2001). However,
our earlier experience indicates that such a transfer is not always welcomed: in
one case, women with a history of intimate partner violence did not value the
opportunity to participate in such a decision-making; instead, they perceived
it as coercive and burdening (and thus, needed help with their traumas first).
Further research points out that power-sharing can be difficult to achieve due to
participants’ traditional perceptions of the roles of researchers (cf. for example
Wilson et al. 2018: 12). In addition, particular approaches should differ when
studying, for instance, the spatial vocabulary of drug couriers or the mental
maps of intimate partner violence victims or those of an indigenous group in
the midst of heated land debates — where immediate risk and trauma could
be present — compared to research focused on the mental maps of a generally
well-functioning community that aim not to address imminent threats but to
improve future crisis communication. Even the same well-tested participatory
method might be considered minimal risk in one context and moderate or
high risk in another, with the potential to replicate colonising or traumatising
effects (cf. Coombes, Johnson & Howitt 2014: 847; Lake & Wendland 2018: 16).

Some authors find that sometimes academia is even not interested in gen-
erating space for fair co-creation (cf. Heron & Reason 2001: 179). Nevertheless,
inclusive vocabulary, such as ‘transformatory, ‘radical, ‘speculative] ‘inclusive,

>
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critical or participatory mapping, ‘co-ownership  and ‘co-creation, abounds in
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most research that involves human participants, evoking a vision of egalitarian
collaboration and shared authority. But when it comes to practice in the context
of vernacular map creation, a pain point highlighted at some anthropology and
religion conferences in recent years relates to examples of how inclusive map-
ping frequently remains inclusive only in a formal sense. Even with properly
drafted ethics documents, institutions use anonymised mental maps created
by communities as a basis for establishing oversight mechanisms, extractive
economic models, or political agendas that diverge from a community’s interests
(cf. similar observations made decades ago in Leal 2007).

Itis usually easy to recognise gross ethical abuse, although sometimes ethical
doubts arise even in mutually pleasant cooperative situations. As mentioned
above, many Estonians do not trust bureaucracy, but at the same time they often
trust science and scientists (according to a recent report 73% of the Estonian
population trusts scientists and only 4% don’t, see Kree 2023: 12-13). Similarly,
in the described workshop (and also in other similar situations) participants
were satisfied that their comments were found useful for research and that dia-
logue took place. They didn’t fear that their data could be misused, nor did they
express any wish to control or co-design the research further, mainly because
they knew and trusted the main organiser of the workshop, Reet Hiiemde, and
had heard her giving presentations on other community events. When asked
if they wanted to be updated in any phase about what we will write based
on their map input, only one participant wished to see the completed study
after publication. Another participant said that it would be interesting to know
about the researchers’ conclusions on how different the spatial depictions were
in mythological legends and on participants maps. Anonymous feedback forms
that the participants completed after the workshop also mediated high feedback
scores. However, since Reet Hiiemae also explained the project research interests
and her own researcher views and conclusions during our group discussion, it
seemed to her that this could, to some extent, have influenced or guided what
the participants highlighted in their comments. Thus, in our opinion, when
there is equal interaction, there is always a dialogue that serves for better mutual
understanding, although it also somewhat shapes what material is produced
and what emphases dominate.

There are other situations where the lines between ethical, selective, and
exploitative approaches can get blurred, depending on researcher’s choices;
therefore, self-reflexivity is necessary to recognise and mitigate such an im-

141



Reet Hiiemie, Mare Kalda

pact (cf. Lake & Wendland 2018: 24). Some key decisions are related to the
study sample. In many research fields, the first choice of researchers is to use
students as participants (for example in the research of psychology or psychol-
ogy of religion more than 80% of participants are students) because they are
easily accessible and often required to comply with course-related instructions
(Basil 2024: 11). However, this practice can raise ethical concerns related to
power imbalances and create tensions in interdisciplinary cooperation with
disciplines that rely more on fieldwork and community-based research (such as
folkloristics and anthropology). Even in community-based research the ques-
tion arises as to who has the right to represent a community. For example, there
is a tendency to include community leaders, but this could leave the voices of
some community members out. Such a problem can be prevented with ‘slow’
praxis that includes preceding relationship building and learning about local
contexts (Amauchi et al. 2021: 1), which was also the case with our workshop.
Nevertheless, while community leaders and other active individuals tend to
attend such workshops on their own initiative, less active members might need
targeted invitations, although simultaneously such invitations would alter
the natural dynamics of participation. Being aware of such dynamics, we still
invited some less active members in order to have a more balanced sample,
although ultimately some of them still didn’t show up. This circumstance leads
us to a further discussion about representativeness in the sphere of mapping.

Decolonising and critical cartography and feminist approaches often stress
that maps reflect subjective experience and can privilege certain voices (for ex-
ample, community leaders, men, literate participants) while marginalising oth-
ers such as women, children or immigrants (cf. Blidon & Zaragocin 2019: 915).
Thus, face-to-face research tends to focus on clearly framed populations
considered vulnerable, while vast literatures examine mental maps and nar-
ratives of conspiracy theorists and other radically alternative thinkers mainly
through their online presences. There seems to be a tacit assumption that these
actors can’t be dialogical partners let alone co-creators of knowledge. Yet, for a
complete societal picture, we should also access and analyse the mental crisis
maps sketched by such groups because they show how they perceive crises, the
risks they prioritise, and the causal chains they believe in. Understanding these
perceptions can better help anticipate behaviour, identify potential collabora-
tion routes, and design crisis communication. Therefore, we are considering
organising an additional mapping workshop designed to incorporate alternative
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voices. However, presenting these actors publicly as research partners or cit-
ing passages from their comments could be perceived as legitimising harmful
narratives, thus it might be necessary to articulate scholarly perspectives and
analysis of these topics alongside such alternative views, which, in turn, might
be interpreted by the proponents of those views as an attempt to override or
diminish their positions.

Another critical issue concerns the representativeness of academic conclu-
sions. When the interpretation of maps or narratives from specific groups is
conducted solely by a single researcher or research team, findings inevitably
reflect that team’s perspective. Selected participant comments should not serve
merely as illustrative fragments that lend a ‘community-led” veneer to the
researcher’s own preconceptions. A more advanced approach could involve
reciprocal analysis whereby one local group examines mental maps produced
by another and comments on how these align with the second group’s views.
Researchers could simultaneously also draw their own mental maps on the
same topics (such a practice has previously been used for better understand-
ing of spatial information while collecting place-related narrative folklore,
see Kalda 2013: 158).

Participant engagement also requires consideration of financial aspects. In
many research projects, expert contributors are routinely compensated, whereas
ordinary participants are less frequently paid, often under the assumption that
monetary incentives might compromise the authenticity of their engagement by
motivating participation solely for financial gain. In the interest of equality, no
payments were made to any participant in our workshop. Previous projects have
addressed this dilemma through non-monetary recognition, such as offering
certificates or skill-building opportunities (see Banks & Brydon-Miller 2018).
In our case, food was provided as a gesture of appreciation. This practice,
however, raises questions about whether even such gestures might influence
participants to provide more favourable feedback than they otherwise would.
Our anonymous feedback forms indicated that all participants felt they were
treated ethically and that their voices were heard. Yet, this prompts further
reflection if such positive feedback is sufficient for researchers to claim an
ethically sound process, or if courtesy or social norms lead participants to
exaggerate their satisfaction, even in anonymous formats. While extreme dis-
comfort would probably prevent positive feedback even under anonymity, the
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possibility of subtle bias remains a consideration when evaluating the integrity
of participatory research.

Implementation of Ethics as a Continuum to Support
Agency and Well-Being

Our mental mapping workshop confirmed that the implementation of ethics,
much like responses to environmental health crises themselves, is situated and
context-sensitive (see more about situated ethics in Simons & Usher 2000).
Therefore, we conceptualise approaches to ethics as a continuum: on the one
extreme is paternalistic over-precaution where participants are treated as
uniformly vulnerable, placing them within a frame of non-agency. On the
other extreme is full co-governance, where participants co-decide what data
are collected, how they are analysed, and which solutions are designed, even
extending to decision-making in relation to informed consent and treatment
of data. Some projects belonging to the latter pole question the necessity of any
independent ethics review (e.g. Hoonaard & Hamilton 2016; see also examples
in Lake & Wendland 2018: 28). However, the majority of projects — as well as
our project — will probably live somewhere between these two poles. Some
research suggests involving besides researchers and participants also a risk
analyst (Lake & Wendland 2018: 31) as a third party to balance the possible
biases of the two former parties.

In current practice, consent forms often carry a binary mandate (at least
in the European Union): if there is no signature, participation is not pos-
sible. We find that, at least in some cases, participants could serve as a pri-
mary ethical instance alongside (not instead of) formal ethics committees
(cf. Banks & Brydon-Miller 2018); processual or continuous consent formats
(cf. Klykken 2022) could be an option, and consent-giving should be possi-
ble not only in writing but also via recording. In this way, participants could
be treated as ethical agents, not objects of protection, without diluting legal
safeguards. Institutional review should ensure baseline compliance and harm
mitigation, whereas participant ethics sessions could be used to review con-
sent drafts (for example, for localising consent language to ensure the use of
culturally familiar metaphors and the proper length of text, and to cover actual
risks) in order to avoid all-inclusive over-securitised framings. Although some
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authors define community-based research or community-based participatory
research in rather strict terms (see for example Amauchi et al. 2021: 11), we
believe that forms of participation can be also viewed as a continuum, and
if a workshop participant does not wish to participate in power-sharing and
co-design of research in a way that a researcher knowledgeable in the latest
trends of participatory research considers appropriate, then the participant
should have the right to participate in a less inclusive, but for him or her more
suitable and meaningful, way.

Finally, in recent years, the focus of anthropology and folkloristics has in-
creasingly shifted toward human and more-than-human relationships, which
raises the question of to what extent ethical considerations can also extend
beyond human participants. At the HERA Crisis Knowledge Exchange Kick-Off
conference in November 2025, one statement captured this emerging challenge:
“As long as we don’'t consider more-than-human ethics in ethics policies and
ethics committees, they cannot be truly ethical” Yet our understanding of what
lakes, plants, insects, or even supernatural entities ‘want’ remains mediated
through research conducted by humans. This paradox underscores the complex-
ity of operationalising entirely inclusive ethics within participatory frameworks.

Repetitive Key Motifs in Vernacular Narratives and
Mental Maps of EHC

Ethical considerations do not end once a mapping workshop is over: the
maps produced need to be integrated into research. These maps often con-
tain complex information (for example, multisensory aspects, landscape
dynamism, symbols, reflections of local knowledge, folklore or rumours),
making their interpretation far from straightforward. Researchers inevitably
make decisions about which aspects to foreground, but such choices raise
questions about representation bias and the potential silencing of certain per-
spectives embedded in the original mapping process. As Wilson, Kenny and
Dickson-Swift (2018: 8) also note, ethical dilemmas persist throughout the
research cycle, including during data analysis and dissemination. This under-
scores the need for reflexivity and transparency in documenting how and why
certain elements are emphasised over others.
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Recent research has begun to question the dominance of Western scientific
perspectives in the use of maps as supposedly objective vehicles for public
communication (e.g. Duncan 2006: 411), thus various community-based
participatory grassroots mapping approaches have been suggested as an op-
portunity to add plurivocality and cultural embeddedness. However, upon
closer inspection, several commonalities can be observed between scientific
and vernacular mapping. For example, in the case of COVID-19, not only the
scientific maps and news media, but also vernacular storytelling constantly
tried to draw clear narrative maps of safe, affected, or threatened areas and
people, as has been shown historically (Hiiemée 2016). One of the goals of our
workshop was to identify these dynamics comparatively, although as a hitherto
under-used aspect we also examined the depiction of maps and trajectories in
mythological legends about epidemics.

Below, we describe some of the recurring elements of grassroots map im-
agery that we consider relevant for future crisis communication. Our analysis
draws on the maps and accompanying comments created by nine participants
(seven women and two men); to support broader generalisations about cultural
patterns, we occasionally reference other contemporary materials depicting
environmental health crises.

The results of this workshop showed that similarities in mythological leg-
ends, scientific maps, media reports, and the participants’ own mental maps
occurred most often in the clear separation of dangerous and safe areas, as
illustrated most clearly by the following map depiction:

C

Figure 1. The most concise map image clearly delineating the position of the participant who
draw the map. On the other side of the border is an area clearly marked “dangerous zone”
(woman N9, F08-004).
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The clear boundaries of the threat were also evident in the contrast between the
city and nature (or further, the rural region) depicted on some maps. Earlier
analysis of responses to COVID-19 in 2020 in Estonia similarly revealed that
beautiful natural places were perceived as safe, a notion reinforced by some
official reccommendations that encouraged walks in nature, implicitly equating
such environments with desolation, emptiness and thus reduced risk. But in
reality, during the COVID-19 period some easily accessible bog trails in Estonia
were more crowded — mainly by urban residents - than city-centre malls. Part
of the reason for the popularity of these natural areas was, of course, also the
fact that compliance with official isolation requirements was not checked there.
In Estonian mythological legends about the plague spirit, hiding in deep forests
and impassable bogs is often described as a way to survive, underscoring the
practical as well as symbolic role of isolation as a protective measure. People
who hide like this are depicted as refuges whom the plague spirit is not able
to find. Modern community mental maps also included other micro-level and
real-context-based landscape elements as markers of safety: for instance, water
bodies and hills were perceived as safe or as granting safety, opposed to the city
which was depicted as the embodiment of danger. These elements remained
the same regardless of whether the mental map was drawn as a retrospective
reading of mythological legends where the plague spirit cannot cross a lake or
hill, or when depicting potential future crises (such as a military crisis). One
male participant (M8) sketched a sign pointing towards the nearest town on his
mental map, adding the words: “City. Noise and information clutter”, hinting
simultaneously at audible noise and disruptive information overload.

On some workshop maps, the boundaries of danger were marked with
colours, with in one case this choices explained using categories of purity and
impurity (similarly to the symbolism described by Douglas 1966), highlight-
ing how spatial representations can echo cultural frameworks of order and
contamination:

I have a very colourful map... I just thought that if 'm standing here
on the road now, that there’s already danger in Aksi village, right? T'll
make it black [must]*, because black is a kind of like devastated land,
exactly. And then the villages of Lahte and Pupastvere and Puhtaleiva -
that they’re still clean now, that they’re a little bit yellow, and then T'll
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demarcate them with these different colours, that this point is clean
and that one is [clean] and that one is [clean] (woman N1, F08-004).

It is interesting to observe that while on scientific geographical maps and in
safety coding systems red is the colour most commonly used to indicate danger,
while yellow refers to caution (usually for physical hazards) and orange is a
warning, especially in relation to hazardous machinery and the risk of injury
(OSHA-ANSI 2025; Rosen et al. 2024), vernacular colour codes seem here to
rely more on another cultural symbolism with hints at darkness, light and purity.
More map examples would be needed to make broader generalisations about
map colour preferences and about compatibility with colour preferences in
other contexts (cf. also Sutrop 2000 about the use of colour terms in Estonian).

Unlike conventional maps, several maps that were produced in our work-
shop included the mapmaker and his or her home, suggesting that these repre-
sentations were not merely spatial but also personal, reflecting the intertwining
of place and identity as well as revealing the participants’ own priorities and
values embedded in the mapping process. The focus of the drawn mental maps
was mainly on the micro-level. The following spontaneous discussion that ac-
companied reading a media article about COVID-19 exemplifies how places
that are perceived as more distant and therefore less dangerous are vague and
non-relevant also on a person’s mental crisis map, even if references to the
same places (in the given case, to Wuhan) were constantly made in the news
(cf. Hiiemde et al. 2020: 26). Among other things, one of the commentators
sees in the vaguely worded media information about Wuhan parallels with
folktales that don’t deserve to be taken seriously:

NO: It’s also written here “the disease is said to have originated in Wu-
han” - it sounds like a folktale.
Interviewer: Did you ever look for where Wuhan is on the map?
MS8: In China [laughing]. Somewhere on the other side of the map.
Interviewer: Does it matter to us whether the disease started in Wuhan?
MS8: No. For us, the disease started in Milan.
Thus, for these two participants, Wuhan is somewhere far enough not to
trigger a behavioural response related to fear, yet Milan - one of the earliest

European epicentres of COVID-19 epidemic - is considered the beginning of
the disease in their eyes.
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It is possible that because our initial discussion centred on mythological
legends about the trajectories of the plague spirit, participants were somewhat
more eager to employ personifications when mapping threats related to mod-
ern environmental health crises. However, the use of personification is, even
today, a common practice as it “allows us to make sense of phenomena in the
world in human terms - terms that we can understand on the basis of our own
motivations, goals, actions, and characteristics” (Lakoff & Johnson 1980: 34).
Personifications continue to play a significant role in modern imagery as a
means of embodying abstract concepts such as fears or crisis, something that
is closely tied to tradition-based thinking, which often results in community-
level ‘trust maps’ diverging from official scientific representations. Similar to
the binary categories of good and evil in fairy tales, material collected in 2020
about COVID-19 revealed a perception that close, trusted individuals could
not pose a threat because love and danger were seen as incompatible within the
same person, for example one respondent in 2020 expressed the opinion that
her grandchildren just can’t infect her. In two cases of our current workshop,
female participants even depicted the threat as gendered - specifically male -,
which could reflect symbolic associations with stereotypes of danger and domi-
nance. At the same time, personified representations can inspire the depiction
of certain forms of agency; for instance, when a threat is mapped in the form
of a clear living creature, it creates the possibility to imagine countermeasures
such as physical resistance or strategic intelligence, or at least to imagine better
how far away the danger is.

Here we can see notable parallels with mythological plague legends in which
liberation from the plague is achieved through physical violence against the
plague spirit, a shrewd verbal response, or outwitting it. A gendered dimension
again emerged: maps and comments by female participants more frequently
reflected reliance on escape or strategic thinking, whereas one male partici-
pant’s (M8) map and another’s (M7) comment introduced the theme of combat,
one even rendered humorously as a fight between the historical plague spirit
and the personification of the modern African swine fever. But here too, the
boundaries between different threats are depicted as absolute and clear:

The big pig farm at the end of the lake is indeed there - it’s not exactly
at the end of the lake, but still quite close to it -, and there’s African
swine fever there on my map. There are people by the church who are
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watching the [human] plague - it came from somewhere. There are
people by the pig farm who are actually hoping that if there are pigs
and the usual [human] plague here, they will fight each other and then
it will clear the air - both [swine fever and the human plague] will end.
The usual [human] plague can’t come here [to the pig farm], because
there’s swine fever here — the human plague is afraid of it. There’s another
plague [swine fever] here by the farm and it’s safe [for people] here, but
dangerous for pigs. Here [by the church] it’s dangerous for people (man
M8, F08-004).
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Figure 2. One of the mental maps that placed the church at the centre. Narrative explanation in
the previous passage spatially contrasts the area around the church to the area around the farm
(“siavarm”).

Opverall, the dominant emphasis in participant imageries — as tends to be the
case in mythological plague legends — was on survival and coping (see a simi-
lar conclusion in relation to COVID-19 folklore in Hiiemaie et al. 2020: 25).
Notably, none of the workshop participants envisioned scenarios in which they
or their loved ones would die (except for one woman who briefly mentioned
that she doesn't want to think that her sons could be mobilised in the war if
there were to be a military crisis), suggesting a cultural and psychological
inclination toward resilience rather than fatalism. Vernacular spatial narra-
tives thus serve as mental encouragement when they delineate escape routes,
imaginary hindrances to stop danger (high walls, gates, invisible tunnels) or
differences of scale (for example on a map depicting a future military crisis,
military equipment and bombers were drawn small). The mapmaker herself
commented: “To feel safe, there are no very dangerous weapons on my map”
(woman N2, F08-004).
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Official conventional crisis maps and media news (for example the maps
related to COVID-19 or African swine flu) on the contrary tend to focus
more on risk, danger and the statistics of deaths (for example numbers of
victims going up or down), which functions besides information sharing as
affective infrastructure that circulates anxiety, fear, and urgency, shaping how
crises are lived and governed (see more on the affective functions of maps in
Bosworth 2023). The perception that official communication on major
epidemics focuses too much on danger and hopelessness and not enough
on constructive agency also becomes evident in the following comparative
participant comment:

There was one-on-one similarity of the African swine fever with this
corona time. What's the difference at all? Swine flu - everyone is danger-
ous; with coronavirus it was the same - those who are unvaccinated are
dangerous, going out is dangerous, everything is dangerous. Frankly, no
solutions are proposed in the official approach (woman N9, F08-004).

Official crisis management guidelines usually try to cover all crises, but two
of our workshop participants who discussed such recent crisis training, or-
ganised by local governments and the state, found that recommendations
such as “Share phone numbers with your neighbours and call them” may not
work if, in people’s mental map, neighbours are not part of the solution but
are instead part of the problem. Thus, community-level mental support maps
(indicating who helps whom in a particular crises) are probably influenced, at
least to some extent, by elements of reciprocity rooted in traditional peasant
culture as well as by current community relationships. For instance, one of our
participants (woman, N1) described in a relatively detailed spatial manner to
whom exactly she would send e-mails to warn these people about a military
crisis. Two participants (woman, N1 and woman, N3) provided a mental map
of their family ties, describing how they would bring their close relatives who
live in various cities to their rural home, which they considered would be safe(r)
in a military crisis. The discussion developed an interesting spatial dynamic
between moving and staying, expressing imagined routes of escape in a gradual
manner, up to the point where even the rural home wouldn’t be perceived as
safe and flight to other countries across the Baltic Sea would be undertaken.
Here again, spatial inspiration was sought from a previous similar crisis in 1944,
during the final stages of World War II, when over 70,000 Estonians fled across
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the Baltic Sea, mainly by boat, before the Soviet Union reoccupied Tallinn and
other major cities.

Similarly, on conventional crisis maps, crises are often given a uniform,
homogeneous representation, depicting danger as equal concentric circles
radiating from the epicentre. In contrast, the micro-level of the maps drawn to
represent specific crises allows attention to be focused on landscape features,
for instance considering that an epidemic is less prone to move over large lakes.
In mythological legends about plague epidemics, landscape forms often have a
decisive role, for example, the plague spirit cannot cross a flowing stream. Only
one workshop participant noted that her map did not have landforms, while
for others they clearly played a significant role. For example, one participant
explicitly wrote on her map, which visualised the trajectory of the plague spirit
based on a mythological legend: “The plague cannot cross the lake or [go over]
the hill” (woman N3, F08-004).

It is more difficult to interpret why several participants placed the church at
the centre of their maps. It is clear that huge sacral buildings are important knots
even on the maps of non-religious people. The proximity of the sacred and dan-
ger also appears in mythological legends, for example Anttonen (1996, 2000),
who has written extensively about sacrality in relation to boundaries, danger,
and prohibition in folk belief, argues that sacrality is often constructed through
categorical boundaries that separate what is considered pure or inviolable from
what is dangerous or polluting. Research in cognitive geography and landscape
studies confirms that people prioritise landmarks that are both visually striking
and culturally significant, and sacral architecture fulfils these criteria by linking
spatial perception to shared heritage, making them highly memorable reference
points regardless of personal belief (cf. Liutikas 2023). One of the workshop
participants clearly said that although she placed a church at the centre of her
map, it didn't have a sacral meaning. Yet in another participant’s description,
below, we can find hints to sacrality and religious connotations:

[The plague] came from the direction of the ‘sea” [big lake] of Tabivere
and then it entered there, right here the church, because it wanted the
people who go to this church, like well - the plague is evil -, so it wanted
to destroy these good Christians and this rooster has been added here
as if it were supposed to protect them. But well, it didn’t work out as the
plague came here on this rooster. Yeah, and then it'll probably go from
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here to Tartu. But 'll stay here, and I'll feel safe because I'll have the lake
Saadjdrv, the big hill and then the lake Soitsjarv in between, well the
plague won't get over these borders anytime soon. But if it starts coming
closer to my place here in this direction, then I'll run away somewhere
in this [opposite] direction (woman N3, F08-004).

A parallel can be drawn with discussions about safe and unsafe places during
the COVID-19 period, when the belief emerged in various settings in Estonia
that the virus could not spread in churches as well as saunas. The latter view
could be linked both to the sauna’s cultural status as a quasi-magical or sacred
space and to the practical notion that heat acts as a disinfectant. Echoing
Estonian folk legends that portray sacred groves as places for healing rituals,
face masks began appearing at natural sacred sites soon after the onset of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Tied to trees, these masks seemed to reflect a continu-
ation of traditional health practices aimed at seeking protection from illness.
Thus, the category of sacredness needs nuanced attention even in the spatial
depictions of a modern, generally secular population.

Conclusions

Project CHRYSES has provided an unparalleled opportunity to learn a more
nuanced approach to understanding the spatial depictions of environmental
health crises as well as ethical issues related to research design. Our experi-
ence confirmed that such mapping workshops can provide richer evidence
grounded in embodied, situated, and collective grassroot knowledge arising
from local environmental peculiarities, spatial experience and narrative tradi-
tion, to finetune scientific research and public health crisis communication.
However, we also realised that, when misrepresented, environmental health
crises themselves as well as maps and spatial comments and narratives based
on such crises can become a geography of injustice (cf. Soja 2010). Therefore,
to move towards a geography of balance, such workshops should go beyond
formal engagement of community members and act as sites of knowledge
formation and dialogue, since conversations with participants often prompt
reconsideration of concepts, categories, and interpretative choices. Ideally, such
a research process will contribute to better understanding between grassroots
and scientific realms as well as across disciplines. We hope that this report
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will give impetus and serve as a catalyst for subsequent, even more refined,
practice-based case studies.
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Note

' More information on the project can be found on the project webpage: chryses.aalto.fi.

% In this article we use the following definition of mental map: “Mental map refers to
the spatialization of meaning in the minds of individuals or a group of people. It is a
theoretical construct that becomes accessible to scrutiny through its behavioural, oral,
textual, or graphical manifestations.... A mental map is a variety of any such model
that is neither graphically fixed nor otherwise articulated but rather exists implicitly
as part of a mindscape” (Go6tz 2024).

* For instance, research ethics in Estonia is regulated by the Estonian Code of Conduct
for Research Integrity (https:/etag.ee/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/HEA-TEADUSTA-
VA_eng 2023.pdf); an increasing number of reports and handbooks addressing research
ethics are being published.

* Must can mean both black and dirty in Estonian.

Archival sources

F08-004 - collection of epidemic folklore (Reet Hiiemée) in EFITA (the scientific archive
of the Department of Folkloristics, Estonian Literary Museum)
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Abstract: The article explores the developments in Ukrainian musical
culture during the 1930s within the framework of the emergence of the
‘new rituality’ imposed by Soviet totalitarian rule. It focuses on the trans-
formation of folklore practices into ideologically controlled forms of artistic
expression. The study highlights how both amateur stage practices and
professional music were integrated into the system of Soviet new rituality.
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Ukrainian Amateur and Professional Music under Soviet Totalitarian Rule

In response to political and social demands, pseudo-folklore works were
produced: traditional melodies were provided with ‘ideologically correct’
texts, and characteristic rhythmic, intonational, and modal features of folk
genres were stylised and simplified to meet the requirements of Socialist
Realism. Mass events and large-scale musical gatherings replaced traditional
ritual practices and served as instruments of ideological mobilisation. Their
repertoire invariably included songs about the October Revolution, the
Communist Party, Lenin, Stalin, and the ‘friendship of peoples. Particu-
lar attention is paid to the phenomenon of the music Olympiads, which
functioned as ritualised spectacles combining professional and amateur
performance, symbolic glorification of Soviet leaders, and the demonstration
of unity around the Party. In this way, the new Soviet rituality subordinated
musical creativity to the state’s ideological imperatives and turned both
professional composition and amateur performance into instruments of
political indoctrination.

Keywords: new rituality, mass song, music Olympiads, pseudo-folklore,
amateur stage practices, professional music, Soviet totalitarian rule

Introduction

Ritual practices have always been a fundamental part of human life, illustrat-
ing a close bond with nature. The entire history of humankind is, in some way
or another, connected to ritual as a system of symbolic ceremonial actions,
defined by tradition or custom and intended to achieve a specific goal. Rituals
are classified by their types, notably magical, religious, secular, and everyday,
as well as by their content, functions, and communal nature. Collective ritual
practices play a crucial role in society, functioning as a form of social control
and “the construction of a limited and limiting power relationship”, according
to Catherine Bell (1992).

History often witnesses repeated attempts to establish a new rituality dur-
ing periods of social upheaval, promoted by the pro-government elite as “new
rites and holidays for the people” (Sadomskaya 1990). Instances include the
practices of the French Revolution and the rise of Soviet power in the 1920s,
when new rituals replaced traditional and religious celebrations and intro-
duced a new cycle of ideologically driven calendar holidays. The development
of the Soviet system of holidays since 1917 has been extensively analysed by
Tetyana Haievska (2013).
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From a broader perspective, the phenomenon of new rituality can be exam-
ined through the concept of ‘political religion;, proposed by Emilio Gentile (2006).
According to Gentile, totalitarian regimes of the twentieth century established
sacralised political practices where ideology took on the qualities of faith, and
collective acts of participation were turned into quasi-liturgies’ or ‘state liturgies’
Previously, Oleksandr Riznyk and Oleksandr Hrytsenko (1998) drew parallels
between traditional religious rites and the ritualised structure of Soviet mass
festivities.

In the Ukrainian context of the 1930s, both amateur and professional music
served as an important channel for this sacralisation: choral festivals and musi-
cal Olympiads functioned as public rituals of ideological mobilisation, while
professional compositions reinforced the ‘canon’ of soviet political mythology.
In this way, the creation of new rituality in soviet musical culture can be seen
as part of the broader phenomenon of political religion.

In response to political demands, a significant number of pseudo-folkloric
songs (Miller 1990) have emerged, either through the combination of tradi-
tional melodies with ‘ideologically correct” texts or by employing rhythmic,
intonational, and modal features of various folk music genres in creating
pseudo-folkloric samples. These mechanisms are somewhat similar to how
ancient materials are used to develop rituals for entirely new purposes, as
described by Mare Kéiva (2017).

These new songs aimed to replace the traditional folklore of rural areas
with what was known as ‘soviet folklore, which served to regulate and control
Ukrainian culture ideologically (Ovcharenko 2023: 270). The historical and
political conditions leading to the emergence of the genre of ‘soviet folklore’
are analysed in Roman Kirchiv’s (2010) key work The 20" Century in Ukrainian
Folklore. The fifth chapter of this monograph, titled “
or Fiction?”, considers the pseudo-folklore of the Soviet era as a form of op-
position to traditional folk art.

Recent studies emphasise the crucial role of Soviet policy in shaping and
influencing folklore, which was transformed into a tool of cultural policy -
“socialist in form, national in content” (Kencis, Bronner, Seljamaa 2024).

Soviet Folklore’: Reality

Soviet cultural ideology produced ‘new folklore’ as a substitute for traditional
practices in Ukraine and other western border regions. As William Noll (2023)
emphasises, in the 1930s, the Soviet authorities deliberately created and sus-
tained the phenomenon of a parallel culture, offering ideologically controlled
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practices in place of genuine folk traditions. This perspective allows for a clear
tracing of the mechanisms through which the new ritual was institutionalised
and cultural unification achieved.

The primary method of assimilating, reproducing, and spreading ‘new
folklore’ became organised mass creativity known as samodiyalnist (amateur
artistic activity). The Soviet authorities saw musical amateurism as a tool for
shaping the ‘new socialist person, in which the collective takes precedence
over the individual (Lisniak et al. 2022). Participants in choral ensembles per-
formed a standardised repertoire, mainly new specifically Soviet mass songs
that reflected the ideological directives of the time, while the structure of the
performances was subordinated to the principle of demonstrating the unity
of the masses. Thus, in the 1930s, amateur music demonstrated loyalty to the
Soviet system and served as an instrument of state cultural policy. At the same
time, mass concerts and musical Olympiads were transformed into ritualised
practices and used as means of ideological mobilisation (Lisniak 2023).

This view facilitates a comparison between Soviet practices in Ukraine
and the models of European, especially Baltic, singing festivals, while also
emphasising a crucial difference. Whereas in Latvia and Estonia such festivals
reinforced national identity (Kuutma 1996), in Ukraine, they served as a tool
for its erosion and subordination to totalitarian ideology. Factual material for
the article was drawn from folklore collections published during the Soviet
period (Ukrainian Soviet Folk Songs, Ukrainian Folk Lyric Songs), as well as
from musicological studies (notably Valerian Dovzhenkos Essays..., 1957)
and musical periodical collections of the 1930s (Music for the Masses). A
new, more objective perspective on the musical events of the 1930s became
possible only after Ukraine gained independence, first reflected in the works
of Valentyna Kuzyk (1992) and subsequently developed in articles for the 5%
Volume of the Ukrainian Music Encyclopedia (2018) and a chapter in a col-
lective monograph (2021). The issues addressed in this article gain particular
relevance in the context of the Russia-Ukraine war. The methods of creating
and disseminating pseudo-folklore, which serve as tools for promoting totali-
tarian ideology, remain relevant today, especially in the context of the active
development of social media and internet technologies.

In preparing this article, the following methods were used: the principle
of historicism - to study specific stages in the history of Ukrainian music; the
method of systemic analysis — for organising and examining the collected fac-
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tual material on the subject; the comparative method - to identify intonation
similarities between Ukrainian folk and Soviet popular songs; the biographical
method - for analysing particular stages in the lives and creative activities of
individual figures associated with music; interviews — conversations with musi-
cians, ethnomusicologists, and musicologists conducted during 1990-2025 - for
gathering recollections and clarifying details; source studies - for examining
concert posters, programmes, as well as book catalogues and indices.

This article examines mass musical events and mass songs as essential ritual
practices in Ukrainian society after the Soviet government rise to ideological
dominance and the consolidation of the totalitarian regime in the 1930s, which
supplanted traditional religious and folk rituals.

1. Historical Context of Ukrainian Musical Culture of the
1930s

This section examines the conditions under which Ukrainian musical culture
developed under the consolidation of Soviet power, the gradual establishment
of a totalitarian state system, and the rise of the personality cult.

In the late 1920s and early 1930s, the Bolsheviks achieved their final victory
over most territories of the former Russian Empire. This victory, which involved
the forcible enslavement of various lands and peoples, allowed them to begin
building a new totalitarian state, the Union of Soviet Republics. As a result of the
Ukrainian struggle for liberation between 1917 and the 1920s being defeated,
the country once again reverted to the colonial status it had under the Russian
Empire, but at that time on ostensibly ‘voluntary’ terms as one of the union
republics. The external Ukrainisation and ideological pluralism of the 1920s
gave way to a strict hierarchy of power embodied in democratic centralism and
the dominance of the ideology of Marxism-Leninism. An example of this is
Joseph Stalin’s response to a cautious reminder from members of the Ukrainian
government about the promised sovereignty and equality of the republics. “You
have played government and republic long enough; it seems that it is time to end
the game” (Parkhomenko 1992: 11). Thus began the decade of the Great Terror,
which in Ukraine was initiated and steered through the orchestrated Union for
the Liberation of Ukraine case of 1930, a period that, as Bilokin’ (2017) observes,
resulted in millions of victims. While the peasantry was subdued through the
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man-made Holodomor of 1932-1933, the intelligentsia was broken by mass
repressions based on fabricated facts charges.' The guideline (directive) and
starting point of the new period was the Resolution of the Central Committee
of the All-Union Communist Party (bolsheviks) On the Reorganisation of
Literary and Artistic Organisations (April 23, 1932). In accordance with this
decree, and following the example of the all-Union associations — namely, the
Union of Soviet Writers and the Union of Soviet Composers — the Union of
Soviet Writers of Ukraine (May, 1932) and the Union of Soviet Musicians of
Ukraine (November, 1932) were established. At every level, the authorities
systematically enforced the slogan, proclaimed in the early years of the October
coup: Whoever is not with us, is against us. In practice, this left artists with
no ideological choice whatsoever. Consequently, there could be no talk of the
declared freedom of creativity, nor even of formal neutrality. Artists — includ-
ing composers and performers — were forced to consistently demonstrate their
loyalty and dedication to communist ideals.

The authorities, in turn, established mandatory conditions, effectively issu-
ing state commissions for propaganda works, where: “...music had to glorify the
achievements of the Soviet people and the Party, their political and moral unity,
and, consequently, the ‘happy’ reality of the time” (Parkhomenko 1992: 17).
Therefore, the compositions produced had to celebrate the greatness of the
‘world’s first socialist country’. These works were considered ‘correct’ in content
and suitable for public performance.

At the same time, alongside the ideologically correct artistic exercises —
metaphorically referred to within the creative milieu as ‘ritual dances’ - works
of genuine aesthetic and artistic value would occasionally emerge, most of
them rooted in folk traditions. Such works testified to the artists’ loyalty to the
authorities and served as a form of indulgence, sometimes even saving lives
(as will be written later).?

Therefore, in Ukrainian music of the 1930s under Soviet rule, music, poetry,
and other artistic fields, a new ritual developed: the creation and dissemination
of compositions and mass performances that honoured the prevailing ideology.
This ideology acted as a modernised religion, replacing traditional beliefs that
were deemed taboo under Soviet rule. Such works served as demonstrations of
personal loyalty to the authorities, evidence of political reliability, and ultimately
a claim to the right to exist.
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Stalin’s Great Break established the so-called creative method of Socialist
Realism. According to Myroslav Popovych (1999: 647), this was, rather, a certain
philosophy within which works of literature and art were to exist. The main
objectives were the glorification of the Communist Party and its ‘wise leaders)
Lenin and Stalin, the celebration of socialist labour, and the depiction of happy
life and friendship among the peoples of the Soviet Union. Similar to the new
Soviet literature, the emergence of a new Soviet folklore was proclaimed, in-
tended to occupy a higher ideological level compared to the traditional folklore.

2. The Emergence of Novel Ritual Practices and the
Genesis of Soviet Musical Folklore in Ukraine

This section examines three factors: the rise of new Soviet rituality, consider-
ing current research; the evolution of insurgent folklore and its transformation
under social influences, the mechanism through which traditional folklore was
replaced by Ukrainian Soviet folklore as a shift from oral collective creativity
to mass artistic products; and the effect of Soviet intervention on Ukraine’s
traditional folk heritage.

During the Soviet period in Ukraine, musical folklore remained a crucial
part of the cultural landscape. Its influence on society was recognised even by
the official ideology, which described folklore, means, collective creativity, as
“an effective weapon for the social reconstruction oflife” (Berezovskyi 1968: 17).
Under conditions where the Communist Party aimed to dominate every aspect
of human activity, oral collective creativity, like works of professional art, was
assessed for the ‘correctness’ of its ideological stance, in line with the mecha-
nisms described in the previous section. This could lead to official bans and
the subsequent removal of certain works from musical circulation, including
entire folk genres, as happened with songs of a spiritual nature. Practices of
reinterpretation and ideological editing of texts were also employed in particular
genres, notably dumy® and koliadky (carols).

The ideological regulation of folklore was merely one aspect of the broader
cultural transformation, which also affected the entire system of traditional
ritual.
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2.1. The rise of Soviet ritual practices

Bolshevik ideology disrupted the traditional annual cycle of ritual folklore
and religious festivals. It was replaced by a new ritual calendar, with the
main holidays being May Day and the anniversary of the October Revolution
(November 7, New Calendar). As early as 1919, these dates were celebrated
in Ukraine by young workers, accompanied by staged performances such as
Liberation of Labour, The Internationale, and the Arsenal Uprising in Luhansk
and Kyiv (Lysenko 1982: 6). After the Bolshevik government was established
in Ukraine, such ritual celebrations became permanent, helping to reinforce
the prescribed order of social life. The new Soviet ceremonial culture expanded
to include regular Party congresses at various levels, the commemoration
of anniversaries linked with leaders Lenin and Stalin, newly created Soviet
organisations (such as the Komsomol), and selected cultural figures deemed
ideologically sound, all typically accompanied by mass gatherings and concerts
(Riznyk & Hrytsenko 1998).

A mandatory musical feature of party events was the performance of revo-
lutionary songs, which gained the status of sacred (in the sense of the latest
sacral). These songs increasingly fulfilled functions that had traditionally been
associated with ritual or ceremonial singing in communities, thereby replacing
customary forms of musical expression with ideologically framed alterna-
tives. Alongside international socialist anthems, such as “The Internationale”,
“La Marseillaise”, “Warszawianka’, there were anonymous songs, often reworked
or textually revised versions of well-known folk or composed melodies such as
“Bor xxeproro mamn” (You Have Fallen Victim), “3amyden Tskenoit HeBoyeir”
(Tortured by Heavy Captivity), “Ilepuie TpaBus” (The First of May), and others.
These songs were performed in both Russian and Ukrainian versions, the lat-
ter thanks to poetic translations made, in particular, by poets Mykola Voronyi
and Oleksandr Oles.

2.2. The Transformation of Folklore Under the Influence of Social
Order

Revolutionary songs of Ukrainian origin may be regarded as rebel songs, gained
popularity during World War I and the efforts to establish a Ukrainian state
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from 1917 to 1921. In some cases, newly folklorised texts were set to the melo-
dies of renowned traditional folk songs such as “To He BiTep, TO He OyiHMIT”
(It Is not Wind, It Is not Violent), “Oii, 3-mix ripkn Bce Tyman” (Oh, It Is All
Fog from under the Hill), and others.

A considerable number of the melodies from Ukrainian rebellion songs
were appropriated by the Bolsheviks and, with textual alterations, adapted to
the new ideology. For example, the song “Mn pobitauku” (We Are Workers)
was reworked from “Mu rasigamaxnu” (We Are Haydamaks*), “bigax i 6araa”
(The Poor Man and the Rich Man) from the folk song “Oit Hacrynana it Ta
gyopHa xmapa” (Oh, That Black Cloud Was Coming).

Other examples include the tragic Ukrainian riflemen’s song’® “Posnpomascs
crpiners 3i cBoeto pifuero” (The Rifleman Bade Farewell to His Family), which
became the Russian “Tam, Bgasu, 3a pexoir” (Far Away across the River) about
Red Army soldiers, and the historical song “Oi1, Mopose, Moposenxy” (Oh,
Moroze, Morozenku) about a heroic Ukrainian Cossack, sung with the text
Oi1, Ipuiimaye-ITpuitmadenky (Oh, Pryimache, Pryimachenku) about the
Civil War hero Vitalii Prymakov.

A striking example of the creation of new folkloric songs in response to
social demand is the use of the old humorous Ukrainian song “Oii 1m0 >x TO
3a mwyM yunHuBcs or “Komapuk” (Oh, What a Fuss You Made or Moquito)
(Dovzhenko 1957: 26) about Mosquito and how he married Fly, known in many
variants, especially in the arrangement by Mykola Lysenko for choir and piano
(1897 V 6:17). Below are its popular variants with modified text, produced in the
early 20" century (see Figure 1). An insurgent version, which, with high prob-
ability, dates back to the early twentieth century, including the lines “Mosquito
joined the rebels/ to bite the Muscovite ragamuflins’, was later popular among
members of the Ukrainian Rebellion Army in the 1940s (Kobylianskyi 2013).

In 1918, a Red Army couplet-style song was composed to the same melody.
Yuhym Prydvorov, known as Demyan Bedny from Yelysavethrad (now Kro-
pyvnytskyi, Ukraine) wrote the lyrics “Kak popxas MeHs Marh mpoBoxana”
(When My Own Mother Saw Me Off). This song was recorded on a gramophone
record in Moscow in 1919, at the order of the Main Political Directorate of
the Red Army, and was widely distributed among its soldiers. Consequently,
a folk-inspired mass song was deliberately used as a propaganda tool by the
Bolshevik authorities (see Figure 2).
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Figure 1. Humorous Ukrainian song “Mosquito”. Performed by Petro Leschenko and Orchestra
Honigsberg-Albahari, 1937. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bFnX_wg9BME

Figure 2. Soviet song “When My Own Mother Saw Me Off”. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=smHAuArbQq8

The creation of new Soviet folklore often involved the simple replication of
a folk melody, with a verbal text replaced by one that was more ideologically
relevant. Sometimes, only the protagonist changed: the Cossack® became a
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Komsomol member, and the Sich rifleman became a Red Army soldier. This
can be observed in the ‘modernisation’ of the lyrical song “Oit y noni >xuto”
(Oh, There’s Rye in the Field).

Whereas the traditional text speaks of a slain Cossack, the Soviet version
“Oi1 B ropogi >xuto” (Oh, There’s Rye in the Garden) recounts the death of a
Komsomol member. This adaptation was published, for example, in the collec-
tion Ukrainian Folk Songs. (Hordiychuk et al. 1958: 391) (see Table 1)

Traditional Folk Song Soviet Folk Song

O, there’s Rye in the Field Oh, there’s Rye in the Garden

Oil, y noni scumo Oil, y noni scumo

Konumamu 36umo Konumamu 36umo

ITio 6inow 6epesoro ITio 6inor 6epesoro

Kosauenvka s6umo Komcomonvus s6umo

Oh, there’s rye in the field Oh, there’s rye in the garden
Knocked down by hooves Knocked down by hooves

Under the white birch Under the white birch

The Cossack was killed The Komsomol member was killed

Table 1. Comparison of the text of the traditional folk song “Oh, There’s Rye in the Field” and the
Soviet folk song “Oh, There’s Rye in the Garden”. The text of the traditional song is taken from
the collection Folk Melodies: Recorded and Arranged by Klyment Kvitka from the Voice of Lesya
Ukrainka (Kvitka 1917).

2.3. The Emergence of Soviet-Era Folklore in Ukraine and Its
Academic Legitimisation

A subsequent stage in the formation of Soviet musical folklore was the creation
of entirely new examples to meet the authorities’ social demands. Noll (2023)
describes this as pseudo-folklore because, unlike the songs of the independ-
ence struggle and social conflict, which were products of collective creativity,
Soviet folklore was shaped under ideological pressure from above. Oral collec-
tive creativity was supplanted by organised mass popular or artistic creativity
(Bezuhla 2004) of professional and amateur composers, performed by amateur
folk ensembles. This will be examined in greater detail in Section 3 of this article.
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The thematic range of Soviet folklore included songs about Lenin and Stalin
(including Lenin Dear Lenin, The Country Is Shrouded in Mourning, Stalin
Our Dear Leader), the glorification of socialist construction (Get Up, Time is
Moving Forward, About the Canal Work, Hey the River Rapids Don’t Break
Anymore), and the celebration of collective-farm labour (As in Our Village,
We Have Collective Farms in the Village, It's Good to Live on a Commune,
Oh a Tractor in the Field). The textual basis of this pseudo-folklore frequently
consisted of so-called folk poetry, actively promoted through Party newspapers
such as The Communist, News of the All-Ukrainian Central Executive Committee,
Soviet Village, and the journal Country House. Many melodies were close to
folk idioms, employing motion in thirds and plagal cadences. A notable feature
is the recurrent comparison of Stalin to a falcon or mountain eagle, evidently
inspired by the song “I3-3a rip Ta 3-3a Bucokux” (also known as the Song about
Stalin, 1935) by composer Levko Revutsky and poet Maksym Rylsky, discussed
in more detail in Section 4. For example, in a song included in the collection
Ukrainian Folk Songs (Hordiychuk et al. 1958: 361), there are the following
lines: “It is not an eagle, it is not a blue one/ circling above the Kremlin/ It is
our Stalin with the people/ making the law”

According to Party ideologues, folklorists were to play a crucial role in
shaping Soviet folklore, which celebrated class struggle and the ‘happy’ life of
workers after victory. It is recognised that a clear signal to this effect was given
in Maksim Gorky’s address to the First Congress of Soviet Writers (1934).
From the mid- 1930s, an intense campaign to collect and record Soviet
folklore was launched to demonstrate the correct ideological orientation
of mass artistic creativity and to popularise it. The Academy of Sciences
of the USSR became the centre of this Soviet folklore scholarship, with
several institutes engaged in the field. In Kyiv, the Academy of Sciences at
the Ukrainian SSR Institute of Folklore was founded in 1936. In the same
year, the collection Ukrainian Post- October Folk Songs was published,
compiled by the ethnographer and musician Anton Lykhodii along with
composers Levko Revutsky (1889-1977) and Viktor Kosenko (1896-1938).
Ukrainian Soviet songs about Lenin, Stalin and the struggle against the in-
terventionists were included in Russian translation in the major anthology
Tsopuecmso napodos CCCP (Creativity of the Peoples of the USSR), edited by
Maksim Gorky and Lev Mekhlis, head of the Red Army Political Directorate,
published in Moscow in 1937.
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After the Second World War, during which the Institute of Folklore was
reorganised as The Institute of Art Studies, Folklore and Ethnography at the
Ukrainian SSR Academy of Sciences, the pseudo-folklore Soviet songs of
the 1930s continued to be published unchanged in subsequent folklore collec-
tions, serving as consistent indicators of ideological correctness. This persistence
also indirectly testifies to their artificial origin.

In 1951, state publishing house Mystetstvo issued a collection of Ukrainian
Folk Songs, prepared by the staff of the Institute, which included a section of
Soviet-themed songs. In 1955, Ukrainian Soviet Folk Songs was published as
a separate volume, including new works inspired by the events of the Second
World War. These celebrated the heroism of the Soviet people in resisting the
fascist invaders and the post-war reunification of Ukrainian lands with the
help of the fraternal Russian people. As can be seen, the newly created ‘folklore’
continued to fulfil the ideological tasks of the Soviet authorities as an instru-
ment of their propaganda apparatus. The academic edition Ukrainian Folk
Dumy and Historical Songs (1955), edited by Rylsky and historian Kost’ Huslysty,
demonstrated the violent intrusion of Soviet ideology into the traditional genres
of Ukrainian folklore. The preface to the volume referred to the Party’s role in
exposing bourgeois-nationalist elements within the Academy of Sciences who,
“led by the fiercest enemy of the Ukrainian people, the bourgeois nationalist
Mykhailo Hrushevsky’, had sought to sabotage Soviet culture” (Pavliy 1955: xix).
The collection included pseudo-folkloric dumy such as “IIpo Jlenina i Craniza”
(About Lenin and Stalin), “ITpo Jlenina i Crasnina ta mpo Tpbox 6patis” (About
Lenin and Stalin and the Three Brothers), and “Xto >k T0it COKin, TOBapuur’
(Who is That Falcon, Comrade?). Nevertheless, the publication holds signifi-
cant artistic and scholarly value, as it includes extensive work by collectors of
Ukrainian folklore, including dumy published earlier by Filaret Kolessa in Lviv.

Prominent Ukrainian scholars and folklorists, including Mykola Hrinchenko
(1988-1942) and later Mykola Hordiichuk (1919-1995), Zoia Vasylenko
(1918-2009), and Oleksandr Pravdiuk (1926-1984), contributed to the or-
ganisation of the corpus of Soviet folklore. Evidently, work on this subject
served as a form of indulgence, enabling them to pursue their profession under
Soviet rule. Alongside the fulfilment of this social commission, specialists at
the Institute of Art Studies, Folklore and Ethnography continued to collect
and research examples of the genuine folk tradition, thereby preserving them
for future generations during the era of repression and the genocide of the
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Ukrainian people, including both the bearers of the folklore tradition and the
researchers themselves.

3. Mass Musical Events as Ritual Practices of Soviet
Society

This section examines mass musical events in Ukraine during the 1930s as a
distinctive form of ritual practices of the Soviet person. Mass musical events
profoundly transformed traditional practices and became an integral part of
society at that time playing a pivotal role in transmitting ideology and pro-
ducing a unified collective identity. To disseminate new creations among the
broader public, large-scale music festivals were organised. They combined
elements of theatrical spectacle, political demonstration, and amateur artis-
tic performance. Ritual components of Soviet ‘ceremonial culture’ included
large-scale festive marches of thousands of participants, the performance of
works with heroic-revolutionary and laudatory themes, as well as symbolic
visualisation such as portraits of Lenin, Stalin, and other party leaders, which
were indispensable attributes of mass gatherings. The primary function of such
events was to mobilise both urban and rural populations, legitimise the Bol-
shevik regime, and create a new collective identity. Under the guise of aesthetic
education - although this was also partially true — a person was being born
who had no right to private life, since “..everything private must be sacrificed
to the abstract faceless collective” (Aheyeva 2012). In this sense, the mecha-
nisms behind Soviet mass festivities correspond to what Gentile defines as the
totalitarian “sacralisation of politics”, which led to the formation of a system
that was “intolerant, invasive, and fundamentalist, seeking to permeate every
aspect of individual and collective life” (Gentile 2006: 15).

Within this system, developed in the form of amateur musical performance,
the growth of the amateur movement required the establishment of appropriate
infrastructure in cities and villages: networks of clubs and cultural centres where
rehearsals were held, and groups were organised. Although such measures might
be interpreted as constructive steps toward expanding musical participation,
they also served specific ideological objectives and did not arise as a naturally
evolving component of musical life. In contrast, in many European countries the
formation of amateur musical culture tended to develop more organically: it was
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shaped by local civic initiatives, education institutions, voluntary associations,
and community-based traditions, rather than by centrally imposed directives.
As a concrete example, one may refer to Bojan and Kobzar, well-developed
networks of choral societies in the western part of Ukraine, i.e. Galicia, which
from 1772 to 1918 was the part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

Amateur ensembles, choirs and orchestras became tools of cultural policy,
as they provided ideological education for the human resources needed for
socialist construction. The mobilisation of the broad masses was achieved
through the organisation of large-scale festivities, designed both to unite and
to discipline society. A special role in this process was played by the so-called
musical Olympiads. Music periodicals from the late 1920s and 1930s provide
valuable insights into these large-scale, ritualised musical events:

Musical Olympiads, created in the turbulent period of construction, cor-
respond most fully to the spirit of the proletariat, to the era of grandiose
social and economic achievements and gigantic building projects. They
embody the collective creativity of the musical activists of the working
people and inspire the masses of listeners and performers with enthusi-
asm and vigour for further struggle and construction (Nytsai 1929a: 6).

The journal My3suka macam (Music for the Masses, 1929, Ne 10-11, 12) provided
detailed instructions for the organisation of musical Olympiads, including sev-
eral preparatory stages: a historical overview of Soviet musical initiatives, prin-
ciples of organisation, and the programme of performances. The article empha-
sised that this new format replaced the less successtul Beeyxpaitcoki mysuuni oni
(All-Ukrainian Music Days), initiated in the 1920s by the Bceykpaincbkum
ToBapyucTBoM iMeHi Muxonu Jleonrosnyda (Mykola Leontovych All-Ukrainian
Society). However, the role of this society, as a centre of Ukrainian musical cul-
ture, was deliberately undermined by representatives of the Soviet authorities.
Regarding this development, Kuzyk (2024: 259) observed that “the authorities
decided to end the flirtation with the ‘national policy of Ukrainisation’ and to
impose Bolshevik order on the artistic sphere of Ukraine”

The scale of growth was evident: whereas at the 1924 Kyiv Olympiad
about 800 workers sang simultaneously, the subsequent Olympiad in Kharkiv
attracted more than 1,200 participants from musical amateur groups. A model
for Ukrainian Soviet propagandists was the open-air festivals held in Leningrad
(now St Petersburg, Russian Federation), involving up to 5,000 performers and
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tens of thousands of spectators. These examples reveal the Soviet organisers’
aspiration to elevate art initiatives to the status of grandiose ritualised spectacles.

The aims of the musical Olympiads were defined as “the collective creativity
of the working people, which inspires the masses with enthusiasm for struggle
and construction” (Nytsai 1929a). Organisationally, they were structured ac-
cording to the model of sporting competitions: the top ensembles, performers,
composers, and musical directors were to be chosen; participants were divided
by territorial sections or artistic categories; and winners were awarded monetary
prizes (Lisniak et al. 2022). This structure introduced an element of competi-
tion, yet the primary goal remained the demonstration of unity and discipline.

Preparation for the musical Olympiads was carried out in advance under
strict state control, with repertoires and scenarios approved by the authorities.
Through such approved lists, the authorities sought to combat “hostile, nation-
alist elements” (Dan’shev 134: 47). The choice of venue was also important:
“naturally acoustically advantageous spaces” were recommended, or else special
tribunes and terraces were to be constructed. Festive spaces were decorated with
slogans, flags, and symbolic elements. The solemn procession of columns was
accompanied by sound; during the march, singing of “The Internationale” and
Shevchenko's “Zapovit” (Testament)® was obligatory. After the official part, so-
called folk festivities took place, combining disciplined ritual with freer musical
practices, obviously within the limits of the permitted repertoire (Nytsai 1929a).

The Art Decades of the 1930s, a series of celebratory events held in Moscow
bringing together artists from all the ‘brotherly’ republics, can be interpreted
as a manifestation of the ritualised glorification of the Leader, serving as a
symbolic demonstration of unity around the centre of Soviet power. One of the
largest-scale cultural events of the Soviet period, aimed at officially presenting
the achievements of Ukrainian culture at the heart of the USSR, was the Decade
of Ukrainian Art and Literature in Moscow, which took place between the 11
and 21 March 1936 (Nevyzhyn 2011). The event encompassed a wide range
of artistic forms, including theatrical performances, concerts, art exhibitions,
and literary evenings. On the one hand, the Decade showcased the ‘flourishing
Ukrainian culture’ within the socialist in content, national in form ideological
formula; on the other hand, it became a powerful instrument of ideological
unification and centralisation, as Ukrainian art was presented exclusively within
the permitted canon of socialist realism’.
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It can be assumed that Soviet ideologues partly borrowed the format of
large-scale choral festivals from the European countries. For example the Baltic
countries, where in the 19 century a tradition of holding large song festivals
arose with the aim of promoting national unity and preserving cultural identity.
(Kuutma 1996) In the Soviet context, however - and especially in Ukraine -
this model was radically reinterpreted. These events became instruments of
mobilisation and of the ideological legitimisation of the Bolshevik regime.

Thus, mass musical events in Ukraine during the 1930s can be regarded as
a specific form of Soviet ritual practice. They combined elements of spectacle,
symbolic representation, and collective participation, while simultaneously
serving as a means of ideological instruction for the masses. The central mu-
sical unit - the core repertoire of amateur ensembles — was the Soviet mass
song, a new genre tasked with glorifying the new order. During this period, it
reached its greatest extent.

4. Mass Songs as an Essential Attribute of the New
Rituality

This section addresses Ukrainian Soviet mass songs with their role as the
most effective instrument in the formation and maintenance of the new So-
viet rituality, considered from the standpoint of contemporary historical and
musicological scholarship.

As noted above, the authorities established state commissions (often sup-
ported by generous material incentives) for the creation of musical works. The
vast majority of these commissions concerned song genres that were expected
to provide the “authentic embodiment of ideas, themes, and images arising from
the life of our country during the years of victorious socialist construction”
(Baranovskaya et al. 1977). This idea was reflected in the preface to the Ukrai-
nian collection Mass Song: “Song must become part of new forms of everyday
life, be heard at revolutionary celebrations and gatherings, during leisure and
entertainment, and convey a new worldview” (Kuzyk 1992: 161). At the same
time, every sphere of life was designated by the Bolsheviks as a ‘front] while
avenues of development were rhetorically described as battles, assaults, and so
forth - for example, the cultural front, the front of socialist construction, the
battle for the harvest, the battle to fulfil the plan, and others.
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Thus, the natural lyricism and melodiousness of the Ukrainian song were
replaced by a poster-like quality, a staccato rhythm, and corresponding melodi-
cally declamatory motifs. It is clear that while most of these highly popular ‘mas-
terpieces’ of the time interest us today only as froth (Parkhomenko 1992: 17),
there were also works of genuine artistic value.

In response to the ‘proposal’ - in fact, order - to create a new repertoire of
songs, there emerged a flood of panegyric and hymn-like ‘products’ Radio broad-
casts and concert programs became saturated with songs about a happy life and
gratitude to the Party and the Leader of the peoples. On the airwaves and concert
stages “hyperbolisation and exalted pathos prevailed” (Parkhomenko 1992:17).
Even the ‘catchy’ titles of the works can serve as evidence of this: Vasyl Verk-
hovynets’s “Tpumn, rpumu, morytas miche!” (Thunder, Thunder, Mighty Song!),
Pylyp Kozytskyi’s “A maca iize fo Masonero” (And the Masses Go to the Mau-
soleum), and Vasyl Smekalins “Briepen, 3a macts mognocri!” (Forward, for
the Happiness of the People!), among others. Songs in the form of hymns and
spirited marches also appeared, calling for struggle, such as Levko Revutsky’s
and Pavlo Hrabovskyi’s “Ynepen, xto He xoue xonatu!” (Forward, Those
Who Do Not Wish to Perish!), and Vasyl Verkhovynets’s and Vasyl Chumak’s
“binpiue Hagii, 6patu!” (More Hope, Brothers!).

The ‘new collective farm life’ was also celebrated, for example, Verykivsky’s

>«

and Ivan Honcharenko'’s “BoitoBa xonrocniscbka” (The Collective Farm Fight

5 <«

Song), Koliada’s and Ivan Velychko’s “3a xpauuit Bpoxkait” (For a Better Har-
vest), Kozytskyi’s and Mykola Kozhushnyi’s “ITepenxomyrcpka” (Pre-commu-
nal). Joyful Soviet youth (the Komsomol) was likewise glorified, as in Kozytskyi’s
and Kozhushnyi’s “Hamra crrinka monoga” (Our Young Union). A vast number
of songs were dedicated to the Red Army, with numerous thematic collections
published, such as “Uepsona apmisn” (The Red Army) and “Yepsonmnit cnis”
(The Red Song). In essence, these were agitational works, in which certain
composers — among them Valentyn Borysov and Fedir Popadych - specialised
with considerable success. Mykola Hrinchenko even referred to the highly
prolific Kostiantyn Bohuslavsky as a master of the modern musical agitka'® who
“marched in the first ranks” (Hrinchenko 1940: 162). For example, Bohuslavsky’s
and Ivan Shevchenko’s “IIBananusts kocapi” (Twelve Mowers) was perhaps
the most widely disseminated song of the time (Kuzyk 1992: 163).

In addition, similar processes of creating ideologically oriented mass songs

occurred across all Soviet republics. For instance, in Belarus, these were on a
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considerably smaller scale, since at the time of the establishment of the Society
of Dramatic Writers and Composers, which was founded in 1934, its music
section had only fourteen members. The most active author of such songs was
the head of the section, composer Isaak Lyuban (1906-1975), whose works
included “Tlecns o gykopckux maprtusanax’ (Songabout the Dukor Partisans,
lyrics by Petrus Brotika, 1931), “Ykpacum Haum xater” (Let Us Adorn Our
Houses, lyrics by Janka Kupala, 1937), etc. (Gorkii, Mekhlis, et.al.1937).

4.1 The Song about Stalin as a Mirror of General Processes in the
Musical Culture of the 1930s

With the consolidation of the personality cult surrounding the ‘Leader of
all peoples, a substantial collection of songs dedicated to him emerged, and
Ukrainian composers and poets were by no means behind their counterparts
from other Soviet republics in contributing to it.

One of the most emblematic and highly dramatic examples was “ITicua npo
Cranina” (Song about Stalin), also known by its more familiar title, “Is-3a rip Ta
i1 3-3a Bucokux” (From Beyond the Mountains and Heights, 1935), composed
by Levko Revutsky with lyrics by Rylsky. By that time, the poet had already
endured an arrest on the standard charge of counter-revolutionary activity and
subsequent torture'’. Subsequently, the Party official Andrii Khvylia'? instructed
Rylsky to create a song about the Father of the Peoples, thereby demonstrating his
reliability. Rylsky sought the assistance of his friend, composer Levko Revutsky.
As the Canadian theatre scholar Valerian Revutsky (1993: 21), son of Levko
Revutsky’s elder brother Dmytro®, recalled: “...Maksym Rylsky and Uncle
Levko went to my father and told him about the ‘offer’ - to write a song about
Stalin. My father then advised them to write it to preserve their lives...”

The Song about Stalin was based on the ancient extended Cossack song
“Oii 3-3a rip, 3-3a rip Buzitas cokin...” (Oh, from beyond the Mountains, from
beyond the Mountains a Falcon Flew...), which exists in numerous melodic
variants with an unchanged text and a highly dramatic storyline concerning a
fallen Cossack. One version of this traditional song discussed here is presented
in Figure 3, while Figure 4 provides an additional version for auditory reference.
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Figure 3. “I3-3a rip, 3-3a rip Buriras cokizn...” (Oh, from beyond the Mountains, from beyond the
Mountains a Falcon Flew...). (Yashchenko 1962: 118)
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Figure 4. “I3-3a rip, 3-3a rip Buiras cokin...” (Oh, from beyond the Mountains, from
beyond the Mountains a Falcon Flew...). Performed by the duet Solomyanyk consist-
ing of Andriy Siletsky (actor, kobza player) and Viktoriya Titarova (folk music performer).

URL: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4vW2PC2xFeE

The traditional Cossack song belongs to the lyric-epic type and begins with a
recitative-style solo introduction performed by a single singer. The mixolydian
mode, irregular meter, elements of improvisation, and free rhythmic flow shape
the characteristic intonational model typical of Ukrainian Cossack songs.
Together with the central image of the falcon - one of the key heroic symbols
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in Ukrainian folklore - these musical features create an authentically Cossack
colouring of the song.

Phrases containing the fixed epithet ‘blue-grey-winged falcon’ (cusoxpunuii
cokin) and ‘blue-grey eagle’ (cusuii open) are widespread and culturally sig-
nificant in Ukrainian folklore. They appear, for example, in the Cossack song
“ITobparascs cokin 3 cusokpumum opnom” (The Falcon Befriended the Blue-
Grey Eagle) and in the historical song “To He oper, To He cusnit” (It Is Not
an Eagle, It Is Not Blue-Grey), among many others. This imagery inherently
conveys notions of heroism, freedom, and strength.

In the “Song about Stalin”, the authors employ the image of the blue-winged
eagle in reference to Stalin, a symbolic choice grounded in this established folk
tradition. The archetype of the soaring heroic bird was readily adaptable for
ideological purposes. It is evident that this traditional symbolic motif provided
the semantic foundation for a semiotic inversion in the Soviet mass song. In
this process, the archetypal folk image was transformed into the figure of the
Eagle-Stalin, which became the ritual core of the new ideological composition.

The epic verbal turn at the very beginning of “Song about Stalin”, “I3-3a
rip 3-3a rip...” (From beyond the mountains), is likewise characteristic and
frequently encountered in traditional songs, for example, “I3-3a ropu Bitep
nosiBae” (From beyond the Mountains the Wind Blows), “Oit 3-3a Topn
kam gHOI (Oh, from beyond the Stone Mountain), and so on. It functions here
like a tuning fork, aligning the listener with the powerful central character.

Although the song initially invokes elements of folk symbolism, this
connection is quickly abandoned. What follows is an explicit panegyric that
glorifies the Leader’s steadfastness and invincibility, elevates Stalin and posi-
tions him as a grand heroic guide. The achievements of the epoch are noted
only in passing, while a distinctly militaristic tone underscores the collective
mobilisation of society:
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I3-3a rip, Ta 3-3a BUCOKKX From beyond the mountains,
CH30KpUIT Opert TeTUTb... from beyond the heights

The blue-winged eagle is flying...
He smamaty Kpy1 IMpOKUX, Do not break its broad wings,
Toro 1bOTY He CHMHUTb. That flight will not be stopped.
Ha Bepumum Bci My nHeM, To the top we all rush,
CoHIle IPOMEHEM B OYax... The sun beams in our eyes...
JIbOTOM COHAYHUM OPIVTHUM In the solar eagle’s flight
Box/ip 1okasye HaM LIJIX. The leader shows us the way.

Table 2. The text of the “Song about Stalin” in Ukrainian and English. First and second verses.
https://lyricstranslate.com/uk/pisnya-pro-stalina-song-stalin.html

In this way, Rylsky emerges as a professional who skilfully mastered the requisite
laudatory rhetoric, whichlater became standardised and obligatory (Zholdak 1949),
while at the same time integrating it with vivid imagery, metaphors, allegories,
and allusions drawn from traditional sources.

Musicological analysis allows us to conclude that the melodic structure
underwent a substantial transformation from the recitative-narrative man-
ner of the traditional song to a march-like Soviet mass song characterised by
functional harmonisation, choral texture, and a new ideological content. The
“Song about Stalin” replicates only the external features of the Ukrainian Cos-
sack tradition, ascending intonational gestures, the recurrent bird image, and
the structural pattern of solo->chorus.

The musical component of the “Song about Stalin” was shaped more in the
direction of the academic art-music tradition, while still fully conforming to
the prescribed ideological requirements. The very first chords evoked the well-
known chorus Crasa! (Glory!) by Mykhail Glinka from the opera 2Kuswv 3a yaps
(A Life for the Tsar). Replacing the epic melismas of the original folk source, a
concise 4/4 march rhythm was introduced. The dense orchestration, featuring
prominent use of brass instruments, was designed to convey power and strength.
The two-bar orchestral introduction, performed tutti, establishes the musical
framework. A sustained tonic chord, akin to a conductor’s signal, followed by
energetic motion reminiscent of a martial call. Subsequently - consistent with
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Ukrainian folk antiphone tradition - the male choir sings in parallel thirds,
with the female voices joining on the third stanza of the verse (see Figure 5).
The tutti of the mixed choir, with its steady rhythmic structure and repetition
of the final two stanzas, symbolises a solemn, invincible procession. In some
variants, the female voices lead the third and fourth stanzas, followed by the
male voices, thus introducing a touch of tenderness or humanity to the other-
wise sharply articulated march music, which carries heroic and declamatory
intonations. As an example, listen to Figure 6.

The “Song about Stalin” was first published in the newspaper Literaturna
Ukraina on March 12, 1936; however, it reached a wider audience on March 21,
when it was performed during the radio broadcast of the closing ceremony of
the First Decade of Ukrainian Art in Moscow by a large combined choir, cre-
ating a tremendous impression and, most importantly, pleasing the Leader of
all peoples. On April 1, the text of the song in Ukrainian was published in the
all-Union newspaper Komsomolskaya Pravda. From that time, its triumphant
journey began: it was frequently performed throughout the USSR, reprinted,
and translated into various languages, first of all Russian'* (Sergeeva 1952).

Mapmeo6pazHo
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Figure 5. The “Song about Stalin”. (Sergeeva 1952: 8)
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Figure 6. The “Song about Stalin”. Performed by the Honoured State Ukrainian Chapel Dumka
under the direction of Nestor Horodovenko, and the Symphony Orchestra of the Ukrainian Radio
Committee under the direction of Herman Adler (1937).
URL: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ss01k0OWwGh8

Therefore, the intonational motifs in “From beyond the Mountains” can later be
heardintherenowned Soviet songs “Karronra” (Katyusha) by Matvey Blanter (1938)
and “Tpnrankucra” (Three Tankmen) by the Pokras brothers (1939), both of which
were created by artists born in Ukraine. These motifs also appear in the later work
“Conparsl, BIryTb...” (Soldiers, on the Road...) by Vasyl Solovyov-Sedoj (1954),
and so on. The fanfare-like introduction and the initial hymn-style motif recall
the Anthem of the Soviet Union: “Coro3 HepyIIMbIii pecIry6/IKk CBOOOIHBIX
(Unbreakable Union of Free Republics, 1943). They also closely parallel the
Anthem of the Ukrainian SSR: “Xusn, Ykpaino, npekpacHta i cunpHa” (Live,
Ukraine, Beautiful and Strong, 1949), whose opening is nearly identical.

In addition, due to its widespread popularity across Soviet regions the “Song
about Stalin” had a significant influence on the musical lexicon of mass songs of
the time and served as a kind of letter of protection for both artists, repeatedly
saving their lives. However, among the ‘common people;, the reception of the
“Song about Stalin” was more mixed". Thus, through the power of musical art,
and above all the new Soviet song, the Party line was actively introduced into
the minds of the broadest segments of the population, the so-called masses. As
Kuzyk aptly noted: “Given the socio-psychological tasks of the time, which were
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developed by the country’s propaganda organs, the mass song was to become a
means and a weapon of the worker and peasant... In this way, a peculiar form of
ideological conditioning of the ordinary person took place” (Kuzyk 2023: 151).
The mass song served not only as a propagandistic genre but also as a central
element of new Soviet ritual: repeated in collective performances, embedded
into festive ceremonies, and integrated into the structure of musical Olympiads
and other mass events, it functioned as a ritualised practice that affirmed loyalty
and reinforced the ideological order of the totalitarian state.

It is noteworthy that analogous songs continue to be cultivated today in
countries with dictatorial regimes. For example, the production of numerous
laudatory songs about the President — the nation’s leader — can currently be
observed in Belarus. Even the titles of these highly rhetorical works, per-
formed by soloists, duets, and even the Belarusian State Song and Dance
Ensemble, are telling: “Cans ocranercsa ¢ Hamn” (Sanya Will Stay with Us, by
Roker-Dzhoker, 2010), “Barbka y Hac kpyToii!” (Our Bat'ka Is Cool!, by Yevhenii
Oliinyk and Yuliia Bykova, 2023), “Ax, Anexcauzap!” (Ah, Alexander!, by Oliinyk
and Anna Seluk, 2023), “Bannapa o guxratope” (The Ballad of the Dictator, by
Valery Shmat and Pavlo Duhanau, 2024), “Monutsa 3a 6arbky” (A Prayer for
Bat’ka, by Vital Karpau, 2025), among others. These songs are dominated by
panegyric sentiment and hymn-like musical motifs, while their stylistic features
range from pseudo-folk idioms to the mass-song aesthetics of the 1980s. All of
them, however, bear the clear hallmarks of political commission.

Therefore, we can assert that the mechanisms associated with the new ritu-
ality characteristic of Stalin’s authoritarian Soviet regime of the 1930s exhibit
a remarkable resemblance to contemporary practices.

Conclusions

The analysis of Ukrainian amateur and professional musical culture in the 1930s
presents a demonstration of the emergence of new rituality enforced by the
Soviet totalitarian regime. By utilising the symbolic significance of ritual and
its ideological reinterpretation, Soviet cultural policy systematically supplanted
traditional forms of folklore, public celebrations, and musical innovation with
pseudo-folklore works and mass events intended to conform cultural practices
to the priorities of the totalitarian state. The study situates these developments
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within the broader context of Soviet cultural policy, emphasising the mecha-
nisms of Socialist Realism and political religion.

The emergence of new ‘Soviet folklore’ is analysed through the perspective
of how a novel canon of politically engaged songs was developed to communi-
cate mythologised narratives of revolutionary heroism, socialist construction,
and the cult of Stalin. The dissemination through performances by amateur
ensembles, radio broadcasts, stage festivals, and musical Olympiads ensured
their integration into everyday life, replacing an act of collective folklore creation
with mass or popular culture. The use of folklore melodies with ideologically
correct texts was accompanied by the censorship or removal from the public
sphere of entire folklore genres, such as dumy, historical songs, and carols.

Choral festivals and music Olympiads of the 1930s became the embodi-
ment of Soviet ritual practices. They combined theatrical spectacle, disciplined
collective performance, and symbolic images that sacralised Party power. Bor-
rowing certain external features from European choral traditions, these events
changed their cultural purpose: instead of strengthening national identity, they
served to dilute it and introduce unified Soviet political rhetoric. Due to their
scale, repetition, and emotional impact, they functioned as quasi-liturgical
acts within what modern scholarship defines as a system of political religion.

Mass songs emerged as the predominant medium for propagating ideologi-
cal narratives. This genre, strongly endorsed by the state apparatus, experienced
active development through the works of numerous Ukrainian composers.
An exemplary instance is the “Song about Stalin” by Revutsky, with lyrics by
Rylsky, which, through its incorporation of folk intonations and stylistic ele-
ments, quickly attained widespread popularity across the USSR. Its extensive
dissemination rendered it an influential model for the musical language of
subsequent Soviet mass songs.

The development of the new Soviet rituality of the 1930s exemplifies
mechanisms characteristic of totalitarian regimes, specifically the instrumen-
talisation of culture and the strategic redefinition of ritual to secure ideological
hegemony. The instances cited within the article concerning the development
of pseudo-folklore, mass mobilisation through song, and the ritualisation of
public ceremonies continue to hold significance for comprehending contem-
porary authoritarian cultural policies.
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Notes

'In 1929, travel abroad was prohibited. This created an ‘iron curtain’ that separated the
USSR from the rest of the world and turned it into a closed society.

2 Our senior colleague, the composer and musicologist Bohdana Filts (1932-2021),
recalled how, even in the comparatively more liberal 1950s, the head of the Lviv branch
of the Union of Composers of Ukraine, Anatolii Kos-Anatolskyi (1909-1983), who in
the 1930s had been among the pioneers of Ukrainian entertainment music in western
Ukraine, urged her (at that time she was a young graduate of the Lviv Conservatory) to
‘write something ritual’ Such a piece, he explained, would open the doors for her to join
the Union of Composers and help establish her reputation. Both of them understood
perfectly well that this meant composing a work glorifying the Communist Party and
its leaders (interview with composer B. Filts from Sikorska’s private archive).

* Ukrainian dumy are a genre of vocal-instrumental oral tradition, a late form of the
heroic epic originating in the 15% to 17% centuries that reflects significant historical
events and figures central to Ukraine’s past.

* Haydamaks were members of the national liberation movement in Right-Bank
Ukraine in the late 18" and early 19 centuries. In a broader sense, they represent the
Ukrainian rebels.

* Ukrainian riflemen’s songs were created in the Ukrainian Sich Riflemen Legion 1914-1918
during the national liberation struggle.

¢ Cossack: a member of a self-governing military community in Ukraine from the 15"
to 18" centuries. More generally, a Ukrainian warrior.

7 Mykhailo Hrushevskyi: a distinguished Ukrainian historian, public intellectual, and
political figure. He served as the Chairman of the Central Council of the Ukrainian
Peoples' Republic from 1917 to 1918.
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¢ In the 1930s, the nationalist themes of Taras Shevchenko, including his “Testament’,
were replaced by Soviet revolutionary songs.

? Significantly, this event took place on the eve of the repressive wave of 1937-1938,
during which the majority of the participating artists were either silenced or eliminated.

10 Propaganda.

" The outcome was his ‘penitential’ collection, The Sign of the Scales (1932), which
included poems celebrating Soviet reality as well as a poem about Lenin.

12 The Head of the Department for the Arts under the Council of the People’s Commis-
sars of the Ukrainian SSR. In 1938 he was accused of terrorism and executed.

1* Well-known folklorist Dmytro Revutsky (1881-1941) was brutally murdered in oc-
cupied Kyiv on the order of Soviet special services for ‘nationalism’

' It is significant that the “Song about Stalin” is currently being actively circulated on
Russian public forums, indicating that such ritualised practices have not disappeared
but continue to exist today.

1> The state of society at that time, and therefore its mood, is reflected in the next com-
ment in YouTube, hidden under the nickname @jdbfdhksflndsnfjds near the entry
“Songs about Stalin”: “My mother told me, that as children they learned this song by
ear at school, and all of them sang in unison: ‘Myzpuit BOIII' (Wise LOUSE) instead of
‘Mynpuit BOXKIIB (Wise LEADER) - here is a play on words that guides us all! Times
were hungry, poverty was terrible, lice were everywhere, and the children could not
understand why lice on the head were bad, yet one particular louse was considered wise.
They thought it had to be some exception among lice. Luckily, no one knew about these
childish reflections, because the parents would have been quickly sent to Siberia for such

thoughts...” URL: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ss01kOWwGh8

Sources

Humorous Ukrainian song Mosquito. Performed by Petro Leschenko and Orchestra Ho-
nigsberg-Albahari, 1937. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bFnX_wg9BME

Soviet song When My Own Mother Saw Me Off... https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=smHAuArbQq8

I3-3a rip, 3-3a rip Bumitas cokin... (Oh, From Beyond the Mountains, From Beyond
the Mountains a Falcon Flew...). Performed by the duet ‘Solomyanyk’ consis-
ting of: Andriy Siletsky - actor, kobza players, Viktoriya Titarova - performer
of folk and ancient music. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4vW2PC2xFeE

Shraibman, Aleksei. Songs about Lukashenko: Analysis. Who Creates Them and Why?
@zerkalo. 30 September 2024. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qcu3eA-
zE0bM
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Song From Beyond the Mountains and Heights’ In: Yashchenko, Leopold. The Ukrai-
nian folk polyphony. Kyiv: Publishing House of the Academy of Sciences of the
Ukrainian SSR, 1962. p. 118.

The Song about Stalin. Performed by the Honored State Ukrainian Chapel Dumka
under the direction of Nestor Horodovenko and the Symphony Orchestra of
the Ukrainian Radio Committee under the direction of Herman Adler (1937).
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ss01kOWwGh8
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Abstract: The article analyses archived statistical data illustrating mortal-
ity rates for the children of female prisoners, as well as the children of free
labourers in Karlag in 1941. For a comparative view of the problem of child
mortality in the Gulag in 1941, the article uses data from two other camps in
the Gulag system, Vyatlag and Bureilag. The general trends and differences
in the mortality rates of the children of mothers who were prisoners, and
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mothers who were free labourers, were analysed. It appears that that the
number of children in Karlag agricultural camp in 1941 was significantly
higher than in forest and railway industry camps, and the overall mortality
rate of children of imprisoned mothers was lower on average. Almost two-
thirds of the children who died in Karlag in 1941 were children of female
prisoners. In addition, the morbidity of children of incarcerated mothers
was much higher than that of the children of free labourers. The peak of
the morbidity and mortality in Karlag was April 1941.

Keywords: Gulag, Karlag medical and sanitation services, children of
the Gulag, children of Karlag, children in the correctional labour camps,
children’s homes, conditions of detention, infant mortality in correctional
labour camps, Karlag.

Introduction

The historical works on childhood in Stalin’s Gulags embrace several historical
and sociological aspects of the children’s contingent in the Gulag. This includes
several categories: children exiled with their parents; prisoners who were
arrested as adolescents; children rendered to orphanages after their parent’s
arrests, and often then delivered to the Gulag; and children born in the Gulag.
(Craveri & Losonczy 2012) Research on the Gulag’s juvenile population is
often based on studies of quite late memories of the people who spent part of
their childhood in Gulag camps and experienced exile or confinement during
childhood or adolescence. (Craveri & Losonczy 2017) In recent years publica-
tions about camp childhood have appeared. One of the first is the collection of
documents published in 2002 and edited by Vilenski et al. Studies followed on
Kazakhstan's camps by Kazakhstani historians through a research project that
lasted from 2022 to 2024 (Allaniiazov, Saktaganova, 2023; Saktaganova 2024;
Saktaganova et al. 2024).

Studying children’s captivity in the Gulag camps is associated with multiple
difficulties, the first of them is the absence, or fragmentary character, of the
memories. Children born in Gulag camps were at an age which is challenging to
evoke, as they were either sent very young to orphanages or taken with their rela-
tives. Despite the resolution of the Central Executive Committee (VCIK) and the
Revolutionary State Council (SNK), of the 1st August 1933, “On the Affirma-
tion of the Correctional Labour Code of the URSS”, authorising women to let
their children remain with them until the age of four (Losev et al. 1959: 291),
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the camp authorities preferred to send children away to orphanages to remove
additional expense. Children were a burden for the Gulag’s economy as they
did not generate income. (Alexopoulos 2017: 54) There were some cases when
the children were held in a special holding area, similar to a nursery, at the
camp child institution until the mother was free, but these cases were rare.
The historians who studied the problem of child captives in the Gulag had to,
due to the rare character or the absence of memories, to count on the norma-
tive, statistical, and similar documents of the different Gulag structures. One
of these structures, which organised the everyday life and the medical care of
new-born babies, was the Gulag Sanitation Department.

The activity of the Gulag Sanitation Department corresponded, and often
contributed, to the general strategy of the Gulags policy, striving to wring
out, according to Solzhenitsyn’s expression, the maximum of the prisoner’s
physical capacities. (Alexopoulos 2015: 506) The camp’s doctors, who were
often prisoners themselves, would rarely provide dispensation from labour
for ill prisoners. If doctors were suspected of being too generous towards the
prisoners, they could find themselves sent to perform general work in the camp.
Human life was observed from the point of view of its utility. The presence of a
child could distract the mother, as was thought by the Gulag authorities, from
her direct duties. According to the Gulag’s Sanitation department circulars,
the mother was authorised to remain with her child only during the period of
breastfeeding, afterwards the child was sent to the departments of the Min-
istry of Education, i.e. the orphanages. Female prisoners were excused from
general labour only in the last months of their pregnancy. After giving birth
to the child, they were sent to the general works. In camp, the children were
held in one of the structures of the Sanitation department, or children’s homes
(doma mladentsa), where, according to the sanitation reports, their lives were
formally managed and supervised.

The goal of this article is to analyse and compare, according to archive
material, the monthly statistical data of 1941 on the mortality and disease level
of the prisoner’s children with those of the Gulag free labour workers. For the
realisation of this goal, we use data from several units of the Gulag Sanitation
Department, including the Karaganda labour camp. Nineteen-forty-one was
remarkable for the high level of child mortality. We also utilised the fragmentary
memories of people who were born in the Karaganda labour camp (Karlag).
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Methodology, methods, and the materials of the study

Kazakhstan is the largest country in Central Asia. In the period we discuss
in the article, Kazakhstan was part of the Soviet Union. Gulag was not the
camp system but the name of an institution that governed the camp system.
Specifically, on November 6" 1929 the Central Executive Committee' and
the Council of People’s Commissars® passed a law that imprisonment of up
to three years should be served in “general prisons”, whereas confinement
from three to ten years should take place in prison camps in remote regions
of the country (Prokopchuk 2004), opening the way for the establishment of a
network of prison camps. For the management of the camp system the Main
Administration of Labour Camps, Labour Settlements and Places of Deten-
tion, or Gulag, was created (glavnoe upravlenie ispravitel'no-trudovykh lagerei,
trudovykh poselenii i mest zakliucheniia) and subordinated to the NKVD
(Narodnyi Komissariat Vnutrennykh Del’) or People’s Commissariat of Internal
Affairs. Gulag in its heyday controlled 36 of the so-called “corrective labour
camps” (ispravitelno- trudovyi lager), in fact each of these camps was a con-
glomerate of several prison camps. The reason Gulag camps were established
in Kazakhstan was the industrialisation of the Soviet Union. Kazakhstan is
rich in mineral resources such as iron, copper, coal and so forth, and to extract
these resources and build settlements the leaders of the Soviet Union decided
to use prison labour.

The method used in this article is based on the principle of historicism
(according to this concept, historical events develop according their own
dynamic and inherent rules) and the systematic character of the described
phenomena. The chronological approach allowed us to analyse the conditions
of the children during the period of economic and structural crisis in the Gulag
system at the end of the 1930s and the beginning of the 1940s. The analytical
method enabled us to clarify the influence of the structural features of the Gulag
system using the function of its particular divisions, such as the Gulag Sanita-
tion Department (vedomost sanotdela). Statistical and mathematical analysis
was used to synthesise the statistical data from Sanitation Department reports.

In the analysis of Gulag statistical data, our attention focused on data from
the Karaganda correctional labour camp (Karlag). Karlag was extremely com-
plex and the biggest agricultural state farm (sovkhoz) in the Soviet Union. In

195



Zauresh Saktaganova, Alina Gladysheva, Aimar Ventsel

its heyday, Karlag consisted of several camps that held 100,000 prisoners. The
purpose of Karlag was to produce food for a growing prisoner population and
the free labour of Kazakhstan, whose task was to develop mining and industrial
enterprises in the region. Karlag was located near to Karaganda city in central
Kazakhstan. To better understand the specifics of child mortality in the camps at
the beginning of the 1940s, analysis of two other camps in the Gulag economic
system are presented: Vyatlag (a forestry camp situated in the Kaiski district of
Kirov oblast in central Russia), and Bureilag, a railway industry camp situated
on the Far Eastern Railway (now the Jewish Autonomous Region, a region on
the Russian Pacific coast).

The prime source for this article are documents from the State Archive
of the Russian Federation (GARF, Iocydapcmeentozo apxuea Poccuiickoil
Dedepayuu (TAPD)), particularly the records of the Sanitation Department
(ponpa cannrapHoro otena). Fond: R-9414, Inventaire 1, Dossier 2767, which
contain the monthly Department summary lists of different indicators such as
child disease and mortality rates. They contain the following:

- indicators on extra hospital help and home attendance and overall
primary numbers of attendances of children who fell ill at home, in the
kindergarten, and in the nurseries (detskie iasli);

- indicators on extra hospital help, containing data about the number of
child inpatients at the beginning of the month and those who came for the
first time, including time spent in the hospital;

- indicators on mortality, containing the overall number of dead children,
including the children of imprisoned mothers;

- additional data about vaccinations against the following diseases: small-
pox, dysentery, typhoid/paratyphoid and diphtheria;

- additional data on the number of children, including the overall number
of children of the free work force at the end of the reporting month who
were aged one month to three years, from three to eight years, and in
kindergartens and nurseries;

- additional data on the number of children of women in prison, including
those who are placed in children’s homes (doma miladentsa).
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For a comparative analysis of the camp prisoner health and mortality in gen-
eral including child mortality in Karlag for several months in 1941 we used
monthly summary lists from the Gulag NKVD Sanitation Department (ITL)
NKVD (Fond: R-9414, Inventory 1sup., dossier 611). There is no data for every
month of 1941, but even the statistical materials used allow us to draw certain
conclusions about the percentage of child mortality in Karlag.

There were also the circulars and directives of the Gulag Sanitation Depart-
ment from the archive of the Gulag Sanitation Department (Fond: R-9414,
Inventory 1, dossier 2753). Separate documents have been taken from the
Fund of the Ministry of Internal Affairs (MVD) (Fond: 9401, Inventory 1,
dossier 570), including the original secret orders NKVD URSS for 1940.
The memories of people born in Karlag have also been used in this article.
For instance, the interview with Tatjana Ivanovna Nikolskaia. Her interview
was conducted in November 2005 by archive staft at the Memorial historical
and educative society within the Children of the ALZhIR program. In addi-
tion memory fragments from one imprisoned mother and her child born in
Karlag, cited in the book Gulag-Kinder: Die Vergessenen Opfer by Meinhard
Stark, were used.

The discussion and the results of the research

The presence of women is significant in the Stalinist Gulag; the peak was dur-
ing the period of the Great Purge. According to NKVD order Ne0486 on “The
Operation on the Repression of the Wives and Children of Traitors of the
Motherland” from 15 August 1937, the wives of ‘traitors to the motherland’
and their children who were younger than 15 years old, were sent to corrective
labour camps. The order made exceptions for pregnant women or women nurs-
ing babies, although this exception was practically never applied. According
to A. B. Roginsky, the total number of repressed wives of ‘traitors’ was 18,000.
The outline for this operation was already designed in July 1937. The resolu-
tion of the Political Bureau of the Central Committee of the Communist Party
(Politbiuro, the de facto most powerful institution in the Soviet Union) issued
an order:

1. Accept the proposition of the State Commissariat of Internal Affairs
(Narkomvnudel) on the incarceration for five to eight years for all the
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wives of convicted traitors against the motherland, members of the right
Trotskyite spy-diversionary organisation, according to the designated list.
2. Instruct the Narkomvnudel (NKVD, the Soviet security service from
1934 to 1941 with very broad interests from economic crime to border
guarding) to organise special camps in the Narym and Tugaisk regions of
Kazakhstan (Grinev et al. 2003: 10-11).

Children appeared in the camps at the beginning of the 1930s, but only at the
end of 1937 did the Sanitation Department introduced strict reporting on the
disease and mortality levels of the infant population, along with reporting
on the functioning of the nurseries. The instruction of the Gulag Sanitation
Department from 25 December 1937 announced:

Paragraph 3: The recording of everyday attendance at nursery of the chil-
dren of free labourers, and those of prisoners, is made on the monthly time
sheet on form D3. At the end of the month, attendance at the nurseries
must be summarised, as well as their nonattendance by the children for
different reasons, as well as the medical attendance of the nursery chil-
dren at home. Paragraph 4: The analysis of every month’s attendance and
the functioning of the nurseries must be formed in a monthly report by
those responsible for the nurseries on form D4 and sent to the Sanitation
Department. Paragraph 5: The Sanitation Department summarises these
materials about the functioning of each nursery on form D4 in summary
table D5. Paragraph 8: In the case of child mortality, the death report always
has to be registered on form D7. The death report had to be made in four
copies: the first had to be sent to the Camp registration section (URO or
Uchotno-raspredelitelnyj otdel, the Accounting Distribution department),
the second to a Civil Registration Office (ZAGS), the third sent to the
Sanitation Department, the fourth stays in the documents of the establish-
ment that makes the report. All the death reports are added up in summary
D8 (GARFE, ER.-9414.-Op.1-D.2752.-L.19, GARE E91414).

The end of the 1930s was crucial for the Gulag camp system’s economic set-up.
As a result of the Great Purge (see Kennan 1960), camps were overcrowded
with prisoners: from the 1* of January 1937 to the 1** of January 1939, the total
number of prisoners grew from 1.2 to 1.7 million people. This was critical for
the camp’s infrastructure as the overloading of camps led to increased execu-
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tions. The categories of prisoner subjected to capital punishment were men of
productive age, and highly qualified workers and specialists who were actually
needed in the Gulag economic structure. Political purposes prevailed over eco-
nomic: instead of using ‘enemies’ as a cheap workforce, they were eliminated.
The repressions of the Terror corresponded with the relative stabilisation of the
camp’s economy, which lasted until the beginning of the Second World War
(Khlevniuk et al. 2004: 29-30).

The problem of creating special infrastructure for the children of incarcer-
ated mothers at the beginning of the 1940s became the subject of correspond-
ence from the Gulag authorities. In his report to the Peoples Commissar of the
Internal Affairs (Narkom or NKVD) Lavrenti Beria on 19 April 1941 Gulag
chief Viktor Nasedkin writes:

There are, in the camps, colonies and prisons of NKVD URSS, 12,000 chil-
dren under four years old with their mothers, and 8,500 pregnant women,
3,000 of whom are in the last months of pregnancy. Only 8,000 of these
children are placed in the specially organised children’s institutions in the
NKVD correctional labour camps, the others remain in the prison cells and
barracks with their incarcerated parents. Because of the necessity to widen
the net of the children’s institutions in the correctional labour camps and
colonies, I ask your ordinance for the allocation of 1.5 million roubles for
the organisation of the children’s institution for 5,000 persons in the camps
and the colonies, and 13.5 million for its maintenance in 1941, 15 million
roubles the total (Vilenski et al. 2002: 366-367) .

The expenses had to be made up from the unplanned incomes from those
sentenced to the correctional labour camps.

In 1941, the chef of the Sanitation department, David Loidin, issued an in-
struction containing the structure of the camp children’s institutions, including
five types of children’s institution: nurseries, children’s homes, kindergartens,
children’s consultations, and milk kitchens. According to this instruction, the
nurseries and the kindergartens were children from one month to three years
old were kept, and from three to seven years old “whose mothers worked in the
industries and the institutions”. Children’s homes were a “closed type” (zakry-
togo tipa) of institution for round-the-clock monitoring of children from 0
to four years old. Only the children of imprisoned mothers were kept in the
children’s home (Alanijazov & Saktaganova 2023: 129-130).
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The general data from the Gulag Sanitation Department and its structural
subdivisions for 1941 gives us information on the following camp administra-
tion units: the Hydraulic Engineering Construction unit (Glavgidrostroj), fuel
supply, mining and metallurgy, special and industrial construction, Bezymjan-
lag (a Gulag camp started on 25 September 1940 in Kuibyschev oblast in eastern
Russia at the Volga river specialising in the building of aircraft, automobiles,
aerodromes, and roads), the agricultural camps, the forest camps, and railway
construction (GUZDS) (Saktanova 2024: 1-24), GARF F. 9414, In.1, D.2767).
The mortality of children of prisoner mothers, in comparison to the total
number of children dead in Karlag in 1941, is given in Table 1.

Months of | Total number | Totalnum- | Total number | Children of im- | % of mortality | Children of free
1941 of imprisoned | ber of pris- | of children who | prisoned mothers | in relation to labour mothers
mothers’ oners who | died in Karlag | (% in comparison | the total num- | (% in compari-
children from died in in 1941 (%) in | with total number | ber of children | son with the total
0 to 3 years | Karlag in | comparison | ofdeadchildren) | of impris- | number of dead
old in Karlag 1941 with general oned mothers children)
in 1941 mortality
January 901 98 14 (14.3%) 10 (71%) 1.1% 4(28.5%)
February 911 114 10 (8.8%) 9 (90%) 0.98% 1(10%)
April 951 92 33 (35.8%) 29 (88%) 3% 4(12%)
June 1018 13 8 (61.5%) 0.8% 5 (38.5%)
July 1056 25 19 (76%) 1.8% 6 (24%)
August 1101 23 13 (56.5%) 1.18% 10 (43.5%)
September 1084 139 40 (28.7%) 24 (60%) 2.2% 16 (40%)
October 1081 23 17 (74%) 1.6% 6 (26%)
November 1080 2 19 (73%) 1.7% 7 (27%)
December 1077 30 22 (73.3%) 2% 8 (26.6%)

Table 1. Indicators of the mortality in the children of imprisoned (imp.) and free labour mothers
(free lab.) in Karlag in 1941 (GARF F. 9414, In.1, D.2767; GARF E 9414, In.1, D.611).
NB information from March and May is absent in the summary data.

From the data that we have on general mortality in Karlag (statistical data
from 4 months), we can deduce that the highest percentage of infant mortality
was in April of 1941: of 92 of the dead (in general) 35.8 percent were children,
which is 33 children. Unfortunately, we cannot provide in this table, for com-
parative analysis, data about the number of free labourer’s children because the
statistical data from the Gulag Sanitation Department contained the prisoners’
children from 0 to three years old, and the free workers’ children from 0 to
eight years old. More detail is shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. The mortality level of female prisoner’s and free employee worker’s children in comparison
with general infant mortality in Karlag during 1941
NB information from March and May is absent in the summary data.

According to these data, we can conclude that almost two-thirds of the dead
children in Karlag in 1941 were the children of incarcerated mothers. The
highest peak of mortality for female prisoners’ children in Karlag falls in
April: 29 children die in this month, which corresponds to 88% of the general
number of dead children. In April 1941 there were 2,153 children in Karlag,
of those 1,202 (55.8%) were the children of free workers and 951 (44.1%) the
children of female prisoners. The number of prisoners’ dead children consti-
tuted 3% of the total number of female prisoners’ children. In other months,
this percentage was lower. The maximum infant mortality was in September,
when 40 children died (24 children, or 60%, were the children of incarcerated
mothers), which constituted 2.2% of the total number of female prisoners’
children who died in this month. The percentage of female prisoners’ dead
children varied throughout 1941 from 60% to 90% of the overall number of
dead children. In relation to the total number of female prisoners’ children,
the percentage of dead children varied from 0.98% to 3%.

The archival documents provide certain information that allows us to
make a comparative analysis of infant mortality in Karlag. Let us compare the
year 1941 with the end of the 1930s and the end of the 1950s. So, on the 16%
of December 1938 a high mortality rate among female prisoners’ children
was documented. From the total number of children in the camp, 514, during
only two months (September and October) in 1938, 98 children died (19%).
This number was 1.5 times higher in 1938 than in 1941, when in the same two
months 63 children died. The children died from pneumonia, which accounted
for 50% of the total mortality rate. The mortality was explained in the reports
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as follows: mortality from pneumonia was due to the extremely unsatisfactory
state of medical services, untimely hospitalisation, and the unsatisfactory pro-
phylactic work in the kindergarten, which led to a high number of respiratory
illnesses and resulting lung complications. (GAKO. E1171, In. 1, D.13: 61)

In 1939, 114 children died in the camp. From 1941 to 1944, 924 children
died, including 202 in 1941 (the figures vary in different Gulag and Karlag
Sanitation Department archive files), 314 died in 1942, 226 in 1943, and 182 in
1944 (Dilmanov 2002: 169). The mortality rate among female prisoners’ children
in Karlag in January 1944 was 3% of the total number of children in Karlag
camps, in February 1%, and in March 1.5% (GARF E 9414, In.1, D.2796: 186).
In 1949, 570 children of prisoners were kept in five children’s homes. As a result
of their unsatisfactory condition, 184 children died in 1948 alone, or over 32%
of the total number of children (Dilmanov 2002: 169). In 1951, in Karlag the
infant mortality rate in children’s homes was on average 1.2% (GARF F. 9414,
In.1, D.451: 47-47 rev.). In 1952 in Karlag, the mortality rate of children in
children’s homes was on average 1.4% (GARF F. 9414, In.1, D.2896: 46). Thus,
it was not until the mid-1950s that the infant mortality rate in Karlag decreased
sharply compared to the 1940s, and the number of dead children was no longer
so appalling, although its children continued to die.

For a comparative view of the problem of child mortality in the Gulag
in 1941, we present data for Vyatlag (a camp that was part of the Gulag forest
industry system) and Bureilag (a camp that was part of the Gulag railway in-
dustry system). Vyatlag existed in the Gulag system from 1938 to 1960 and was
located in the Kajski district of the Kirov oblast in central Russia. The main areas
of the camp’s activities were logging, pulp production, woodworking, construc-
tion of timber railway sleepers, etc. (Ohotin, Roginskij et al. 1998: 200-201).
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Months of Total number of Total number Children of 9% mortality in Children of the
1941 imprisoned mothers’ | of children who | imprisoned mothers relation to the free
children from 0 to 3 | died in Vyatlag | (% of total number total number of labour mothers
years old in Vyatlag in 1941 of dead children) children of (% of total number
in 1941 imprisoned mothers | of dead children)
January 60 9 9 (100%) 15% 0
February 67 4 0 4(100%)
March 67 5 5 (100%) 7.4% 0
April 50 2 2 (100%) 4% 0
May 81 4 0 4(100%)
June 82 0 0 - 0
July 95 1 0 1(100%)
August 100 3 1(33.3%) 1% 2 (66.7%)
September 98 3 3 (100%) 3.06% 0
October 118 6 4(66.7%) 3.4% 2(33.3%)
November 119 9 8 (88.9%) 6.7% 1(11.1%)
December 110 8 6 (75%) 5.5% 2 (25%)

Table 2. Mortality rates of female prisoners’ children in Vyatlag in 1941 (GARF E 9414, In.1,
D.2767: 1-24).

As Victor Berdinskikh writes in his monograph on Vyatlag: in June 1941 the
listed “camp population” numbered 19,650 people, of whom 17,890 were men
and 1,760 women. There were 1,662 free employee workers. “The camp was
initially created for joint sex confinement, and male and female ‘subzones, such
as barracks were quite ‘interpenetrable’ allowing prisoners to come in and, to
put it in their language, ‘exchange opinions’ on quite understandable ‘issues,
the male part of the camp’s administration had in this respect ‘the widest op-
portunities”™ (Berdinskikh 2001: 80).

According to data from the Gulag Sanitation Department (Table 2), in
Vyatlag there were from 50 to 119 children of prisoners in different months
during 1941, with the percentage mortality of these children being 33%
to 100% of the total number of dead children depending on the month, which
was 1% to 15% of the total number of female prisoners’ children. In the summer
months, and in February, not a single child of an imprisoned mothers died.

Mortality peaked in January 1941, when nine children died, all of them chil-
dren of imprisoned mothers, which was up to 15% of the total number of female
prisoners’ children. The mortality rate of children of free employee workers in dif-
ferent months in 1941 ranged from 0.3% to 3% of the total number of children of
free workers. In January 1941 this number was 146 (0%) children of free employ-
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ee workers, February 133 (3%), March 183 (0%), April 191 (0%), May 255 (1.5%),
June 251 (0%), July 159 (0.6%), August 517 (0.4%), September 568 (0%),
October 568 (0.3%), November 372 (0.2%), December 383 (1.8%). (In January,
March, April, June, and September, no children of free-employee mothers died.)

The mortality rate of the children of free employees was lower than that of
the children of imprisoned mothers, but still quite high: and in some months
nevertheless reached 100% of all children who died. (see Table 2) The expected
staffing level in Vyatlag on the eve of World War Two was 2,652, but there were
only 1,689 free labour workers. Vacant working places were filled by prisoners
(Berdinskikh 2001: 60). Viktor Berdinskikh explains: all those who were em-
ployed there sought to leave as soon as possible. We can observe the increase
in infant mortality among children of prisoners in Vyatlag in the autumn and
winter seasons, and on this basis we can conclude that in the northern, swampy,
and humid climate, sunny days had a health-improving effect.

The other camp we will cite here for comparison with Karlag is Bureilag,
a camp in the Gulag’s railroad industry system. Bureilag existed from 1938
to 1942, with its centre at Izvestkovaya station on the Far Eastern Railway
(now the Jewish Autonomous Region, a region on the Russian Pacific coast).
Initially, it was a BAM (railway Baikal Amur Magistral) construction site on
the Tynda-Zeya main line (southern Siberia close to the Chinese border).
At the beginning of 1941 the camp was restructured as an automobile repair
works, and with the beginning of the Second World War it functioned as an
ammunition manufacturing enterprise (Ohotin, Roginskij et al. 1998: 177-178).
The camp contingent stabilised until February 1939 and fluctuation was not so
high. The stabilisation of camp life affected the mortality, which in April 1939
(in comparison with January 1939) was 3.5 times lower (Golovin 2000).
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Months of Total number of Total number of Children of 9% mortality in Children of free
1941 imprisoned mothers’ | children who died | imprisoned mothers | relation to the total | labour mothers
children from 0 to 3 | inBureilagin 1941 | (% of the total num- of children of (% of total
years old in Bureilag ber of dead children) imprisoned number of
in 1941 mothers dead children)
January 180 5 4 (80%) 2.2% 1 (20%)
February 178 7 1(14.%) 0.5% 6 (85.7%)
March 181 6 2 (33%) 1% 4 (66.6%)
April 343 7 5 (71%) 0.4% 2 (28.6%)
May 348 10 4 (40%) 1.1% 6 (60%)
June 332 3 0 - 3 (100%)
July 343 18 4 (22%) 1.1% 14 (77.7)
August 354 25 10 (40%) 2.8% 15 (60%)
September 342 28 7 (25%) 2% 21 (75%)
October 252 6 4(66.7%) 1.6% 2 (33.3%)
December 224 10 10 (100%) 4.5% 0

Table 3: Mortality rates of children of prisoner’s and free laboures in Bureilag in 1941 (GARF E.
9414, In.1, D.2767: 1-24).
NB the information on December is absent from the Bureilag summary data.

According to the data in Table 3, the highest imprisoned mothers’ infant mortal-
ity rate in Bureilag during 1941 was in December when 4.5% of the total number
of female prisoners’ children died. In December 1941, there were 2,299 children
in Bureilag, of whom 224 were children of incarcerated mothers (of which 100%
were in children’s homes). In other months, the mortality rate ranged
from 0.4% to 2.2% of the total number of children of incarcerated mothers.
In June 1941, no children of female prisoners died in Bureilag.

The mortality rate of female prisoners’ children ranged from 22% to 100%
of the total number of deaths. At the same time, the mortality rate of children
of free employees also ranged from 20% to 100% of the total number of deaths.
It should be noted that the total number of children of free employees, regis-
tered in Gulag camps, was on average higher than the number of children of
incarcerated mothers. In January of 1941 the number of children of free labour
in Bureilag was 723 children, by December the number was 2,075, the highest
number was in August 1941 at 2,712 children. Thus, in January and February,
there were four times more children of free labour workers than of incarcerated
mothers, between March and September seven times more, and in October
and December nine times more. The number of children of free employees
increased sharply, while the mortality rate remained approximately the same
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as that of children of incarcerated mothers. The number of female prisoners’
children increased approximately twofold over the year.

By comparing statistical data from the three camps (the percentage of
incarcerated mothers’ dead children of the total number of children), we can
conclude that the overall mortality rate among female prisoners” children in
Karlag was somewhat lower than in those of the Gulag’s camps that focused on
other economic activities such as railways and forestry. At the same time, the
total number of children of female prisoners in Karlag was an order of mag-
nitude higher than in the Gulag camps dedicated to other economic systems.
One reason for the lower child mortality rate in Karlag could be that Karlag
was an agricultural camp conglomerate engaged in producing vegetables and
meat, so inmates had better access to food than in industrial camps (Ventsel
& Zhanguttin 2016).

For a comparison of children’s mortality in Karlag we present data on child
mortality in corrective working camps and other penitentiary facilities from
the Soviet Ministry of the Internal Affairs (MVD SSSR) from 1947 (Table 4).
In this year mortality among children was one of the highest within the Gulag
camp system.

Month The number of children in institutions Died %
January 14,631 496 3.3
February 14,706 469 3.1
March 17,289 544 33
April 17,453 532 3.0
May 18,075 501 29
June 19,243 526 2.7
July 20,244 726 3.6
August 19,992 904 4.5
September 11,345 354 3.8
October 9,557 359 3.7
November 9,506 400 4.0
December 10,217 412 4.7

Table 4. Child mortality in work camps and other penitentiary facilities from the Soviet Ministry
of the Internal Affairs (MVD SSSR) from 1947 (Khlevniuk 2004: 563-564).

Comparison of childrens’ mortality of with 1947 in corrective work camps
and other similar institutions of the Ministry of the Internal Affairs shows
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lower mortality in Karlag camps. In 1941 higher mortality came in April (3%),
September (2.2%) and December (2%), in other months it was below 2%.
In 1947 overall child mortality in Gulag camps was at its lowest in June (2.7%),
although in August, November and December was between 4.0% and 4.7.
Nevertheless, as we as we learn from the surviving memoires of Tatyana
Nikolskaya, who was born in Karlag in 1941, the chances of survival for the
children of female prisoners was very low. Tatyana Nikolskaya recalls:

I was born in April 1941. Or rather, not so! Not I was born, but there
were two of us. Twins, born on April 9, 1941 - Vladislav and Tatiana.
Vladislav, unfortunately, due to illness, Vladislav did not live to this day.
And, moreover, it was a completely incomprehensible disease. Absolutely
incomprehensible. So, my mother told me that it was very difficult for him
..., very difficult to survive. So there was incontinence of the head ... [the
doctor] did injections and I've got huge scars on my two legs where they
to put an IV drip in. Well, it wasn't an IV drip, it was some kind of solvent.
After the solvent was injected, they cut it all up, and the scars formed. They
said: “You see, your vitality is inherent in you.” Probably, the doctors tried
to save my brother, but due to the conditions in the camp, their efforts were
not enough (Deti ALZHIRA 2005).

From the recollections of incarcerated mothers, we can conclude that the at-
titude toward children in the children’s homes was quite formal. The mother
of Albert Main, born in Karlag in May 1940, kept notes while in the camp,
despite this being strictly forbidden. On February 11, 1941, she recorded her
impressions of the children’s home where her son was kept:

In the nursing room [the cold air from outside] was blowing in from the
windows and the door. Alik was like a mouse. He never once stretched out
his arms. The poor children were freezing. At times he was almost blue.
Yes, January was the hardest month. Because of the cold and hunger, it
was almost impossible to calm the child. With 200 grams of bread and
one warm meal a day. After every feeding, there was a pain in my breasts.

Albert Mein himself recalled, “I distinctly remember standing in a crib some-
where and being cold. I can’t say where exactly. Sometimes, someone would
forcefully give me something, apparently some medicine or food. I tried to
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resist somehow. What I remember is me standing up in the crib every time,
and for some reason alone all the time (Stark 2013: 18-19).

According to statistical data from the Gulag Sanitation Department,
from 20% to 50% of female prisoners’ children in the children’s homes of Kar-
lag in 1941 fell ill (GARF F. 9414, In.1, D.2767). These data can be seen more
clearly in Table 5.

Months of 1941 Total number of the imprisoned mothers’ Sick children in children’s homes
children from 0 to 3 years old in Karlag in 1941 (% of total number of children)

January 901 259 (28.7%)

February 911 223 (24.5%)

April 951 456 (48%)

June 1018 269 (26.4%)

July 1056 323 (30.6%)

August 1101 376 (34.1%)

September 1084 317 (29.2%)

October 1081 338 (31.2%)

November 1080 400 (37%)

December 1077 427 (39.6%)

Table 5. Number of children who fell ill in children’s homes in Karlag in 1941 (GARF E 9414,
In.1, D.2767: 1-24).

According to the data in Table 6, the highest number of sick (as well as dead,
see Table 1) children in Karlag in 1941 was in April, constituting 48% of the
total number of children in the children’s homes (they were all the children
of imprisoned mothers). In the other months, the percentage of sick children
ranged from 24.5% to 39.6%. The poor condition of the children in Karlag in
April 1941, in our opinion, is for the following reasons (the reporting materials
and summaries do not indicate the causes of mortality in any particular month):

- Insufficient nutrition. Apart from cereals the nutritional norms in the
Karlag children’s homes in 1941 included - in rather modest quantities

- some bread and animal and milk fats, but should also have included
fruits and vegetables (Alanijazov & Saktaganova 2023: 135). Even assuming
that prisoners’ children were fed according to the rules, it is unlikely that
they received fresh fruit and vegetables as these were unavailable in early
spring. Thus, the children’s bodies were weakened by a lack of vitamins.
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— Sharp temperature changes (up to 20 degrees Celsius) in Central Kazakh-
stan, which has a cold climate, and at the same time insufficient heating
of premises. Children were extremely cold and falling ill in the children’s
homes.

- Itis possible to assume that in Karlag in April 1941 there was an epidemic
of some sort (which were quite common in the Gulag camps), which due
to the insufficient supply of medicines in the camps doctors could not
cope with.

A common table was used to summarise Gulag Sanitation Department data
for 1941, the data on children of free labour in the Gulag camps, and data
on the children of incarcerated women, which allows us to make a compara-
tive analysis of the situation of the different children in the camps. Regard-
ing medical care, the Gulag free labour often used the same structures of
the Sanitation Department which also monitored the health of prisoners.
There were no separate hospitals in the structure of the Karlag for VOHR
(voyenizirovannaya okhrana, or paramilitary guard units) officers and free
employees. The medical care of all people, both prisoners and free labour, was
provided by the Sanitation Department.

As reported by Viktor Nikolaevitch Zemskov, the Gulag VOHR paramilitary
guards numbered about 107,000 in the early 1940s. He notes that in addition
to assisting prisoners, the sanitary service of camps and the corrective labour
colony (ispravitel'nyje kolonii)* also provided medical care for VOHR soldiers
and their families (Cholak 1989).

By the early 1940s, former prisoners, who had been forbidden to leave
their camps, were increasingly becoming free employees at these camps. For
example, for women arrested under NKVD order No. 00486, the end of their
term was to come in 1942-1943 and 1945-1946. Nevertheless, a special directive
of June 22, 1941, prohibited their release from the camps because they were
deemed “counter-revolutionaries, bandits, recidivists and other dangerous
criminals”. The following year, a directive was issued allowing the release of
CHSIRs (ureHBI ceMblt U3MEHHIKOB poanHbL, or family members of traitors to
the motherland) on the condition that they remain in the camps as free labour
(Grinev et al. 2003: 28-29). Former prisoners who were unable to return to
their previous lives after leaving the camp also became free employees because
very often work was denied to ‘enemies of the people’ elsewhere.
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Some structures of the sanitary service, such as those related to the su-
pervision of children, employed free labour. The Instruction on the Sanitary
Service of Prisons of the NKVD USSR from 1940 states that, regarding the
maintenance of prison nurseries, “all work in the nursery is managed by the
head of the sanitary service of the prison. Nursery services are to be performed
by free labour medical workers according to certain staffing requirements
(GARFE 9401, In.1sch, D. 570:198).

According to Boris Aleksandrovitch Nakhapetov, a historian of the Gulag
Sanitation Department, medical care for free workers and their families was a
difficult task. In most remote and forest camps there were no hospitals at all.

There are many shortcomings in the provision of medical care for the
free workers and their families, as well as to the personnel of the guards,
which are summarized as follows: the network of hospital facilities is
insufficient. This is especially acute in the deep forest camp units. Even
within the administration of some forest camps, such as Usolskiy and
Kizelovskiy (in the Molotov oblast, currently Perm oblast in northern Rus-
sia), there are no hospitals, and the stafl, their families, and personnel of
the guards often go through a lot of trouble before receiving the necessary
medical care. Kindergartens and nurseries were also in insufficient quantity
(Nakhapetov 2009: 82).

The statistical data of the Gulag Sanitation Department shows that the larg-
est number of children of free labour in Karlag in 1941 was in November,
with 1,354 children. The peak of mortality for this group was September 1941
with 1.3% of the total number of free labour children dying (16 out of 1,249).
In 1941, from 8% to 29% of free labour children received medical care in kin-
dergartens and nurseries in Karlag, and by the end of the year their number
had risen to 30%.
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Months of 1941 | Children of free labour | Total number of free labour childrenin | Fellill in nurseries and kindergartens
from 0 to 8 years old nurseries and kindergartens (% of total number of

(% of total number of free labour children)
free labour children)

January 1,114 90 (8%) 3(0.26%)

February 1,187 92 (7.7%) 46 (3.8%)

April 1,202 115 (9.5%) 28 (2.3%)

June 1,293 133 (10.2%) 7 (0.5%)

July 1,231 136 (11%) 26 (2%)

August 1,217 187 (15.3%) 28 (2.3%

September 1,249 230 (18.4%) 35 (2.8%)

October 1,268 336 (26.5%) 81 (6.3%)

November 1,354 408 (30%) 128 (9.4%)

December 1,330 389 (29.2%) 164 (12.3%)

Table 6. Provision of kindergarten and nursery places for the children of Karlag free labour, and
the mortality rate among those children in 1941.

The mortality rate of children of free labour in kindergartens and nurseries
increased during 1941 from 0.26% to 12.6% of the total free labour children.
Nevertheless, a certain decline in the mortality of this group was observed
during the summer months of 1941.

In some Karlag departments there were significant problems with housing
for VOHR guards. In the distribution of funds for housing, free workers were
considered last. This distribution policy continued from the 1930s through
to the 1950s. A letter from a VOHR rifleman (strelok) of the VOHR, written
in 1939 to the local prosecutor demonstrates this:

I live with my family practically in the open air. ... It was raining, and I
didn’t know where to put the child. There are leaks everywhere. I had to ask
aneighbour to let me to sleep over. Since the baby was born he has always
been sick from the cold. Neither the child nor my wife have been given a
bread card. I cannot live on 600 grams of bread and 200 roubles. I wrote
reports, but they don't help, on the contrary, my situation is getting worse

and worse. I sleep in my clothes, and the child’s nappy cannot be changed.
I ask to exclude me from the guard, I cannot work (Dilmanov 2002: 184).

But even with such problems of child morbidity among VOHR personnel, we
can see from the statistics of the Gulag Sanitation Department that in orphan-
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ages and nurseries, children of free employees contracted fewer diseases than
the children of prisoners in children’s homes.

The greatest peak of mortality occurred in December 1941 and was
about 12% of children. The increased mortality in the autumn and winter
months suggests that the infrastructure of kindergartens and nurseries was
inadequate: it is likely that the premises were not sufficiently heated during
these months.

Conclusion

Thus, it can be concluded that despite some financial investments made by the
Gulag authorities to help with infrastructure for the maintenance of children of
imprisoned mothers, the mortality rate of these children remained high. Life
in the Soviet camp meant total control over the lives and activities of inmates.
Although in reality inmates were sometimes able to have certain agency and
could express their personality through art, or cultivating and preparing food
(Ventsel & Zhanguttin 2016; Ventsel et al. 2014), regarding the relationship
between mothers and children, control was strict and efficient. This had serious
consequences on the life expectancy of children.

Almost two-thirds of all children who died in Karlag in 1941 were the chil-
dren of imprisoned mothers. The highest percentage of deaths in this group of
children in Karlag in 1941 was in April, when 29 children died, i.e. 88% of the
total child mortality rate in Karlag of this year. Moreover, from the presented
data on total mortality in Karlag it can be concluded that the highest percent-
age of child mortality occurred in April: of the 92 deaths in Karlag, children
accounted for 35.8%.

In April 1941, there were 2,153 children in Karlag, of whom 1,202 (55.8%)
were children of free labour and 951 (44.1%) children of imprisoned moth-
ers. The proportion of incarcerated mothers™ children who died was 3%. We
speculate that the increased infant mortality in this month may have been
due to inadequate nutrition, lack of vitamins, inadequate heating of children’s
homes, and a possible increase in infectious diseases, characteristic of the
spring. In the other months of 1941, the percentage of deaths was lower. A
definite peak occurred in September, when 40 children died, of whom 24 (60%)
were children of imprisoned mothers, representing 2% of the total children of
imprisoned mothers.
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Overall, the percentage of children of incarcerated mothers who died, in re-
lation to general infant mortality in Karlag, ranged from 60 to 90% during 1941.
It can be argued that care of prisoners” children in the children’s homes was
inadequate. The fact that the organisation of life in children’s homes, where
children were, except for feeding time, continuously without their mothers, was
a major contribution to child mortality. In 1941, 26% to 48% of the children of
imprisoned mothers fell ill in the children’s homes.

However, in Karlag, compared to some other Gulag camp systems, the
mortality rate of children of incarcerated mothers was lower. According to the
data we have presented for the other two camps in the Gulag system, we can
see that in Vyatlag the mortality rate of children of imprisoned mothers varied
from 33% to 100% of the total number of children who died. The number of
children in Vyatlag was smaller than in Karlag (a maximum of 119 children
in November). Approximately the same percentage of mortality was recorded
among free labour children of in Vyatlag, with a larger number of children
(a maximum of 568 children in November and October 1941). The mortality
rate of children of imprisoned mothers in Bureilag ranged from 20% to 100%
during 1941, where the total number of children of female prisoners was ap-
proximately 10 times lower than the number of children of free employees.

In general, we can conclude that the number of children of free employees
in camps in the Gulag system in 1941 was much higher than of imprisoned
women. At the same time, the mortality rate of free labour children was much
lower than that of prisoners’ children. However, Sanitation Department reports
on attendance at children’s nurseries and kindergartens by children of free
labour are not sufficiently valid due to the fact that there was an insufficient
number of kindergartens and nurseries for Gulag workers during the period
in question. Only 8% to 30% of free labour children were able to go to kinder-
garten or nursery. The mortality of children of free labour, unlike the children
of prisoners, was higher in the autumn and winter months.

Notes

! The Central Executive Committee of the Soviet Union (Tsentral'nyj ispolnitel'ni komitet
SSSR) was the highest governing body in the Soviet Union in the interim of the sessions
of the Congress of Soviets, and existed from 1922 until 1938, when it was replaced by
the Supreme Soviet of first convocation.
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?'The Council of People’s Commiissars (Soviet narodnykh kommissarov or Sovnarkom, also
as generic SNK), was a government institution formed shortly after the October Revolution
in 1917. Created in the Russian Republic the council laid foundations in restructuring
the country to form the Soviet Union. It evolved to become the highest government
authority of executive power under the Soviet system in states which came under the
control of the Bolsheviks.

® Such colonies combined penal detention with compulsory work (penal labour).
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Abstract: Place-lore has been gathered and recorded by Estonian researchers
since the end of the 19" century, among which are a host of accounts relating
to interactions with human spirits. This article examines place-lore texts
relating to burial sites, stored at the Estonian Folklore Archive. Narratives
that are interwoven into these folk stories reveal a recurring motif of entities
asserting ownership over place or objects or imposing spatial restrictions
regarding certain sites. This article analyses these cases and proposes that
these behavioural patterns indicate a reflection of values and principles
among the population.

Keywords: place-lore, burial sites, human spirits, folk narratives, boundary-
setting, ownership and space

Introduction

Place-attachment can be described as a process resulting in the association
of place with meaning and emotional affection (Cross 2015). Place identity,
however, has been defined as a component of personal identity, a process by
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which, through interaction with places, people describe themselves in terms
of belonging to a specific place (Hernandez et al. 2007). Both of these concepts
tie into the premise of this article’s hypothesis, aiming to examine the cor-
relations between recurring spiritual territoriality-related motifs in Estonian
place-lore stories.

The narratives of boundary-setting by various kinds of spirits in regards to
natural places as approached in this article, has been inspected by researcher
Veikko Anttonen, who set emphasis of boundaries among natural sites dubbed
with the title ‘pyhd’, estimating lines between sacred and non-sacred, while
place-lore researcher John Bjorkman has contributed to the discussion of
borders in folkloristics by interpreting the spirits’ social meaning and their
effect on the regulation of the activities of the local people associated with the
spirit-related sites (Bjorkman 2021). As a contribution to the aforementioned
discourse of boundary-setting and environmental experience among motifs
relating to spirits in 19-20™ century Estonian place-lore, the current article ap-
proaches the matter from the angle of narratives in which spirits are depicted as
asserting ownership or dominion over places or objects. Folk narratives related
to places can become closely entwined with the accumulation of meanings,
layer by layer, although the same places can also obtain personal significance
as awareness of them grows (Sdavborg & Valk 2018). Meanings accredited to
spirits in place-lore can be interpreted as a reflection on the beliefs and values
of local inhabitants of the surrounding landscape and by understanding the
clues in these narratives, we can make choices based on this insight to impose
safety regulations or help local inhabitants. Elizabeth Bird (2002) described
how local narratives are formed in response to gaps in current knowledge or
other factors, offering cultural explanations for the ambiguity of landscapes
or phenomena.

The dynamics of sacred and everyday meanings of landscape has been
analysed from various focuses and regional ranges. Estonian folk tradition has
been approached from phenomenology by Ivar Paulson (1967), he describes
the spirits of the dead as territorial guardians and emphasizes the continuity
between the living and the dead, and the spatial division between their domains,
which are concepts that have shaped the conceptual foundation for this article.
The other researcher of Estonian folk religion, Oskar Loorits (1947) provides a
comparative-historic point of view, linking Estonian folk belief to the Finno-
Ugic tradition and broader animistic logic, which is relevant to the Udmurdic
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sources referenced in the analysis part of achieved materials. His approach af-
firms the perspective of this article of interpreting boundary-setting as moral
and cosmological rules.

More broadly, the place-identity and place-attachment and their relations
with meanings such as sacredness have been studied in (landscape) anthropology.
Anthropologist Tim Ingold (Ingold 1993), who established the phenomeno-
logical anthropology, argues that landscapes are not static “containers” but are
lived-with and co-created by humans and other beings, reflecting the perception
that warnings, prohibitions, and territorial claims of spirits’ agentive belong-
ing and that landscapes are entangled with non-human persons. Symbolic
anthropologist Clifford Geertz, who frames culture as a system of symbols,
concluding that rituals, stories, and symbols encode moral orders and social
values, an approach that this article’s hypothesis is derived from. (Geertz 1973)
In his work Rites of Passage, van Gennep identifies spatial and temporal
thresholds where the ordinary order is suspended. Van Gennep’s (1961)
definition of liminality supports this article’s basis for describing a spirits’s au-
thority threshold. While the influences of Paulson and Loorits are relevant to
this study by broader interpretation of spirit-related phenomenology, the works
of noted anthropologists (Ingold, Geertz and van Gennep) are more directly
relevant to the concepts used for analysis of the examples of narrative stories.

The discussion of the relevance of belief in folklore has sparked different
perspectives. Marilyn Motz has highlighted folkloristics’ ability to affirm and
explore belief as a practice and its formation (Motz 1998). Estonian researcher
Ulo Valk has described belief as a fundamental component in illuminating the
relationship between individuals and stories, the values and ideas they carry,
and the bonds between people and their engagement with the tangible and
intangible worlds (Valk 2021). Although considering belief as a relevant tool
in understanding the meaning of stories and narratives, American scholar
Sabina Magliocco argues that belief is contextual and therefore a response to
a particular set of factors (Magliocco 2012).

As an exoteric term in our contemporary society, belief calls into question
its own validity and can often be treated interchangeably with “knowledge”
(Motz 1998). As such, when a numinous high-stakes situation occurs and,
Magliocco (2012) argues that those undergoing the experience go into a state
of “participatory consciousness’, during which their past experiences and
beliefs cast influence on given interpretations and these interpretations are
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consequently expressed in the descriptions of their experienced stories. I pose
an argument that burial site-related place lore accounts provide an opportunity
of reflection on the beliefs and values of informants and that these insights are
brought to light in the subsequent analyses of case studies.

Kaarina Koski has worked closely with materials at the Finnish Literature
Society’s (FLS) archives to interpret and analyse death-related entities in Finn-
ish place-lore narratives. She discusses that belief toward the subject matter,
if defined as an active and conscious reliance on a certain ontological and,
consequently, normative option, presented in folk stories can play a relevant
part in forming the narrators’ attitudes and worldview, (Koski 2008) whereas
Timothy Tangherlini (1990) argues that emergence of belief items in folk stories
reinforces their status in folk belief and that folk belief motifs legitimate the
message of the story.

Material and methods

The material subject to analysis in this study is a selection of place-lore stories
gathered by researchers at the Estonian Folk Archives in the XIX and XX century.
I chose a sample of 315 accounts of encounters with various types of entities,
both human spirits and others. The earliest narrative dates from 1889, the most
recent from 1996, with most of the material focusing on the period 1930-1940.
The material is spread out between the counties of Estonia as the administrative
division was during the country’s post-soviet era accordingly: Harjumaa - 61;
Jarvamaa - 48; Virumaa - 32; Ladnemaa - 20; Saaremaa - 32; Parnumaa - 11;
Viljandimaa - 32; Tartumaa - 37; Vérumaa - 37 and Setomaa - 5 archived
stories respectively. The reason for the unevenness of collected narratives
stems possibly from the history of field work trips conducted in Estonia. Dur-
ing certain decades, some areas were more thoroughly inspected than others.
(Tamm 2002) The criteria for looking into these specific cases were that, firstly,
they have to be related to a specific localizable site, secondly, relation to a burial
site, and thirdly, these cases are tied to the depiction of a spiritual entity. For
clarification of what an entity is in the context of this article, Reet Hiiemée has
provided Estonian explanatory dictionary’s definition of a vaimolend, which I
maintain as the keyword that I have used for research: “a disembodied spirit in
various religious depictions”. (Hiiemae 2024) The cases selected for this study
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showcase different ways in which humans have crossed boundaries of spirits
and have invoked some sort of consequential response. Examples of these cases
are provided in the latter part of the article.

Based on the nature of the infringements of spirit-set boundaries described
in narratives, I have devised four categories of cases: (1) Spirits blocking path-
ways; (2) Spirits objecting to human presence; (3) Spirits prohibiting certain
actions; (4) Spirits claiming objects; Examples are brought from each of these
depictions of spirits expressing agency over certain aspects of our humanly
tangible realm. While some recorded cases in the chosen sample belong to one
devised category, many narratives overlap and thus describe multiple enact-
ments of imposed boundaries.

The methodology used for concluding the research findings were qualitative
analysis of archived materials at Estonian Literary Museum, i.e. finding pat-
terns between various texts to identify common codes (seeing/hearing spirits,
accidents, illnesses, cautionary sounds, metamorphosis, two-sided conversa-
tions, physical interventions, nightmares, revenant spirits, rituals, omens etc),
after identifying the codes, forming clusters of broader meaningled to creating
the four main categories, subject to analysis in this article. The software used
for conducting coding was the Miro mindmapping software. The criteria for
validating a code was for the motif to reoccur in at least ten narrative stories
found at the archive.

Spirits blocking pathways

Crossroads as liminal zones have been described as places where restless spirits
gather, whereas roads, edges of certain natural places such as lakes, mountains,
forests etc may serve as markers for spirits that limit their movement and/or
the area of effect of their power and influence (Lintrop 2021; Remmel 2022;
Valk 2006). Human spirits have been thought to be associated with certain
areas in a way that could be described as taking ownership of a place in nature
or a structure (Bjorkman 2021). Such liminal spaces are governed by a set of
regulations, expectations and boundaries, bypassing of which can be interpreted
as a serious transgression with possible consequences (Kiitt 2004; Séavborg &
Valk 2018). If an encounter with a spirit takes place, regardless if physical or
otherwise, bodily reactions such as heart pounding, paralysis or shivers are felt,
often accredited to the energetic presence of a spiritual entity (Hiiemde 2024).
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Among recorded accounts of spirit-related burial site place lore, folkloristic
narratives about the physical boundaries imposed by spirits create a reverent
stigma to certain sites, lending to oral heritage that is passed on to others, cre-
ating collectively known stories. Recorded cases of people losing their agency
over physical space, regardless if the spirit causing this effect is visible or not,
has in some cases been reported as an alarming notion and one that would
be described as intentional frightening (cf ERA II 55, 694 (3; 4), 1932). While
in some cases, the pathways or zones are thought to have a certain associated
time restriction, such as a non-entry time frame of midnight until the sunrise
(cf RKM II 63, 483 (8), 1957), other cases involve specific actions or rituals
performed by the spirits that cause the affected areas and pathways to become
inaccessible for the duration. Such ritualistic occurrences include the spirits
returning to their homes (cf RKM 11 63, 482/3 (7), 1957), in which cases it has
been deemed that the spirits prefer to be undisturbed and conduct their af-
fairs without distractions, and thus set up a sort of barrier, asserting the spirits’
boundary and will.

Although the spirits claiming ownership over places are regularly described
as ambivalent by their nature (Koski 2008; Lintrop 2021), limitations of human
beings’ movement can be far from the extent to which spiritual entities are
willing to go in order to protect the areas that they set claim to, from intrusion:

That Tiirnamégi — they say there are also plague graves there. That’s why
people supposedly see spirits there. I connected it with the fact that several
people have been hit by a train there. Maybe the spirits pulled them under
the train — I don’t know. Anyway, in more recent times, several people
have been hit by a train near Tiirnamégi. It’s between Kohila and Vilivere
stations, more towards Vilivere, where there’s kind of a hill, just a bit be-
fore the track starts going downhill toward Vilivere. Right by the railway
(ERA DH 1942 (4) 2015).

This example highlights a recurring motif of spirits contending over spiritual
territoriality i.e. enforcing a consequence when boundaries are crossed, even
by means of causing harm to humans in the process. The train passing by
Tirnamagi’s burial site invokes consequences whether or not the perpetra-
tors are aware of their transgression or not. Much like the legal system in our
modern day society — being aware of or oblivious to the state laws has the same
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outcome upon breaking the rules. In this case, unwritten rules are still rules,
even if unexplained, and no merit is endowed to good or ill intention.

But what if humans entertain the idea of reclaiming spiritual territoriality
by attempting to create infrastructure or erect buildings on top of areas and
pathways that have been claimed by the will of spirits? Is there a possibility of
peaceful cohabitation based on the recorded cases stored at Estonian Literary
Museum?

In the village of Leedri, there were countless ghosts at the chapel field. Once,
they tried to build a church there, but it didn’t work out — the church was
torn down overnight. Then people feared that the ghost might suddenly
start destroying the village houses as well. To protect against this, crooked
fences were made on both sides, probably so the ghosts would walk against
the walls in the dark at night. Roaming ghosts were feared there, and the
fear still lingers today (ERA II 230 181 (4) 1939).

The inability to construct buildings of worship, roads or other structures has
been shared in many cases, some of which involve spirits inhibiting the crea-
tion of infrastructure over and over again (KKI 38 146/7 (3) 1965). In some
particular cases, when a community realizes they cannot widen their own ter-
ritories or protect what they have created, countermeasures such as verbal or
physical boundaries are set in place to fend off what might feel like an assault
by an unknown opposition, potentially instilling fear among the community.
Verbal spellcrafting for protection purposes has become a less widely used
practice, although in smaller, close-knit village based communities, it is that is
still well-known (Remmel 2014). These practices act as resources for members
of a community, reinforcing confidence in their ability to defend themselves.

Spirits objecting to human presence

The rules and regulations set by spirits based on folk narratives can be rigorous
to follow, given that no obvious threshold is provided as to which limitations
and boundaries have been crossed. Many places have been said to be ominous
due to the area being possessed by certain spirits (Panina & Vladykina 2021).
Interacting with spirits within their domains, if done deliberately, can bring
substantial benefits such as protection from other, sometimes malignant entities,
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however in such a scenario, a set of rules may then apply for this transactional
sort of relationship. These rules range from keeping a respectful attitude towards
the land, being quiet in certain areas, to making animal sacrifices in exchange
for good relations with the governing spirit as well as gaining good fortune
(Jonuks & Aikis 2019; Vladykina & Glukhova 2021). The roles of the spirits
in narratives are often tied to the physical features of their governed landscape
and are thus associated to certain specific objects on the terrain such as stones,
trees, springs etc.

In cases where the protagonists of stories have fallen asleep on burial sites,
statements of audible warnings are not uncommon. Regardless of the person’s
awareness of the nature of the place in question, “Do not sleep on my grave’, or
“Get off me” are widely reported. These could be a simple one-time warning,
after which the person would be merely frightened (H II 16 461/2 (5) 1888),
but could also incorporate the appearing of the spirit, whereas usually the spirit
would appear in plain white, black or gray garments and speak in an impos-
ing manner and coming to a close proximity (ERA II 287 171/2 (11) 1940).
Although physical confrontation on the side of the spirit is more rare among
cases at the Estonian Literary Museum, some spirits do not shy away from in-
flicting harm to the people crossing their boundaries. Whether or not a warning
is issued, might not be relevant, but in a particular case, a man who fell asleep
in the forest on a place later confirmed as a burial mound, was dragged through
the forest a fair distance before he would say a prayer in his mind, after which
the confrontation ended (ERA II 13 11 (1) 1929). In some cases, the health-
related effects become apparent after a prolonged time after the encounter:

Anyone who has traveled 10-11 versts [about 10-12 km] from Tartu along
the Riga road has also seen Pahni Hill, as the Riga road goes directly over
the mentioned hill. And about this hill, there are many old folk beliefs
and legendary meanings in this region. This likely stems from the fact that
many decades ago (possibly even centuries ago), there used to be a chapel
or a burial house there. Forty years ago, there was still a thick alder thicket
there. Even the foundations of the buildings were still faintly visible. Wild
raspberries and strawberries grew among the undergrowth. One time, a
group of children went there to pick berries. Suddenly, a young woman
appeared to them, wearing a long headscarf with a tall fold. She didn’t say
a single word to the children. One child tried to tug at her dress to check
whether the woman was wearing fine clothes. After that, the child fell ill
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and did not get better until sand was brought from the place where the
woman had stood. This sand was mixed into drinking water and used
for washing. Only after that was the child cured (H II 30 577/8 (1) 1889).

When a person has overstayed their welcome at particular sites where spirits
roam, they can fall ill as a consequence. As per the above example, it is a com-
mon motif for people who come in contact with or experience the presence of
a spirit, to experience physical or mental effects that may be hard to explain
with common knowledge (Hiiemée 2025). The sand used to heal the child who
became sick can be interpreted as a symbolic way of making amends with the
woman’s spirit for the possible offense and thus severing the bond that was
created by the child, albeit unintentionally. In some instances, it is believed
that a person can fall to poor health by merely visiting certain burial sites or
after visually spotting the revenant spiritual governor of the area. This sort of
intrusion of health occurred when the formerly deceased baron and ruler of
a local manor house was seen driving his carriage and horses though a for-
est, floating above the ground and bushes, vanishing abruptly. The onlookers
included a local man who had known this baron from past times, and his
distracted barking dog (RKM II 50 96 (20) 1956).

Many recorded cases reflect the will of people continuing to live on through
actions, words and restrictions, which can be tracked especially in situations
where the intentions regarding the owner’s worldly property or land were known
before they passed away (RKM II 212 19 (15) 1966). In the mentioned case
where a landowner explicitly told his family that his grandson would inherit
the house and not his son nor would he be welcomed to visit, once the son did
in fact enter the house of his father, he would be scared away by a familiar voice
echoing from the chimney, stating “Who said you could come into this house?”
The son then built himself a new house and reburied his father, turning the coftin
sideways, since the restless soul of his father had continued to roam his former
house and torture the horses. The occurrences at the property then ceased.

Another burial site in the village of Hellamaa, was known for spirits gather-
ing to hold celebrations (Jung 1910: 99/100 (11). Spirits had been seen gather-
ing around a bonfire in white robes, dancing and chanting. It was told by a
third party that a young man from the village had gone to talk to a mysterious
girl sitting on a stone and making a braid of flowers while singing. When the
young man went into the forest and was lost from line of sight, thick fog rose
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and the bonfire along with the celebrating people in white, had disappeared.
The young man had been found dead in the morning at the edge of this forest.

Spirits prohibiting certain actions

The study of border spirits is a long-spanning tradition, revisited by various
researchers throughout the 20™ century (Korolainen 2024), although interpreta-
tions in border studies and the concept of ‘borderscapes’ is still explored and
the value and meaning of borders is debated in our contemporary politically
diverse world with rapid technological advancement (Krichker 2019). In folk-
loristics, among other belief narrative researchers, Kari Korolainen stands out
as one who views narratives of specific spirits such as the border spirit, through
a focused lens, aimed at dissecting the depiction of these spirits in a thorough
analysis. In his writing, Korolainen expands on multiple archived cases where
spirits express place-attachment and their need to assert space-related boundar-
ies by prohibiting certain actions and disclosing existent taboos as well as the
sacredness of a given area (Korolainen 2024). In this spirit, [ bring an example
of a narrative highlighting an entity’s territorialism:

Where the Swedish church is, they’ve marked everything—where the cellar
is and so on. The forest warden went and stuck markers everywhere with
his stick. I said: “Why are you doing that? A spirit walks there. There’s a
dead person there—you mustn’t disturb it” And the next day I saw: there
was a long-haired woman at our place, across the corridor. A long-haired
woman, slightly reddish—like a Swede. I would’ve asked: “Who are you?”
But I got scared. Didn’t ask. Then she vanished. Youre not supposed to
make a racket or break anything there. But our old man went too, started
breaking and clattering around. I said right away: “You mustn't disturb that
place — there’s a dead person there” I even went up the ladder to check
for tracks. There weren't any. Spirits don’t leave tracks. It was exactly the
next day that it happened. And you're not allowed to dig in that old church
cellar or cut down trees in the area either. (RKM II 362 248/9 (1)).

In this case, the sanctity of the burial site in highlighted by the belief that causing
a disturbance by either making loud noises or marking the area is forbidden.
Seeing the apparition of a long-haired woman was interpreted as an effect of
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the actions performed by the people of the story, which is a common theme
among burial site-related narratives. The spirits of the stories seldom appear
to people and speak, whereas separate instances of these are well-recorded (E
15076/7). Presumably, as the narrator had explained his insight to the other
characters of the story with a tone of caution, the knowledge of spiritual pos-
session of the area will have been a known factor before the incident. The taboo
of digging in that area also compounds to the notion that a spirit would be
evoked and possibly become enraged or disturbed, when their resting place is
defiled in some way. Cutting down the trees in the surrounding area as a disal-
lowed practice brings forth a belief that the place claimed by the residing spirit
is wider and more elaborate than the specific plot of dirt in which the human
remains were buried, but more intricately the surrounding forest, making the
task of determining the measure of a spirit’s domain more complex and tricky.

Many of the cases among the discussed corpus of narratives overlap in the
four overarching categories, which I titled after initial coding. For example, hu-
man presence can be described to be intrusive for spirits alongside with specific
actions that had been conducted, thus, it might not be a straightforward task
to separate one from the other, unless it is explicitly indicated or referenced
within the story. A recurring motif among boundary-related place lore stories
is one where people, oftentimes unknowingly, set up camp to rest for the night
in a place where the ground is elevated somewhat. Unsuspecting of the terrain,
they thus have placed their tent(s) on top of a burial mound, causing unease to
the spirit or group of spirits that reside in the area. One recorded case told of a
sailor who set his tent on a well-known burial site on the lands of a farmland
and went to tell of his experiences of the past night to the family of the farm
house. Once he had started to fall asleep in his tent, a tall woman, wearing a
blue hat came to him and started applying pressure to his body, all the while
asking “Why are you sleeping of my grave?” In the morning, the man left a
tormented impression. The narrator added that later a military garrison was
erected on that site, but it had to be moved to another location because most
of the soldiers stationed there could not sleep at night due to disturbances and
sounds of different kinds (ERA 11 114 511/4 (33) 1935).

Mostly, those who experience the presence of an incorporeal spirit, live to
tell the tale, even in cases where the crossing of boundaries leads to mental or
bodily harm to the human. Some burial sites are infamous for leading people
astray and creating a state in which the affected person would lose their senses,
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their sense of self, or their understanding of reality, in the most profound way
(Koiva et al. 2025). However, in some cases, the people who are lead astray can
end up being abducted, thus, they would not be seen or heard from for some
time or ever again. In a case of a burial site near the sea, it was acknowledged by
local inhabitants that swimming near this place was forbidden due to roaming
female spirits who would entice the swimmers to go deep into the water, never
to return (ERA II 233 343 (14) 1939).

Spirits claiming objects

In his article about Spiritual Possession and Real Estate, Ulo Valk goes into
lengths at discussing spiritual ownership, possession of objects and how at-
tachment to objects can develop through the accumulation of symbolic and
sentimental meaning. He leans on the idea that if living humans can become
engrossed in places and objects, then this can transfer to spirits of these people
after they pass on to the next realm of existence (Valk 2006). I tend to share
this view of spiritual ownership and attachments to objects and in the context
of this article, will bring examples of cases that illustrate this belief, first from
the side of those who experience the spirit in the waking realm and then those
who have had interactions with spirits laying claim to objects in their dream
states, as interactions have been reported in various states of consciousness
(Hufford 1982).

A forest guard once went walking in the woods. He went to a certain cross
by the path and muttered to himself: “Others always say they see spirits here,
but I've never seen anyone. I want to knock over this cross, let’s see whether
I'll be able to sleep at night or not” When the forest guard had reached the
cross, he heard his dog growling behind his back. The forest guard looked
at the dog—the dog was standing timidly behind him, staring past the
cross into a small clearing. The forest guard didn't see anything there and
kept walking forward, thinking maybe a forest thief was hiding nearby.

Suddenly he saw a woman in white standing in front of him — she truly
looked like a spirit. The forest guard didn’t dare move a muscle; he waited
to see what would happen. All at once, the spirit came up so close that she
could have touched him with her hand and stared intently into his eyes.
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After standing there for a moment, she turned and left. The forest guard
was paralyzed with fear. After a while, when he had recovered a bit, he
started heading home — but the dog wouldn’t come! The dog was soaking
wet, with a drop hanging from every hair, and its head was tilted so far
sideways that one eye was looking over its back. The forest guard tried to
straighten the dog’s head, but it stayed slightly twisted. After that day, the
dog never came into the forest again; it would shiver and hide wherever it
could. Sometimes the forest guard carried the dog into the woods in his
arms, but as soon as he let go, it would immediately run home. From that
time on, the forest guard himself approached the forest with caution (E
15076/8 1895).

This narrative is a vivid example of a person not holding the appropriate rev-
erence towards a site known to be governed by a spiritual entity. While the
forest guard knew of stories related to the place, in a way, he held a provoca-
tive attitude. When a spirit is dared to commit an action, appear or, in some
cases, apply force to something or someone in the physical world, in certain
circumstances it is possible, which is also the case here. In many cases, the
intention of an individual is more important than whether they say it aloud
or if it is an internal thought. Regardless of the form, his words held power to
evoke strong emotions in the spirit who in turn deemed it relevant to show
up and make it clear to the intruder that she is indeed safeguarding that site
and its cross, for whatever reason the spirit might have had. Another recorded
story speaks of a single large stone cross deep in the forest thought to have been
erected in honour of a military officer during a war a long time ago. One time,
a man had gone to that cross and pushed it over. That night, the man went to
bed and a dark figure stood at the foot of his bed and asked him: “Why did
you knock over that cross? Go set it back up!” The man woke up but did not
see anyone. When he tried to sleep again, a cold hand grabbed his hand and
once more said: “Go set the cross back up!” The next day, the man set the cross
upright — and that night, he was able to sleep peacefully. Disturbances during
bedtime of this kind have been distributed to it being easier for spirits to get
their message through to those who face these occurrences, since the person
is more vulnerable and in a restful state of mind, or entering a resting phase
(Hiiemie 2024). Being confronted in one’s bed can be an alarming experience.
Another site tied to cases of nighttime tormentings (luupainaja in Estonian)
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is near Rangissaare, a sand-covered cliff where locals said to have buried the
dead from times when the plague ravaged the nearby villages, leaving but a
few survivors. During the times when the narrator gave account of this site,
sand had been excavated and taken away for building and many buckles and
brooches had come out, made entirely of gold and silver, along with other
more mundane objects such as knives and nails. All of these objects were left
in a hole at the mountain, because it was a widespread belief among the locals
that all of these items were cursed. Those, who had dared to take the items
from this burial site, would soon after be unable to sleep and be tormented at
night. There are multiple of these cases recorded, all of which ended with the
sleep-deprived person taking the object back and then reclaiming their peace
(ERA II 221 308/12 (13). Another noteworthy detail is that the skeletons of
people from this grave were measured up to 2,80 metres long, instilling an
understanding in the locals that the people of this area at that time were giants.

Although it is rare among these stories for spirits to take the time and ex-
plain their motives, intentions, hopes and wishes in a polite way, not all cases
are those of violent self-expression. One instance of a narrative traced a man
who was a landowner who went to dig a hole for a new potato patch. He dug
deep into the ground and found, much to his surprise, a completely clean silk
handkerchief. He found it nice and took it home. On consecutive nights, he was
greeted in his dreams by a young lady, who kindly asked the land owner to return
this handkerchief to its original place (ERA II 222 30 (29)). Similarly, there is
a story of a girl who found a fleshless finger with a golden ring attached to it
from a burial site, plucked the ring in hopes of turning it into a fortune. Upon
falling asleep that night, she was confronted by a shadowy figure who screamed
just outside of her window, demanding her to return the ring. This continued
for several nights until she took the ring back. In both of these narratives, the
spirit left the person to rest only after they took the object back. Taking that
into consideration, it can be interpreted that the spirit felt a sort of attachment
towards these objects, attributing personal meaning to these items, even if the
exact nature of their relationship to the objects remains unproclaimed. The
notion of spirits going to lengths in order to protect this property leaves a hint
of sentimental or practical value.

Among the analysed narratives was a tale of a young peasant boy who went
to collect stones from his employer’s quarry at a burial site and came across
a wooden barrel. Upon hearing this, he was instructed to go ahead and open
it, but once he hit the wooden barrel with his axe, it clearly rung as if made of
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stone and upon closer inspection, had indeed turned into stone. The next day,
the barrel had morphed back into wood, creating true genuine curiosity toward
whether there was something valuable inside. When the night fell, a man with
long hair appeared into the young peasant boy’s room and came very close,
stating he would hurt the boy, would he ever try to open that barrel again. The
boy could feel the man’s wet hair on his body, yet after delivering this message,
the long-haired man vanished (ERA II 227 568/70 (7) 1939).

Discussion

Among the various beliefs inspected throughout this article, attachment to
places and objects stands out as the prevailing link. Dissecting narratives about
spiritual territoriality reveals a host of beliefs that point toward the real-life ex-
periences of people who lived in the corresponding areas related to the stories.
These stories hold clues and information about social norms as well as depiction
of values prevalent at the time or recording. The agency of spirits described in
my chosen corpus of narratives shows the recurring theme of social taboos,
often acted out by spirits. These taboos are both psychological and physical. The
crossing of spirit-set boundaries among the narratives can trigger an array of
effects ranging from audible verbal warnings to loss of self-awareness and bodily
harm. The unclear and, in a way, invisible nature of interactions with the spirit
realm and its inhabitants may lead to an understanding that these relationships
are one-sided, whereas, similarly to the human’s world of communication, the
spirit-human realm can also be collaborative and filled with mutual respect.
This hints at the belief that staying in good regards with the unfathomable side
of life such i. e. spirits may give people more of a feeling that they are in con-
trol of their life. As discussed in the previous chapters, the analysed narratives
reveal that a change in attitude or revising of actions can bring forth a turn of
events or change the dynamic of the relationship between spirits and people.
A change in tone or a vow for further respect towards a spirit-possessed site
can act as a description of atonement as a valuable socially relevant measure,
valued in the time of recording. Returning of intentionally or unintentionally
misplaced objects, as well as the reinstalment of a tomb stone can be a relevant
way to show one’s respect toward a burial site, its property and its spirits.
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The belief about the grasp of spiritual possession is more spatially defined
and more complex than what might seem at first glance. Burial sites, their
geographic measures and human-defined scope of influence reaches wider and
is more layered if taken into consideration the spiritual possession and claim-
ing of objects around the burial site or those buried within the site. Spiritual
ownership of objects described in the narratives describes what a person would
experience when forming an attachment to items they hold dear to them. If
an item with deep sentimental meaning is lost or stolen, emotional responses
are triggered and the owner would try to reclaim it. As a form of negotiations,
the spirit would ask the transgressor to return stolen object to the spirit’s pro-
claimed domain or to restore the defiled burial site to its former state. If these
negotiations are failed, the spirits in these stories were believed to possess the
agency to take further measures to enforce their boundaries and will. Such
narratives hold insight into the values of people who form emotional attach-
ments to their personal belongings and project these values onto narratives
when telling stories about local lore.

Narratives that describe the beliefs and values of people can hold significant
relevance in how places are perceived and treated. Description of taboos in
certain areas in nature can point to dangerous spots, this may be for an array of
reasons. Similarly, insight from narratives can provide understanding about the
thinking patterns, hopes, fears and sense of self of the respondents. Scientists
from different fields can draw leads when inspecting the described narratives
and in certain cases, breakdowns of terrain, natural phenomena and descrip-
tions of implied taboos can help lead to actual practical safety enforcements
for both people and nature.

Conclusion

In this article, I inspected an archived corpus of 315 texts of narratives. The
chosen texts were collected by Estonian folklorists from 1889 to 1996, although
most of the chosen texts were collected in the 1930s. Key theoretical influences
for this piece of writing were former works of folklorists Mari-Ann Remmel
and John Bjorkman. The three criteria for choosing texts for this research were
that the texts were: 1) descriptions of spirits based on the definition provided
in the Introduction part above; 2) the locations described in the narratives are
localizable; 3) narratives chosen had to be related to burial sites in Estonia.
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The chosen texts passed a phase of qualitative analysis and coding and were
then divided into four categories based on the content of the interaction be-
tween spirits and people. The categories were named: spirits blocking pathways,
spirits objecting to human presence, spirits prohibiting certain actions and spirits
claiming objects. Examples of folklore materials were brought to highlight and
exemplify each of these categories.

As an attempt to unveil certain beliefs and values of people who had nar-
rated these stories, the presented interactions and taboos can be examined as
representations of patterns that took place both in the lives of the respondents
between them and their contemporaries as well as occurrences that took place
in nature due to different reasons, some of which may be topical to this day.
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Abstract: In recent years, the village of Ribnovo, in the municipality of Gar-
men, Bulgaria, has been permanently in the media and research spotlight
because of the interest in its preserved traditions, which are presented as a
cultural treasure and an integral part of the identity politics of the Muslim
community. For the people of Ribnovo, holidays are not just a connection
with the past and the ancestors, they are also perceived as an essential part
of their modern identity. Their public presentation, among other positives,
support the optimisation of social relations between people and social
cohesion between generations, which is important for the modern sustain-
able development of the community. Adapted in this way, the tradition of
colourful weddings and circumcisions (sunnet or siinnet) help to harmonise
relations and overcome generational differences. Holidays for Ribnovo
are part of their traditions and culture and help to maintain community
cohesion. When presenting heritage to a broad audience, the emphasis
should be placed not only on the way it is represented, but also on the role
of its bearers and performers, who perceive it as a resource to harmonise
their collective values and norms and organize their contemporary social

rhythm and attitudes.

Keywords: Bulgarian Pomak Muslims community, cultural agency, cultural
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Introduction

During the winter season, Ribnovo, a high mountain village in southwestern
Bulgaria, becomes one of the most popular settlements in the country. This is
not because of the otherwise unique nature, the practice of winter sports or
the opportunities for luxurious vacations. Winter in Ribnovo is the season of
traditional colourful weddings and ‘written’ gelini (brides). In Bulgaria, it is
one of the few settlements that can boast continuous natural (non-migratory)
population growth, despite its geographical isolation, its poorly developed infra-
structure and its distance from a large urban centre.! All residents of the village
are Bulgarian Muslims (in Bulgaria the term Pomaks is also used) who practice
Islam but have Bulgarian ethnic origin and speak Bulgarian.? There are two
mosques in the village, which are attended regularly and where religious courses
on the Quran are organised for children and students. At the end of last year
(November 2024), a new modern high school building was solemnly opened in
Ribnovo. The old one had not been able to accommodate the growing number
of students for years. The presence of a school shows demographic stability and
the retention of young families and adolescents in the village. However, the
main livelihood of village residents is labour mobility around the country and
abroad. Mainly men, but also entire families, perform various seasonal labour
activities, generally in construction and agriculture in large European countries
such as Germany, France, Spain, and Great Britain. Despite this widespread
economic model, there are almost no cases of permanent immigration to the
village, and funds earned abroad are often invested in the construction and
furnishing of houses, as well as organising family celebrations.
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Figure 1. The village of Ribnovo

It is during family feasts — sunnet (sunnah circumcision), engagements and
weddings - that the people of Ribnovo manage to reproduce their traditions,
which are characteristic of the Bulgarian Muslim communities in the region,
resulting in them standing out through them from other villages, because here
this heritage is not only preserved, but also seems current and alive. A con-
nection to traditional practices from the past is most clearly sought primarily
through the performance of wedding rituals. Of all the neighbouring Muslim
villages in the Rhodope Mountain region, only in Ribnovo during weddings
is the bride dressed in a replica of a traditional wedding costume. Her face is
covered with white cream and sequins in the form of floral decorations, and
a prekriv is placed on her head, a kind of bridal veil decorated with artificial
flowers, then a veil and silver threads that are actually Christmas garlands.
Transformed beyond recognition, in bright colours and a lot of glitter, the bride,
together with her chosen one and their relatives, welcomes guests from near
and far for two whole days. According to a tradition preserved for centuries,
weddings are held only during the winter period from November to March.
It is then that the harvest is already over, the men have returned from gurbet
(seasonal labour outside the village), the houses are full of food and produce,
and everyone in the village can indulge in festive joy. In the past, weddings
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lasted five whole days, with a particular ritual performed on each one - guests
from both families were solemnly invited, produce was prepared, the bride’s
cheiz (dowry) was carried to her new house, where it was displayed so that all
the guests could see it. One of the evenings also includes the henna ritual in
which the bride’s hands are painted with henna, sent mainly by the groom’s
mother. Henna is a symbol of well-being and happiness and has protective
functions against evil forces. This is also the last evening that the young woman
will spend in her father’s house. The next day, the wedding begins and the bride
puts on her festive costume, consisting of a shirt, vest, shalwar (loose trousers),
ruba and an apron. For the first time, she also puts on a feredzhe (a long black
cloak made of velvet, worn only by married women). After dressing, the ‘glu-
ing’ begins. The bride’s face is smeared with either beaten egg or thick white
cream, shiny ornaments begin to be arranged such as coloured foil, gold leaf
or sequins. After this procedure, attended only by women, is completed, the
prepared veil is placed on the bride and she is taken from her home and handed
over to her chosen one. He, together with his family, the gathered guests and
musical accompaniment of traditional oriental instruments (drums and zurna),
takes her to her new home. There, after the veil is removed along with the face
decoration, the hodja (Muslim priest) performs the Muslim wedding ritual and
signs a marriage contract called a nikah. This is how, in short, wedding rituals
were performed in the past; it is characteristic of the two largest Muslim com-
munities within the borders of Bulgaria among Bulgarian Muslims (Pomaks)
and ethnic Turks. Their family and calendar feasts, traditions, beliefs and values
are strongly influenced by the Islamic religion, the dominant religious doctrine
which spread across the Balkans after their conquest by the Ottoman Empire
in the 14" century.

In a historical context, the preservation of the religion, as well as the tradi-
tional culture and worldview of Bulgarian Muslims, has been problematic since
their inclusion as a community within the borders of the new Bulgarian state
after the War of Liberation (1877-1878). Their perception as an immutable part
of the Bulgarian ethnic community encouraged political elites during different
periods to make permanent attempts to change their Muslim identity through
various campaigns associated with forced conversion (the so-called Baptism
0f 1912-1913) or overt support for organisations such as Rodina and its stated
aim to “clarify the national consciousness” (in the 1930s and 1940s). During
the communist regime (1944-1989), Bulgarian Muslim communities were sub-
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jected to a number of prohibitions and restrictions, the main goal of which was
not only to modernise their way of life and raise their education and cultural
level, but also to erase their traditional culture and Islamic religion completely
(Ivanova 2002; Gruev 2003; Gruev, Kalyonski 2008). The policy during this pe-
riod was open assimilation, which included the forced replacement of Turkish
Arabic names with Bulgarian ones, a ban on celebrating family and calendar
holidays characteristic of the community, a ban on wearing Muslim clothing,
control over visiting mosques, limiting the practice of Islam, and imposing a
‘new socialist festivity. As a result of these measures, known in propaganda at
the time and in scientific literature as the “Revival process”, even in small, iso-
lated settlements, centuries-old traditions were interrupted, affecting not only
the community’s holidays, but also its worldview and value system. Attempts
to homogenise the country and create a unified socialist nation failed due to
their violent nature and the repression that people had to endure. Such actions
helped a persistent traumatic memory and distrust of official institutions to
develop, which in the future would influence people’s strategies for belonging
and making sense of their cultural heritage.

Immediately after the political changes and transition to democracy in
the 1990s, the possibility of free expression of cultural specifics and identity
was restored. At this time the process of dropping various traditional elements
of celebration and clothing had already left its mark on the Bulgarian Muslim
communities in different regions of the country. In what way, and how to restore
not only tradition, but also identification markers, turns out to be as much an
individual as a collective choice. This presupposes the manifestation of a palette
of identities, which scholars, historians and ethnologists have registered in the
course of various field studies since the early 1990s (Georgieva 1998: 286- 308;
Brunnbauer 1999: 35-50; Gruev 2008: 335-355). They notice both signs of
the adoption of a Turkish identity (so-called Turkification), primarily due to
the return and active practice of Islam (mainly in the Western Rhodopes),
and cases of voluntary adoption of Christianity (in the regions of Kardzhali
and Nedelino).’ The development of different identification strategies and the
emphasis on specific markers over others, according to the German scholar
Ulf Brunbauer, indicates an identity that is sensitive to context and determined
by social, cultural, and political processes and individual decisions. Such a
multiple or contextual identity is a clear indication that Bulgarian Muslims
are having difficulty adjusting to their particular intermediate state of being
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Bulgarians by origin and Muslims by faith (Zhelyazkova 2022: 818-824). In
fact, historian Antonina Zhelyazkova even mentions a “taken away” identity,
referring to the brutal policies of the communist party in the recent past on
all Muslim communities. Dispossession is clearly the reason for catalysing a
reverse process of constructing and legitimately presenting one’s own vision
when shaping belonging, whether through religion, culture, or ethnicity. The
search for a prestigious identity is underway and indications are that this process
will only end when conditions are created at the macro and micro levels so
that Pomak communities can feel confident and at ease in their own cultural,
religious and ethnic existence.

The relatively successful implementation of the country’s political transi-
tion to democracy after 1989 and membership of the European Union in the
new millennium normalised the internal dynamics of Pomak communities.
Declaring affiliation becomes a matter of personal choice. Their inclusion in
European labour markets, the advantages of labour mobility and free entre-
preneurship relieve economic tension and allowed for a gradual opening to
the world through familiarisation and the adoption of new cultural models.
Bulgarian Muslims appreciate the advantages of national citizenship and origin
without this necessarily being associated with pressure on their religion or
Muslim identity. Contact with Western European societies and their ethnic
and cultural pluralism gives them the feeling that they can harmonise their
identification strategies without having to choose one dominant marker from
among ethnicity, religion, mother tongue, etc. At the same time, in the various
multicultural collectives, regional and cultural specificities such as traditions,
folklore, festivities and clothing began to stand out and therefore be assessed
by their bearers as important and defining.

Thus, for the people of Ribnovo, their existing local culture turns out not
only to be the organic connection with the cultural and historical heritage of
their dramatic past and ancestors, but also a powerful legitimising factor for the
community in modern times, which gives them a sense of value and self-esteem.

With the start of the political changes at the end of the 20™ century, residents
of Ribnovo were among the first to restore traditional elements, not only in
their festive but also in their everyday clothing. Women, depending on age and
status, wore shalwar, feredzhe and various types of headscarf. Of course, the
fabrics were factory made, not hand-woven, and the colours were flashy but
the presence of traditional clothing even then was the most visible indicator
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of the strength of tradition (Georgieva 1994: 143-145). The village began to
organise both village-wide festivals for the circumcision of Muslim boys, so-
called sunnah circumcision, and wedding rituals with the traditional ‘gluing’
of the gelina (bride). Both customs were strictly prohibited by the communist
regime, and after the beginning of the 1970s, they were not performed publicly
due to the threat of sanctions. The return to traditional clothing and festivities
is also due to the fact that the village is religiously homogeneous, no Christians
live here permanently, which the locals assess as one of the main reasons for
the natural restoration of their culture in a form close to that known from the
past, without experiencing any inconvenience or feeling of backwardness,
which the regime had previously accused them of. Indeed, in the first decades
of the transition in Bulgaria, the return to traditions among some of the Pomak
communities was labelled as a form of conservatism and closedness, something
that did not carry value in a rapidly changing Bulgarian society that was on the
path to transformation according to new democratic standards and models.
Geographically, spatially and symbolically, Ribnovo seemed consciously to
maintain its distance from the processes of change, although this was only
at first glance. Finally, left alone by the authorities and the identity policies
forcefully imposed on them, villagers intuitively directed their efforts towards
two important elements in their way of life that would preserve them as a
collective. On one hand, this is a strengthening of social relations within the
community. Religious life is being restored, new economic models are being
adopted to counteract the economic crisis and widespread constant emigration.
On the other hand, they are becoming cultural agents of their own heritage
and are reviving their festiveness according to the tradition that was forcibly
forbidden. For Fatme Muhtar-May, cultural agency is a natural process that
allows the freedom to shape one’s culture and identity depending on personal
and collective preferences and needs (Muhtar-May 2014: 4-9). Muhtar-May
grew up in another Bulgarian Muslim village in the neighbouring municipal-
ity of Satovcha and as a child felt the consequences of the forcibly interrupted
cultural tradition as well as the so-called ‘revival process’ on her community.
She defends the thesis that the heritage of Bulgarian Muslims is fragmented.
Today, the various Pomak communities not only have the right to reconstruct
their holidays anew but also to give them new semantics.
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Celebrating sunnet (sunnah circumcision)

In addition to the Muslim calendar holidays of Ramadan Kurban and Bayram
Kurban, which are celebrated and honoured by all Muslims in Bulgaria, resi-
dents of Ribnovo quite consciously place emphasis on family holidays such
as weddings and sunnet. It is through them that they build their image of a
community that develops thanks to its festive nature. The sunnet is the holiday
during which the circumcision of small Muslim boys is performed after they
reach six months of age. According to the Muslim canon, this ritual physically
and symbolically marks the boy’s religious affiliation to Islam.* Circumcision,
by its very nature, is also a form of socialisation and integration of the indi-
vidual into the community, so it is perceived not only as a family, but also a
village-wide, holiday. Traditionally, in the past it was celebrated for several days,
a festive meal was prepared (a sacrificial animal) and a religious processions,
horse races (called kushii) and wrestling matches were organised. On the last
day, the circumcision of all children of suitable age was performed by a ritual
specialist called a syunetchiya. As mentioned above, during the socialist period
this holiday was banned. Despite the restrictions and punishments imposed on
people performing this ritual, the circumcision of young boys continued. Usu-
ally, parents and relatives took action to circumvent the imposed prohibitions
and found ways to secretly carry this out, sometimes at risk to the life and health
of the child.* This is the reason why noisy revelry, sacrifice (mevlit)® and organ-
ised fights have disappeared everywhere, and the celebration is limited only to
the close circle of relatives. Immediately after the beginning of the democratic
changes, the practice of celebrating circumcision as a village-wide celebration
was restored everywhere among the two Muslim communities in Bulgaria, the
Turks and Pomaks. During the years of transition, especially among Bulgarian
Muslims, there has been a desire for circumcision and the entire accompany-
ing complex of religious and ritual actions to be fully restored and to become
not only a holiday, but also an important identity marker for the community.
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Figure 2. Celebrating sunnet

For the local people, circumcision is considered a more labour-intensive festival
than weddings, as well as more expensive to organise. Usually, a time is chosen
that is consistent with the work commitments of the local people. This makes
the summer months unsuitable for celebrations, since a large part of the active
population is outside the village. It is also necessary that some time has passed
since the last circumcision in the villages of the region, so that more families
can circumcise their young boys during the holiday. In carrying out the entire
event, good coordination at different levels in local, municipal and religious
institutions is required, as well as the activation of inter-village, neighbour and
family ties. The initiative to organise these holiday is related to the intention of
a family to circumcise their son and provide the necessary funds for the feast,
which has many guests and lasts four days. In addition to the main financial
resource for meat and other food products, the family must also mobilise close
relatives to process the slaughtered animals, help with the preparation of food
and welcome guests. According to the locals, organising such a festive sunnet
is an individual act for each family and is dictated by personal need and desire.
The motives can be both religious - strong faith and a desire for the child to
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have a prosperous start in life as a righteous Muslim, or value-oriented - the
understanding that selfless giving (donation) will cause or accumulate both
personal and collective well-being. During the four days, the house of the
dunsaybiya (host) is filled with relatives, neighbours and friends who help free
of charge preparing the festive food, welcoming and seeing off guests, serving,
and cleaning. This common activity strengthens the sense of community and
solidarity based not only on kinship and shared values, but also on traditions.

On each of the four days, food is prepared in the amount necessary to wel-
come all the village guests who will visit the host’s home to express their good
wishes. The care taken in organising the table is also the reason why the first
official day of the sunnet begins with the transportation of wood to the house
of the dunsaybiya or the place where the food will be prepared. The wood is
delivered by truck, cart or loaded on a donkey. Everyone in the village, ac-
cording to their abilities and desires, brings wood, which will be used for the
cauldrons throughout the holiday. According to tradition, the ‘woodcutters’
must be greeted with zurnas (old musical instruments). Today this element is
observed, and from morning on there are musicians with zurnas and drums
who play throughout the village during the holiday. The men who provided
the firewood are also the first to be feasted. On the first day, it is customary for
only men to visit the host’s house, with the second day reserved for women.
Then relatives and friends come and leave gifts and greet the family, who,
dressed festively, receive the greetings at the entrance to their home. Usually,
a horo dance is performed in front of the house or in the courtyard, and musi-
cians accompany the groups of guests throughout the day playing to create a
festive mood.

The second day is known for traditional horse-riding with decorated and
adorned horses. Mainly young men lead saddled horses decorated with tassels,
capes, artificial flowers, etc. A noisy procession is organised, during which the
horses walk along the main street with some of the braver young men dancing
on their backs. Musicians are given money to play, and the day ends with an
organised musical program and horo dances in the centre of the village. Tra-
dition dictates that the boys who will be circumcised be mounted on horses
during the solemn procession on the day of the circumcision. The horses are
an attraction for both locals and guests in the village as they add the necessary
festivity and authenticity to the event.
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The third day is loaded with the most entertainment for guests and residents
of the village. On this day, baburaks, masked characters (only men are allowed
to wear masks), perform, whose purpose and appearance is to cause laughter
and a good mood among the crowd gathered in the centre of the village. At
each sunnet, the men wearing masks are different with each choosing his own
costume and mask; the objective is to be unique and original. Both male and
female characters are presented, dressed in costumes that include shalwars, veils
and scarves, and with noticeably enlarged breasts. Some of them carry stuffed
toys instead of babies, use crutches to show disability, wear masks of comic
book characters, turbans and so on. After the procession through the centre of
the village, a humorous program of sketches and dialogues is presented to the
gathered crowd, with the main goal of drawing attention to and highlighting
the failings of modern society. Topics covered include alcoholism, interest in
gambling and sports betting, mercantilism in human relationships, laziness, and
excessive use of social networks. In an indirect way, baburak performances act
as a social corrective, emphasizing and ironising the negative phenomena that
have clearly affected the social and family lives of the villagers. The program
shows that the community has a desire for self-regulation and reflection, seek-
ing to laugh at itself and condemn its shortcomings.

The last day is also the most solemn. In addition to new entertainment,
it is also loaded with religious activity and rites that give the greatest value
to the circumcision ritual. The primary factor in the importance of this day
is the presence of the regional mufti and hodjas in the village, who facilitate
the religious and official figures who will participate in the festive procession
and public prayer (the so-called alay and dua). At sunnets in the region, on
the day of alay, between ten and fifteen important guests are always present,
such as regional mulftis, the chief mufti or one of his deputies, representatives
of the Turkish embassy or other guests from Turkey, village mayors, deputies
from the Bulgarian parliament, regional governors, etc. The participation of
these representatives of the spiritual and secular authorities gives legitimacy
of the highest order to the holiday and shows its important place in Muslim
festivities. Many guests arrive from neighbouring villages and areas on this last
day. Usually, they are not only relatives of the children who will go through the
ritual, but also many people who want to join in the festive atmosphere, to see
acquaintances or enjoy the organised music, dances and competitions. Again
the festive program starts in the square, where the religious and official figures
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who have already arrived are located, and pehlivani (wrestlers) appear, who will
also be part of the festive procession. Despite the cold weather these men, of
different ages and enviable physiques, are dressed only in leather trousers that
reach below the knee and red scarves on their heads - the traditional clothing
of participants in the so-called fat wrestling of the past. But the most attractive
are the young children who are about to be circumcised. They differ from the
other boys in the costumes they wear. The most impressive elements are the
cloaks, hats and staffs that they must hold. The clothing is purchased mainly
from Turkey, with the main idea being that the boy should look like a prince,
emir or commander, a proud representative of the Muslim faith. Bringing him
riding a horse is recommended, but not compulsory, and many boys are carried
in their parents’ arms.

Figure 3. The dua public prayer

Atthe appointed time, the entire procession with religious figures, official guests,
wrestlers, children on horses, their parents, guests and villagers set off in a long
procession to the stadium, located at one end of the village. After a tour of the
field, the celebration begins with the recitation of a public dua (prayer). This is
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preceded by a number of statements and speeches by official guests. The order
is strictly defined. Religious figures speak first — the regional mufti, the chief
mufti, the imames, etc., who read statements in the form of sermons. According
to them, the event is not just a holiday, it is part of the essence of every Muslim,
its organisation shows the responsibility of the community and its dedication to
Muslim values. The norms and morals that every young Muslim must possess
and show in their actions are affected. More speeches by officials follow, all of
which praise the community’s cohesion, religiosity, and positive development.
The speeches are greeted with applause and approval from the gathered crowd,
after which a prayer begins in Arabic for the well-being of the boys who will be
circumcised and a public blessing for the gathered crowd. When this finishes
there is an announcement that the boys to be circumcised should head to the
house of the dunsajbiya, where the procedure will begin. Usually, an average
of between 30 and 70 boys are circumcised during one sunnet, not only from
Ribnovo, but also from neighbouring villages. While the boys undergo circum-
cision, the horse racing and the wrestling matches begin. The prize fund for
both events is provided by the host. During the ceremony, a charity bazaar is
organised with the assistance of the mufti’s office, and the funds raised are used
to support orphaned children from all over Bulgaria. After four long days of
festivities with lots of music and merriment, the celebration ends successfully,
the tradition has been observed and the religious socialisation of the male
offspring has been completed. Ribnovo has welcomed and hosted guests from
near and far, but more importantly for the community social ties have been
reaffirmed and social networks have been optimised. In one day, the village
has been a symbolic centre for all Muslims because it has brought the religious
and political elite of the country together in one place.

For the people of Ribnovo, the holidays are not only a connection with the
past and their ancestors, they are also perceived as an essential part of their
modern identity. Each element in the celebration triggers a mechanism of social
cohesion, such as mutual aid and support from relatives, loved ones, neighbours
and institutions, a collective rethinking of values and a condemnation of moral
shortcomings. The influence of different types of authority that are important
to the community - the religious institute, the local government, the state - is
renegotiated. The community has once again successfully affirmed its vitality
and shown resilience in the face of today’s challenges.
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The traditional Ribnovo wedding today

The restoration of the traditional colourful wedding from the past is seen by
the people of Ribnovo as one of the processes of the successful ‘production’ of
heritage. This not only revived a unique tradition that was typical for all Pomak
communities, although it is no longer practiced. Nevertheless, it represents
Ribnovo (and along with it also Muslim Bulgarians) as a carrier of a cultural
phenomenon and part of the cultural wealth not only of Bulgaria, but also on
a global scale (Muhtar-May 2014: 25-26). In fact, its recognition and popu-
larisation as a unique and distinct tradition and its placement on the cultural
map of Bulgaria come mainly from outside the community.

N

Figure 4. The horo dance in the village square

Every year with the onset of winter, the village begins the traditional wedding
nuptial season. This is an event that reflects on the entire community due to the
characteristic marital endogamy in the village and the presence of large clans.
Even in modern times, the model of mutual assistance between relatives in the
preparation and conduct of the wedding is preserved at every stage, from the
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display of the cheiz (dowery), through to welcoming and caring for the guests.
The musicians who are hired play in the village square and anyone who wishes
can attend, even if they are not personally invited by the newlyweds and their
families. This makes Ribnovo weddings crowded, public, and visually and ma-
terially lavish. The highlight is the ‘gluing’ of the gelina (bride), which is done
on the second day of the wedding, in the bride-to-be’s house. In the presence
of the closest people, mainly women, the bride’s face is smeared with a thick
layer of zdrave cream and various shiny ornaments and sequins are glued on in
astrict sequence.” Covering the bride’s face with colourful elements is a Muslim,
but not a Quranic, tradition associated with the idea of the transformation that
the young woman experiences during the wedding ceremony and is a visualisa-
tion of the acquisition of a new status after marriage. Hiding the bride’s true
face with this peculiar mask allows for the successful passage of this important
rite of passage in the life cycle of each individual (Karamihova 1993: 150-153;
Kyurkchieva 2004). According to folklorist Veselka Toncheva and her compara-
tive analysis of the ritual, where it is still registered today among the various
Pomak communities the main idea of this initiation is symbolic death, passing
through the afterlife and return with the new social status of married woman
and future mother (Toncheva 2012). The colourful mask and the shiny telove
(silver threads, replaced today by Christmas garlands) lowered around the
bride, symbolise the veil behind which that change takes place, because none
of those around her should see the true face of the gelina, nor should she have
the opportunity to see what is happening around her.
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Figure 5. The gluing ritual

After the gluing ritual, the eyes must remain closed and the woman’s move-
ments are severely restricted; she holds a mirror in her hands. The function of
the mirror is ambiguous. The explanation is that either the gelina can use it to
see what is happening around her, or that it serves to reflect everything bad so
that she is not cursed. In a modern pragmatic context, the explanation for the
gluing ritual is also that the colourful shiny sequins are supposed to reflect bad
or envious glances and thoughts that can destroy the happiness of the young
family. Brought out of her father’s house and supported by her husband and
mother, the young bride walks to her new home, accompanied by music, rela-
tives, loved ones, and guests.
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Figure 6. Farewell to the father’s house

Conclusions

The coverage of Ribnovo and the presentation of those of its traditions that
have been preserved to this day began gradually about 15 years ago and is seen
mainly in the media through reports on morning TV and other TV shows and
documentaries. The ‘colourful tale’ of Ribnovo residents is becoming popular
and recognisable, showing the ‘exotic’ and unknown side of some of the Muslims
in Bulgaria.® The growth of the influence of social media and the rapid sharing
of information further help to spread new and unknown aspects of their tradi-
tions and interest in them across national borders. This also coincides with the
widespread development of cultural tourism and emerging local policies for
the preservation and protection of cultural and historical heritage. The focus
on Ribnovo as a place of living and active tradition has a positive effect on all
spheres of the social, cultural and economic life of the community.’ Ten years
after my last research trip to the village, the change is visible: the dowery is
richer, the weddings are increasingly crowded, and the decoration on the face
and the bride’s attire are increasingly lavish.'” There is also a change in the
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performance of the various rites in the wedding ritual with some dropped in
tavour of others. For example, the wedding song, a folklore characteristic of the
region, is no longer performed during the gluing or when the bride is taken out
of her father’s house."" At the same time, attempts are being made to include
other new elements such as so-called ‘Turkish” henna, a ritual borrowed from
wedding customs in modern Turkey, performed in the village square, or all-day
music with a live performer or with a D].!! Both elements are primarily oriented
towards entertaining the guests and villagers gathered in the square. There is
also a desire to revive various forgotten or abandoned elements in order to
restore or emphasize authentic practices from the past, such as the traditional
gifts (for example a live ram given to the bride) that are exchanged between
the newlyweds and their families. In some cases, engagement and wedding are
close together (within one or two weeks) or one after the other, united by the
ritual of ‘returning the banitsi (pies); etc.'?

It is clear that an active and functioning heritage is being presented, re-
constructed with a view to adapting traditional wedding customs to the con-
temporary vision of local people for relevance, aesthetics and entertainment.
According to Michel Rothenberg, heritage is both representation and social
practice, knowledge and emotion, politics and imagination (Rothenberg 2013).
Holidays for Ribnovo are part of their tradition and culture, but at the same
time they are also key to the interaction between generations and maintain-
ing community cohesion. When presenting heritage to a broad audience, the
emphasis should be placed not only on the way it is represented, but also on the
role of its bearers and performers, who perceive it as a resource with which to
harmonise their collective values and norms and organise their contemporary
social rhythm and attitudes. For the older generation, it is completely clear that
in order to continue a tradition, young members of the community must not
only be brought up with it, but also recognise and understand it as their own
cultural value. Therefore, the most common answer to the question of why this
is done was: “the young like it that way” or “the young want it”. Participation of
both young and the old shows not only the negotiation of a consensus around
the implementation of each element of the holidays, but also helps build shared
understanding of the markers of collective identity that are important for the
entire community. In cultural terms, this allows Ribnovo to seek opportuni-
ties to present to an increasingly wider audience (national and international)
the specific examples of its preserved heritage and thus generate the neces-
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sary symbolic capital not only for itself as a settlement, but also for the entire
Pomak community in Bulgaria. The ensemble for presenting local traditions
and folklore, supported thanks to the school and the teaching staff, has already
participated in several national festivals and reviews of folk art and has won
several awards. Last year, in 2024, the gluing gelina ritual was inscribed on the
national representative list of UNESCO Living Human Treasures. In May 2024,
adocumentary by Professor Bettany Hughes broadcast on the global television
channel Viasat History included Ribnovo weddings and customs." Thanks to
modern information channels and online media, almost all holidays can be
watched live. Ribnovo is already a desirable tourist destination and is included
in various cultural tourism routes. These are just some of the activities that
make the village and its traditions recognisable and popular and stimulate the
listed rituals to seek representativeness, not authenticity. Another trend also
observed is that more and more cultural figures from the Pomak communities
in different settlements present and film their wedding rituals as they were
performed in the past, mainly through reenactment (for example YouTube
has material on similar folklore reenactments from the villages of Breznitsa
and Beslen). In social terms, preserved heritage allows Ribnovo to maintain
its viability and neutralise the negative contemporary trends of depopulation,
demographic stagnation and one-way labour migration, which are characteristic
of all Bulgarian regions that are remote from the large regional centres. The vil-
lage is full of life, the school is expanding and modernising, the infrastructure
is improving, small businesses and companies are operating, and the quality
of life of local people is improving through the services provided. The rise of
intangible local cultural heritage empowers the community, providing it with
tools to successfully implement policies for the sustainable development of rural
areas. In conclusion, it can be said that, although it might sound paradoxical,
tradition makes Ribnovo villagers modern.

The active role of the entire community contributes to heritage being
considered not as a legacy, but as a dynamic category that not only allows and
encourages human creativity and the desire for preservation but also strength-
ens community cohesion and social integration between different groups and
individuals (Santova 2014: 11-15; Ganeva-Raicheva, Bokova, Nenov 2022).
The holidays that the village reproduces develop not only economically, but
also socially, because they optimise the quality and nature of established social
ties and therefore support the generation of the community’s symbolic capital.
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Today, people are bearers of unique cultural patterns. Through this process,
they seek to overcome both the traumatic past and memory, as well as the ac-
cumulated negative stereotypes of Bulgarian Muslims.

In Bulgaria, UNESCO campaigns for the inclusion of selected cultural
practices and examples of traditional folk culture in various representative and
national lists are gaining increasing popularity." In this way, the desire of local
communities in particular to mobilise and make efforts to revive and promote
their heritage among a larger audience is stimulated, while at the same time
increasing recognition in a national and international context is sought. The
maintenance of characteristic, ‘authentic’ or recognisable holidays, festivals,
customs and rituals, as well as the efforts made to reproduce them, are a sure
indicator of the vitality of communities. This activity is not only an effort to fit
into the cultural map of the state, but serves much more significant goals related
to internal processes of synchronisation, interaction, social reproduction and
maintained relationships within the communities themselves.

Notes

! Ribnovo is a village located in southeastern Bulgaria and is part of Garmen municipality
in the Blagoevgrad region. It is located high in the Rhodope Mountains at an altitude
of 1200 m above sea level. The population is about 3,000.

? There are many theories about the origin of the Pomak (some spread by the Pomak
themselves), but to this day the dominant factor is their Slavic Bulgarian ethnic character.

*This activity is carried out by Preast Boyan Sariev and his St John the Baptist Foundation.

* According to the Quran, but also popular to interpretation, circumcision symbolises
the sacrifice that the prophet Ibrahim was going to make with his son to show his de-
votion to Allah. The removal of a small part of the body of every Muslim symbolises
commitment and devotion to Islam.

*In a documented story, a resident of the village of Ribnovo tells of her brother’s child,
circumcised secretly at night near a vineyard below the village. There were complications
and the child was taken to the hospital; the parents and the circumciser were in real
danger of being sued. See more detail in Safie and Sherif Dzhurkin “They changed our
names to make us Bulgarians” - Violence, politics, memory. The communist regime in
Pirin Macedonia - reflections of a contemporary and a researcher. Sofia, 2011, 355-358.

¢ Mevlit (Mevlid, Mevliit) is a significant Islamic tradition, primarily meaning the
celebration or recitation of stories about the birth of the Prophet Muhammad. It also
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refers to a religious ceremony held for various occasions such as deaths, births, special
events involving readings from the Quran and a poem about the Prophet’s life, often
featuring a hafiz (one who can recite the Quran) and an imam.

7 According to adult informants, before the introduction of the use of ‘health’ cream,
the face was smeared with beaten egg yolk and sugar, and because sequins were not
always available foil and colourful paper from Caramel Mu sweets were used.

8 A reference to the documentary The Colourful Tale of Ribnovo, by Anton Hekimyan,
a journalist from bTV. It is one of the first documentaries to present Ribnovo wedding
traditions to a general audience: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-PmXwLIN-hY

° The village is also becoming an attractive tourist destination outside the wedding season.
Its proximity to other popular resorts such as Bansko and Ognyanovo has prompted
many tourists to visit and create their own impressions of the people and the settlement.

" Dowery or cheiz is the name given to everything that the bride’s family has prepared
and purchased to financially provide for the young family’s life together. In addition
to traditional hand-woven fabrics and blankets, there are also purchased items such as
furniture, kitchen equipment, modern electrical household appliances, etc.

"' When the bride was taken away, the song “Forgive me, mother, forgive me...” was
most often performed. The disappearance of singing was explained to me in two ways.
One was the Quran states that a woman should not raise her voice loudly (F. R., female,
around 55 years old, recorded June 2023); someone else explained to me that young
people do not know and do not like these sad songs.

12 The ritual of ‘returning the pies’ seems most vividly to demonstrate the power of
the community. First, during the engagement, the groom’s family unites and donates
a considerable number of trays with sweet and savory pies and pastries to the girl’s
family. Within a week, all relatives and acquaintances on the girl’s side must organise
and return this number of full trays. Each time, the number of exchanged pastries
exceeds a hundred.

3 A crew from the show visited the village in the summer of 2023 to film material for
the series World Treasures with Bettany Hughes.

" This refers to the Representative List of Elements of Intangible Cultural Herit-
age; the national Living Human Treasures system; the Register of Good Prac-
tices for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage, etc. https://bulgariaich.
com/?act=content&rec=15&sql_which=6
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Abstract: On the basis of archive material that has preserved the basic
traditional notions of the Bulgarians, the study comments on the relation-
ship between the souls of the righteous and the souls of sinners through
the culinary code of one food, meat.

The souls of the righteous consume meat that comes from a ram (either
lamb, hogget or mutton) and is perceived as a pure product; this raw ma-
terial is always cooked and used to prepare kurban a dish with a distinctly
sacrificial character. The Bulgarians conceive this dish as especially necessary
for the dead, and by preparing and feeding it to them, the dead maintain
the ‘correct’ direction of passage, guaranteeing their soul’s place among
the righteous in the afterlife. The souls of the greatest sinners tend to feed
on blood and flesh. Such consumption is perceived by man as impure,
conceptually matching the being who practices it. The living never provide
flesh and blood to the most sinful souls, they do their best to interrupt this
feeding process, and conceive the desire to consume both substances as a
sign that the deceased has changed the proper direction of their movement
and become part of the category of demons.

Thus, throughout the elements of the culinary code, the living keep the
boundaries between the levels of the organised cosmos closed maintaining
the mythological equilibrium within it.
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Keywords: righteous, sinners, meat, culinary code, organised cosmos, bal-
ance, Bulgarians, traditional culture.

Introduction

The traditional society, also known as pre-modern, pre-industrial, is the focus
of this research, which has been performed in the style of classic ethnographic
science. This has been defined on multiple occasions by researchers. Its most
concise definition fixes tradition as an immanent socio-cultural model, pos-
sessing an orderly structure perceived as ideal, where the routines of societies
always dominate over innovations and individuals. The worldview of each
member of a pre-modern society is defined by a stable moral-normative
framework whose roots are archaic and characterised by thinking in opposing
categories and analogies, for example God-the Devil, good-evil, day-night,
light-darkness, etc. Traditional people reflect through their moral standards
the ways in which they communicate with others, and make sense of the world
and their own lives. Each individual’s life is defined by three key events - birth,
marriage and death.

These are also the general characteristics of society and the outlook of
the traditional Bulgarian. Bulgarian researchers, including St. Genchev, G.
Lozanova, Ann. Vodenicharova, V. Vaseva, are unanimous that traditional
Bulgarians conceptualise the world as composed of visible and invisible
parts. Living beings (including humans) live in the visible world, which they
call ‘this world. The dead inhabit the invisible world, which is called ‘that
world’ and is conceptualised analogously as a chronotope of the dead, paral-
lel to but inverted from that of the living. Death itself is perceived as a social
regulator, an assessment of the way each individual has spent his or her days
among the living (Genchev 1985; Lozanova 1989, 1991, 1997; Vaseva 1994;
Vodenicharova 1999; Mihaylova 2002).

The belief that, once dead, people slowly reach the world of the dead is
widespread among Bulgarians, as Genchev writes. While moving through time
and space, the deceased change from ‘fresh’ to ‘old’ (‘long ago’). During this
period, they are still not conceptualised as benevolent to people: assimilation
to the category of ancestor is a long process. The 40" day is perceived as the
turning point at which, according to Christian teaching, the soul’s mortality
ends and the deceased takes his or her rightful place among the dead. The
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transition of the individual from ‘this world’ to ‘the next’ is completed on the
first anniversary of death. From this point on, says Genchev, the dead pass into
the category of ‘ancestral dead, whose traditional veneration is calendrical in
nature, and so they too begin to be mentioned only on days of remembrance.
With the end of the first calendar year after death, the living everywhere ritu-
ally control the transition of the deceased to ensure continuity and direction
are followed, and to preserve the post-death state in which body and soul are
separated. It is believed that the observance of rites will ensure the soul’s un-
impeded passage to the afterlife, its incorporation into the dead, and its inclu-
sion among the ancestors on whom the fertility and life of the living depend
(Genchev 1985: 192-193, 201).

Traditional Bulgarians perceived the dead as a group mainly composed of
the righteous (righteous souls), as well as a small number of sinners (sinful
souls). The righteous are all of the dead whose lives were lived according to
traditional rules and for whom all the traditional rites were performed after
their death. The group of the righteous is considerably homogeneous.

The second group, that of sinful souls, includes those of the deceased who
either sinned during their lives or in whose funeral rites there was a violation.
Iv. Georgieva points out that the concept of sin enters into the moral system.
She writes that popular notions include in the group of sinners those who
violate God’s commandments and church dogmas (including working on
Sunday, breaking fast and prayer, and rejecting the mediating role of priests);
fortune-tellers, sorcerers, and those who seek their services; those who take
excessive care of their appearance; those who do not honour their parents and
in-laws; drunks, usurers, dishonest merchants, bribers, cursers, the envious,
eavesdroppers, gossipers, slanderers, traitors (Georgieva 1985: 71-73). Guided
by the observation that in the “traditional ritual practice of the Bulgarians” there
are also “several types of funeral that differ from the ordinary ones”, Genchev
adds these to the group of sinners as the traditional worldview negatively evalu-
ates “actual or imaginary features of the deceased”. According to Genchev, “the
largest group of the ‘peculiar deceased’ unites those who are so sinful that ‘the
earth does not accept them' These are evil-doers, murderers, arsonists, who are
buried outside the cemeteries, without church rites and without observance
of otherwise traditional folk customs. The only thing noted are the measures
against reincarnation, since this category of people have communicated with
‘impure’ forces” (Genchev 1985: 204).
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And so, unlike the group of righteous souls, that of the sinful dead is quite
heterogeneous. There are many attempts to systematise it. S. Tolstaya, for ex-
ample, points out that Bulgarians conceptualise the souls of sinners, demons,
those violently put to death, unbaptised children and the dead with violations
in funeral rites, as souls who do not know “personal well-being after death”
(Tolstaya 2000).

At the same time, Bulgarian traditional notions arrange sinners in an as-
cending hierarchy. One of the highest positions is occupied by the vampire,
whom Iv. Georgieva defines as “a demonic being, a reincarnated dead person
who has a connection with a specific individual” and who “is a person who
died or was buried out of order, i.e. reincarnated due to the violation of certain
prohibitions” (Georgieva 1985: 50). Vaseva also classifies the group of demons
as composed of eternally wandering spirits such as vampires and others, as the
‘unclean’ dead (Vaseva 1994: 153, 154, 156). A classification of the notions of de-
monic characters in Bulgarian tradition is also made by E. Troeva (Troeva 2003).
The researcher also offers a summary of mythical and demonic notions, includ-
ing the “monstrous” and the demonic body, given that people define “devia-
tions” in the respective culture as demonic manifestations (Troeva 2011: 151).
In general, researchers note that Bulgarians of pre-modern times not only be-
lieved that sinful souls have a negative effect on the living, but also contribute
to some of the most sinful demonic traits. The origin of the vampire is particu-
larly associated with the most sinful dead and with violations of funeral rites.

An original systematisation of traditional Bulgarian notions of the cosmos,
as well as of the beings and relationships within it, is offered by G. Mihailova.
She starts from the construction of the traditional worldview using standardised
examples from life. Pre-modern Bulgarians perceived following these examples
as correct and any deviation from them as incorrect. Similarly, they evaluated
all people according to their observance or non-observance of moral rules
in life. Mihailova defines standard benchmarks as ‘symmetrical’ patterns in
culture (‘regular; ‘normal’), and deviations from them as cultural ‘asymmetry’
(‘irregularity; Tack of normality’). She also classifies beings accordingly as ‘sym-
metrical’ (humans and others) or ‘asymmetrical; often identified as characters
who are conceptualised as marginal. Mihailova also relates the above definitions
to the deceased, defined by tradition as sinners or righteous. She points to the
Bulgarian belief that a person who lived according to the established rules
and passed through all the traditionally regulated stages of life, observed the
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correct behaviour, with the living conducting the rites after death according to
the norms, should have a one-way and irreversible transition in which all sins
are forgiven. The deceased are then ‘normal, their status is normal, their souls
enter among the righteous and they should be associated with the category of
‘symmetry. The antipode, regardless of type of deviation during life or after
death, is sinner and belongs to the category of ‘asymmetry’ and the ‘abnormal’
dead. These souls cannot reach the world of the dead and stand on the boundary
between this world and the world of the living (Mihailova 2002).

Thus, righteous souls and sinners (though different in type) are presented
as a pair, part of the binary opposition of the structure of Bulgarian ideas
about the model of the organised world and the creatures inhabiting it. Mi-
hailova’s classification offers a new kind of treatment in the research of the
dead, one of the most commented upon ethnological situations, including in
the Bulgarian tradition. Here, I accept it and will use the terms ‘symmetrical
and ‘asymmetrical’ when referring them to the dead and the souls of the dead
in general: the former, as a synonym for righteous souls, and the latter, as a
unifying name for sinners and the demons that derive their origin from them.
Below I will comment on the relationship of the two types of dead with one
part of the culinary code. So far, the culinary code has been interpreted more
as an addition to the problems of death in Bulgarian tradition (Lozanova 1989,
1991, 1997; Vaseva 1994, 1997) or as one of the classifiers of demonic charac-
ters (Troeva 2011: 162-163), although it has rarely been placed at the centre
of research (Markova 2011a, 2011b, 2016). At the same time, the relationship
between the culinary code and death is full-blooded even in the 21* century,
when Bulgarians still believe that among the most important duties of the liv-
ing is to feed their dead, and food itself is seen as the primary means by which
the living and the dead communicate.

In this paper, I will draw on archive material that preserves basic traditional
notions of the care of the deceased and the impact of death on the community.
The information used is extracted from 25 archive units and is part of the
IEFEM-BAS archive. The material was recorded entirely in rural settings, in
the extended period between the late 1840s and the 1980s, when a process of
intense disintegration of traditional attitudes and culture was underway, the
pace of which was uneven in different regions and settlements. The information
was collected from men and women who identified themselves as Bulgarians
and inhabited a wide area, such as the following regions: Montana (previously
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Mihailovgrad), Vratsa, Pleven, Lovech, Sevlievo, Gabrovo, Veliko Tarnovo,
Gorna Oryahovitsa, Shumen, Varna, Dobrich (previously Tolbuhin), Silistra,
Sofia, Pernik, Blagoevgrad, Sandanski, Gotse Delchev, Petrich, Pazardzhik,
Plovdiv, Panagyurishte, Stara Zagora, Haskovo, Ivaylovgrad, Sliven, Yambol
and Burgas.

The juxtaposition of information from ethnographic sources shows that
the Bulgarians had the idea that righteous souls and sinners had their own
diets. Even towards the end of the traditional period, a number of features
of the structure and composition of the diet of the ‘symmetrical” survived, as
well as individual relics of its analogue in the ‘asymmetrical’ dead. In general,
traditional Bulgarians associated certain foods with both types of deceased. It
is noteworthy that their only common food is meat. Its presence in different
souls depends on the origin of the particular raw material, on its relationship
to culinary technology, on the topoi of its positioning and consumption, on
the relationship of the particular type of meat to notions of clean and unclean.
Below I will try to trace this without pretending to exhaust the subject.

The ‘symmetrical’ dead man

In the relatively clearly structured menu of righteous souls, meat has a strictly
defined place. First of all, its appearance refers to the meat-fasting periods, fixed
by the Orthodox Christian norm and clearly distinguished in the Bulgarian
traditional culture. It is common knowledge that the consumption of raw ma-
terials of animal origin is permitted when one is eating meat and not allowed
when one is fasting. The rule is observed by all the living and the dead in society,
whose status is regulated (‘symmetrical’); that is, only during the days when the
consumption of meat is allowed did Bulgarians of the premodern society feed
their ‘regular’ dead with dishes with animal ingredients'. This fact, however,
does not mean that meat is a permanent part of the meat-containing menu
of the dead. In fact, it is used mainly in the commemorative rites performed
during the first year after death, and only when the soul begins or completes
its transition. To some extent, meat is also associated with the calendar feasts
of the dead, when all the ancestors of the community are honoured.

Old Bulgarians perceived meat as a particularly valuable food, including for
righteous souls. It is also the main animal raw material for their meat dishes
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and the main ingredient for the kurban’® - their special ritual dish, without
which the passage of the dead is unthinkable.

For the Bulgarians of the traditional period, kurban is a common dish. Its
importance is so great that in some places its name is used as a double form of
part of the communal ritual. Genchev specifically notes that in places in the
north-central regions “kurban for the dead” is the term generally used for the
rites after the funeral, spanning the period of one year from death (Bulgarsko
slivovo village, Veliko Tarnovo region; Petokladentsi village, Pleven region
AEIM Ne 360-11: 55, 59).

Bulgarians perceive kurban as an old dish, the making of which is known
to them “from time immemorial”? The meal is compulsorily prepared for each
deceased person during the first year after death?, and several times at that.
The consumption of kurban is always associated with meals at the communal
tables to which local traditions attach the greatest importance, i.e. those after
the funeral and at the most important commemorations, where the meals are
often also called kurban; if one of these meals coincides with a day of fasting,
the dish is prepared for the next most significant commemoration.

In most cases, kurban is cooked three times: “a total of three kurbans must
be slaughtered during the days of remembrance in the first year” (Golitsa vil-
lage, Varna region AEIM Ne 619-1II: 25); “on three of the days of remembrance
within a year of death they slaughter” kurban (Kilifarevo village, Tarnovo region
AEIM Ne 361-11: 32); “for every dead, three kurbans are slaughtered” (Velich-
kovo village, Pazardzhik region AEIM Ne 610-II: 63); “by the end of the first
year there must be three kurbans for the soul of the dead” (Devetaki village,
Lovech region AEIM Ne 617-1I: 90, 91); until the end of the first year, three
kurbans are slaughtered (Dolna Dikanya village, Pernik region AEIM Ne 614-1I:
60-61, 64); “three lambs or only one lamb shall be slaughtered by the end of the
first year — no more or less than that” (Prevala village, Mihaylovgrad village);
“until the end of the first year are slaughtered” an odd number of kurbans “up
to until three” “or three exactly” (Dolna Riksa village, Mihaylovgrad region
AEIM Ne 613-1I: 26, 39-40); three times during the first year a kurban has to be
slaughtered (Petrich); “[on] at least three of the days of remembrance it’s obliga-
tory to prepare a kurban” (Dobromirovo village, Veliko Tarnovo village AEIM
Ne 616-11: 29, 99). The three kurbans are related to the tables after the funeral,
to the 40™ day, and the day after a year passes (Pokrovan village, Ivaylovgrad
region AEIM Ne 62-III: 33; Kilifarevo village, Tarnovo region AEIM Ne 361-
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II: 32; Velichkovo village, Pazardzhik region AEIM Ne 610-1I: 63), to the 40™
day, the sixth month and the passing of the first year (Popintsi village, Dyulevo,
Panagyurishte region AEIM Ne 5: 11, 12; Lilyak village, Targovishte region
AEIM Ne 615-1I: 68; Glozhene village, Devetaki, Lovech region AEIM Ne 617-
I1: 60, 90, 91), to the 40™ day, the ninth month and the passing of the first year
(Dolno Lukovo village, Ivaylovgrad region AEIM Ne 62-III: 25; Valchetran
village, Pleven region AEIM Ne 617-11: 11, 15).

Parallel to this, the practice of slaughtering fewer or more than three
kurbans in the first year after death is widespread. In various areas this is
done only at the funeral (Varbitsa village, Pleven region AEIM Ne 617-1II:
34-35; Kramolin village, Gabrovo region; Mandritsa village, Ivaylovgrad
region AEIM Ne 618- II: 10, 39; Lyaskovets village, Gorna Oryahovitsa region
AEIM Ne 695: 1; Vinitsa village, Beloslav village, Varna region, Platchkovtsi
village, Etar, Gabrovo region AEIM Ne 619-II: 16-17, 38, 51-52, 59), after the
funeral and on the 40™ day (Kalipetrovo village, Silistra region AEIM Ne 610- II:
81; Enina village, Stara Zagora region AEIM Ne 611-II: 95, 97; Kozichino vil-
lage, Burgas region AEIM Ne 612-II: 59; Egrek village, Krumovgrad region
AEIM Ne 618- II: 32) or after the funeral and after a year has passed (Stoilovo
village, Burgas region AEIM Ne 612-II: 40, 44; Mendovo village, Blagoevgrad
region AEIM Ne 616-1I: 24-25). More than three kurbans are slaughtered on
one of the days of remembrance in the third, the sixth and the ninth months
(Ustrem village, Yambol region AEIM Ne 611-II: 49; Varbitsa village, Shumen
region AEIM Ne 613-II: 92-93, 94, 97; Rish village, Shumen region AEIM Ne
615-11: 74-76, 78) or at the funeral, on the 40" day, the sixth month, after a year
has passed (Golitsa village, Varna region AEIM Ne 619-II: 25). Local reports
from the Lovech region indicate that kurbans are slaughtered on the third, sixth,
ninth and 40" days, the sixth month and the year after death (Dermantsi village
AEIM Ne 617-11: 46-47). K. Terzieva notes that even at the beginning of the
21* century in Kazanlak region they still sacrifice kurbans on the 40" day, the
sixth month, and one, six and nine years after death (Terzieva 2006: 192-193).

When preparing a kurban for a deceased person, the Old Bulgarians neces-
sarily observed certain requirements. These are mainly related to the origin of
the meat as raw material and following a specific culinary technology.

The accounts explicitly note that several types of meat are never used in
the making of any dish for a dead person. Most rarely it is noted that it is beef.
For example, Koleva reports that in the Varna region one of the domestic
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animals sacrificed was the buftalo, as it faithfully serves man daily (Galata
village, Ovcharovo region, Koleva 2006: 308). Earlier information from the
Pernik region says that the meal for remembrance days “cannot in any way be
cooked” with buffalo meat (Dolna Dikanya village) and that this prohibition
is respected even when the animal is not kept in that particular settlement
(Kozhintsi village AEIM Ne 614-1I: 66, 100).

Recorded relatively more often is the prohibition on feeding the dead goat
meat. In the Gorna Oryahovitsa region it is reported that goat or kid is never
slaughtered for the dish after the funeral (Lyaskovets village AEIM Ne 695: 1),
and in the Pernik region people explicitly exclude meat from the diet on days
of remembrance (Dolna Dikanya village, Kozhintsi village AEIM Ne 614- II:
66, 100). In the Blagoevgrad region it is specified that since the goat is con-
sidered a devilish animal, it is not used to make a kurban (Mendovo village
AEIM Ne 616- II: 24-25), and material from Berkovsko indicates that its
meat “is not burnt’, in the sense that it is not consecrated (Lyaskovets village
AEIM Ne 200: 59). This connection is also traceable in materials recorded in the
late twentieth century, for example in Sandanski they do not cook a goat for the
dead because it is wild and a “devil animal” (Marikostinovo village, appendix I,
III-IV, E. Troeva, personal communication). In the Varna region kid is one of
the animals “that are not sacrificed” since it is just like “the devil — with horns
and a beard” and appears as his incarnation; accordingly, “if it is promised for
kurban it is not acknowledged and not seen “up there in the sky” (Galata vil-
lage, Ovcharovo region, Koleva 2006: 308).

Quite a bit of material also points to the exclusion of raw materials derived
from swine from the diet of the souls of the righteous. For example, in the
Berkovsko region it is reported that “we do not burn pork’, i.e., it is not conse-
crated (Kotenovtsi village, Lyaskovets region), that it is “not sacrificed” for days
of remembrance because “the pig digs, it eats dirt” (Chiprovtsi AEIM Ne 200:
26, 59, 130). The motivation in Varna region is analogous: domestic animals
such as pigs, “which dig in the ground and are perceived as ‘unclean”, are not
sacrificed (Galata village, Ovcharovo region, Koleva 2006: 308). In the region
of Gabrovo people know that pigs are not slaughtered for kurban (Kormyansko
village AEIM Ne 886-II: 30). Pork is also not used for days of remembrance
according to information from the Panagyurishte region (Poibrene village
AEIM Ne 5: 24), Sevlievo region — when a remembrance is held, “pork is not
cooked and is not eaten” (Dobromirka village AEIM Ne 615-11I: 88). Pork is not
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given away for days of remembrance, as we see in material from the Pazardzhik
region (Patalenitsa village AEIM Ne 610-1I: 49) and the Pernik region, where
people say that for these days food should not “be cooked with pork under any
circumstances” (Dolna Dikanya village), and that it is “brought out’, i.e. not
given away for dead people (Rasnik village, Kozhintsi village AEIM Ne 614-11:
65-66, 81, 100). The ban on the use of pork in funeral and memorial food has
also been registered in the Sandanski region (Marikostinovo village, appen-
dix II, E. Troeva, personal communication), and the Veliko Tarnovo region,
where it is known that “pork is not cooked for a dead man” (Slomer village,
Veliko Tarnovo region AEIM Ne 616-II: 65). The juxtaposition between swine
and the food of the ‘symmetrical’ dead can also be traced in the locally spread
common ban to slaughter a pig up until the 40™ day in the house in mourning
(Haskovo region, Milcheva 1997: 151).

In the archival records it is often explicitly noted that the deceased’s meal did
not include poultry meat, for example, in the Sevlievo region it is mentioned that
no hen was killed for kurban (Kormyansko village AEIM Ne 886-11: 30). In some
places, it is noted that the chicken “is not burnt’, for example in the Berkovitsa
region (Lyaskovets village AEIM Ne 200: 59), the Sandanski region, where the
ban is motivated by the ability of the bird to “dig backwards” and is reinforced
by the fact that “it is devilish to take it to the cemetery” “chicken, hen, goose”
(Marikostinovo village, appendix I, E. Troeva, personal communication). In the
Varna region the hen is counted among the domesticated animals who “dig in
the ground and are perceived as ‘unclean™ (Galata village, Ovcharovo region,
Koleva 2006: 308). In Chiprovtsi it is said that, since days of remembrance are
held with the purpose of the dead “eating” “in the other world”, “in the past
people did not use hen [meat] because the hen digs and so it makes the table
dirty” (AEIM Ne 200: 130)°.

The main animal, which in Bulgarian tradition serves as the raw material
for the food of the ‘symmetrical’ deceased, is the ram, either as lamb, hogget
or mutton. Usually the meat originating from these animals is also the main
matter of corporeal origin that is included in their menu. This practice was
well fixed by the mid-20" century, for example, in Berkovsko it is noted that
“only sheep” is used for dead (AEIM Ne 200: 26, 40, 59). In some places this
was fully preserved into the 1990s, when in Petrichko “only sheep meat was
cooked for the dead”. (Marikostinovo village, E. Troeva, personal communica-
tion). An explanation for this common usage is recorded in various places. For
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example, in Chiprovtsi they know that in order “that food may serve in the
other world, it is best when it is given away and given for the dead, to slaughter
a sheep, because for Christ ‘when he was born, they sacrificed a lamb’ ‘A lamb
is like an angel, therefore when a man dies people slaughter sheep” (Chiprovtsi
AEIM Ne 200: 130-131).

In parentheses I will note that the Old Bulgarians also made substitutions
for the sheep raw material intended for kurban, although rarely. Local materials
show the appearance of beef and veal, which of course, like sheep meat, was

2

used during meat-eating periods. Materials collected towards the middle of the
20" century show that the use of beef was “allowed” in Berkovsko (Leskovets
village AEIM Ne 200: 59), that it was also known in the Veliko Tarnovo region
(Slomer village AEIM Ne 616-II: 65) and the Pernik region, where it was possible
for people to use meat from a calf or ox for the days of remembrance (Dolna
Dikanya village, Kozhintsi village AEIM Ne 614-I1: 66, 100).

Significantly more material indicates that during periods of fasting sheep
raw material is replaced by vegetarian. It may be fish, a vegetarian product (for
example honey or beans) or simultaneously fish and honey (most often)’. The
connection between the emergence of fish, the Orthodox Christian worldview,
the conception of the animal itself as one of the symbols of Christ and the
Bulgarian Orthodox Church practice of consecrating only fish or vegetable
food with oil on fast days is obvious.

Fish is most often used as a vegetarian substitute for funerary-communal
dishes in the first year after death. A fish kurban is made after the funeral on
the ninth, 20* or 40™ day in Plovdiv (Krasnovo village) or on the 40" day, half
a year or year commemorations in the Panagyurishte region (Popintsi village
AEIM Ne 5: 5-6, 11). Fish is also found in the Pazardzhik region (Patalenitsa
village, Velichkovo), the Silistra region (Kalipetrovo village AEIM Ne 610-11: 46,
60, 81), and the Varna region. In the latter they prepare ribnik (Vinitsa village),
“fish kurban” (Beloslav village) or just fish (Golitsa village, three kurbans until
the first year passes). Fish kurban or a dish of cooked fish is made in Gabrovo
region (Platchkovtsi village AEIM Ne 619-II: 16-17, 25, 38, 51-52). In some
places in the Lovech region if the 40" day, the sixth month or the passing of the
first year fall during a fast, “the kurban is fish” (Devetaki village AEIM Ne 617-11:
90-91). Locally in Veliko Tarnovo region it is noted that during fasts “meat is
not cooked, only olives and fish”. Here the five kurbans, which are made during
the first year, are divided as follows: “two fish and three lambs or two lambs
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and three fish, according to the days during which the remembrance is held”
(Slomer village AEIM Ne 616-11: 65, 71-72, 78-79). R. Hadzhieva also marks
the presence of the ribnik on the funeral table in separate villages in Pirin
(Hadzhieva 2006: 199-200).

In separate northern settlements it is explicitly noted that the fish can only be
carp. This species is thought of as special and is given great significance, thus in
the Pleven region, during fasts, they swap the kurban for the funeral with “one
carp” (Varbitsa village AEIM Ne 617-II: 34-35). In the Veliko Tarnovo region
people “roast one lamb or carp which are kurban for the deceased” (Slomer
village) and even during the 1970s they found it obligatory, for at least three of
the days of remembrance during the first year, “to slaughter a lamb or to cook
or roasta carp” (Dobromirovo village, Veliko Tarnovo region AEIM Ne 616-11:
65, 71-72, 78-79, 99). The summary of the archival material shows that fish
is most often a dish for “fresh souls’ It is rarely used for the ‘old deceased’: for
example, in the Petrich region on the day of remembrance that falls before the
beginning of the Easter fast, they cook fish or they slaughter a bird (a hen or
cock) (AEIM Ne 741-1II: 16, 32-33, 49).

Returning again to the use of sheep meat for the deceased’s kurban, I will
note that in many cases importance is also attached to the sex of the animal®
because in many areas it matches that of the deceased. Mainly in the north-
west they slaughter a ram for a man and a ewe for a woman, for example in
the Vidin region (Gradets village, Staropatitsa village AEIM Ne 612-11I: 81, 94;
Sredogriv village AEIM Ne 613-11: 2), in Montana village (Prevala village, Dolna
Riksa village AEIM Ne 613-1I: 22, 39-40), in the Sofia region and the Pernik
region (Gintsi village, Vrachesh village, Dolna Dikanya village AEIM Ne 614-11:
10, 38-39, 60-61, 64; Galabovtsi village, Sofia region AEIM Ne 76: 9). In the
Berkovitsa region it is especially noted that “for the woman, a female, for the
man a male shall be slaughtered” (Kotenovtsi village, Leskovets village AEIM
Ne 200: 26, 40). Locally in the Kystendil region the rule is specific: “they usually
slaughter a ram for a man, a ewe for a woman, a hogget for a maiden or young
(unmarried) man and alamb for a child” (Treklyano village AEIM Ne 610-11: 28).

The practice of matching the sex of the sacrificed animal with that of the
deceased is also known in the central northern areas. For example, in places in
the Lovech region “for a woman a ewe or female lamb is slaughtered and for a
man a ram or a male lamb” (Kukrina village, Devetaki village), and in Pleven
region, if the deceased was an older and wealthy man, they slaughtered for
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him a “kurban sheep or a lamb” for him (Valchetran village AEIM Ne 617-I1:
11, 75, 91). Locally in Gabrovo region, “when the deceased is a man, a male
lamb or ram is given and for a woman a female lamb or a ewe” (Dobromirka
village AEIM Ne 615-II: 85), including during the 1980s (Kormyansko village
AEIM Ne 886-11: 20, 30; AEIM Ne 888-11: 57). The practice is also known in the
Veliko Tarnovo region (Duskot village AEIM Ne 616-1I: 50, 55). Iv. Georgieva
mentions that in separate villages in the Pirin region for a man they slaughter a
ram and for a woman - a ewe that cannot have offspring (Georgieva 1980: 416).
In the Pazardzhik region they used to slaughter “a ram for a man and a ewe for
a woman or for other family members” (Patalenitsa village, Velichkovo village
AEIM Ne 610-11: 46, 60).

According to some local information, a female animal is preferred for a
dead man’s kurban - such is the practice in settlements in Panagyurishte re-
gion (Popintsi village, Dyulevo village AEIM Ne 5: 11, 12) and the Blagoevgrad
region, where it kurban is made “only from sheep” (Mendovo village), or if
the deceased is a man they slaughter an ox and if a woman a ewe (Pokrovnik
village AEIM Ne 616-11: 24-25, 39-40). In some places, the female animal is
slaughtered only as an exception, for example in Kalimantsi village, Varna
region, even during modern times a male lamb is preferred, or a hogget, and
on rare occasions “a female lamb may be slaughtered but before is has been
under a ram” (Koleva 2006: 308).

In the eastern regions, most often, a male animal is slaughtered for the
deceased. In some places by preference this is a mature animal, i.e. a ram, for
example in the Lovech region (Dermantsi village AEIM Ne 617-1I: 46-47), the
Gabrovo region (Platchovtsi village AEIM Ne 619-1I: 51-52), the Targovishte
region (Lilyak village AEIM Ne 615-1I: 64), the Sliven region (Glushnik village
AEIM Ne 615-1I: 26). This also happens among immigrants from the Yambol and
Sliven regions to the Silistra region (Alfatar village AEIM Ne 776: 4), and in the
city of Perushtitsa until the 1950s (Kableshkova 2010: 41-42); this preference
is also known in the Petrich region (AEIM Ne 616-1I: 29).

In other eastern settlements, people slaughter a young animal, i.e. a lamb, for
example in the Razgrad region (Kostandets village AEIM Ne 615-I1: 39- 40), the
Veliko Tarnovo region (Slomer village, Dobromirovo village AEIM Ne 616- II:
65, 99), the Ruse region (Pirgovo village), the Burgas region (Fakia village
AEIM Ne 612-1I: 18, 30), the Yambol region (Ustrem village AEIM Ne 611-II:
48). In the latter two village it is especially noted that the animal has to be
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young. In the Lovech region it is usually “a one-year-old lamb” (Glozhene
village AEIM Ne 617-1I: 60). There are even more precise requirements in the
western Blagoevgrad region where people slaughter a black lamb (Dobursko
village AEIM Ne 616-11: 10, 16). In some places in the Pleven region (Varbitsa
village AEIM Ne 617-11: 34), the Varna region (Vinitsa village AEIM Ne 619- II:
16-17), the Ivaylovgrad region (Mandritsa village) and the Razgrad region
(Dryanovo village AEIM Ne 618-11: 39, 47-48) people might slaughter a lamb
or ram, i.e. sometimes the young and the old animal are interchangeable raw
materials for the food of the dead.

The traditional Bulgarian kurban for the deceased is prepared in a specific
way. Archival information records a couple of main ingredients. The first is
meat, which is used only fresh. For this purpose, the animal is first slaugh-
tered, skinned and cleaned of its insides. Only its meat and bones are used
for the kurban, and in some places also its head’. The necessary raw materials
are cut or “chopped into small pieces’, a stage that is especially noted (Alfatar
village, immigrants from the Yambol and Sliven regions to the Silistra region
AEIM Ne 776: 6). The prepared pieces of meat and bones are “as early as the
morning” put into a big copper tinned container, especially meant for the boiling
of the kurban (Ustrem village, Yambol region AEIM Ne 611-1I: 48; Fakia village,
Burgas region AEIM Ne 612-11I: 30; Ustrem village, Yambol region). Two other
main ingredient - salt and water — are added, which are poured into the con-
tainer “to the rim”, and it is put to boil on a high temperature (Ustrem village,
Yambol region AEIM Ne 611-11: 48). “From time to time”, people get rid of “the
foam” (Fakia village, Burgas region AEIM Ne 612-11: 30) until the meal is ready.

In some places, additional ingredients are added to the dish. For example,
immigrants from the Yambol and Sliven regions in the Silistra region add a cou-
ple of whole big onions and peppers (Alfatar village AEIM Ne 776: 6). The kurban
is rarely boiled as a stew (the Lovech region, Vodenicharova 1999: 418- 420,
notes 30, 31) with vegetable oil, fried onion, red pepper, water, tomato sauce
and mint for smell (Varbitsa village AEIM Ne 617-1I: 34).

Everywhere the kurban is prepared only by boiling, i.e. its culinary tech-
nology is traditional and single-type'®. The information shows that for a dead
person “roasted meat is not given away, but boiled meat, done in a big pot or
cauldron” (Popovyane village, Sofia region); for days of remembrance “meat is
never roasted” (Dolna Dikanya village, Pernik region AEIM Ne 614-11: 57, 64);
“the lamb or the ram are not brought roasted but boiled in a big cauldron [for
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the] kurban” (Dryanovo village, Razgrad region AEIM Ne 618-II: 47-48). The
kurban itself is defined as “boiled meat with added ingredients” (Popovyane
village, Sofia region), “boiled meat in a big pot or cauldron” (Dolna Dikanya
village, Pernik region AEIM Ne 614-11: 57, 64); meat for the kurban is “boiled
inavery large pot or in a tinned white cauldron” (Treklyano village, Kyustendil
region AEIM Ne 610-II: 28-29). It is apparent that the Bulgarians perceive
boiling chopped pieces of sheep meat and bones with added salt and water in
a voluminous container as traditional technology for making sheep kurban.

The summary of the said archival ethnographic material shows that during
the Bulgarian pre-modern period lamb, hogget, mutton and poultry are the
main types of meat used to feed the ‘symmetrical’ dead. Their souls do not re-
ceive and do not consume poultry, ox meat, goat’s meat or pork, the negativity
towards the latter two remains present to the present day.

The arguments could continue in many directions. First and foremost is
the relationship between food and death. Researchers are united in concluding
that feeding the dead is among the most ancient of cultural relics, that it has a
bearing on issues of sacrifice and offering, give-and-take, the right of the dead
to the first portion of food, etc. (Freydenberg 1978: 38-41; Listova 1983: 166;
Prop 1995: 148, 150-152; Vaseva 1994, 1997). Additionally, the connection
between death and food containing meat is clearly outlined, and the sacrificial
nature of the kurban in Bulgarian tradition is undeniable. As pointed out by
G. Lozanova, in the cultures of the southern Slavs, a meal made of the meat
of a sacrificed animal is among the obligatory dishes at the funeral table. It is
perceived as a sacrifice for the soul, and the kurban itself is ritually equivalent
to and interchangeable with other basic and obligatory ritual foods such as
bread and kolivo (a type of boiled wheat dish used for remembrance of the
dead) (Lozanova 1991: 6-8).

Indeed, in the Bulgarian tradition, the kurban for the dead is perceived as a
ritual dish in contrast to an everyday one. This character undoubtedly brings it
closer to bread and wheat, but unlike them the kurban is not a permanent part
of funeral and memorial rites, but appears only at the moments of the soul’s
transition to the world of the dead and is perceived as crucial. Obviously, the
kurban is conceptualised as food that is especially needed for the dead. This
finding is supported by the traditional observance of the same basic require-
ments not only for the origin of the meat as raw material and for the culinary
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technology, but also for the spatial arrangement of the topoi where the animal
is slaughtered and the living eat the dish.

The same raw material is used to make the kurban in all of the country’s
regions. This is always fresh meat and bones from a ram (lamb, hogget, sheep),
which in some places are replaced by beef (veal), an obvious difference from
the everyday life of the traditional Bulgarian, who very rarely cooked or con-
sumed fresh meat in daily life. The raw material is prepared in a primitive way,
most often being chopped into large, irregular pieces; less often it is sliced. The
remaining body parts are not used. In some areas the preference is for either a
male or female animal, and in others its sex mirrors the sex and possibly social
status of the deceased".

Using the traditionally fixed culinary technology is of great importance.
The dish uses simple, minimal ingredients: meat and bones, salt and water. It
is made solely by boiling, which can take place either in the home or on an
open fire outside the home'.

In Bulgarian tradition, slaughtering, preparing and eating the dish take
place in two main places, in the house or at the grave of the deceased. The
symbolic and real movement of the dead from his or her dwelling in ‘this
world’ (house, home) to its chthonic analogue (grave), which is perceived as
part of ‘that world;, points to the framing of these topoi as the two main focal
points of the commemorative rituals in the first year after death. At the same
time, the relationship between the culinary code and the home and grave of the
dead also marks the change in status. A summary of the material shows that as
long as Old Bulgarians conceptualised the deceased as ‘new’, i.e. in the first year
after death, they fed them both at the grave and at home, and even visited the
grave daily until the 40" day. After the first year, the connection between the
culinary code and the grave diminishes, and the space of the living intensifies;
respectively the meals of the deceased are considerably diluted.

The relationship between the culinary code and the grave is archaic. By the
advent of modernity, the post-funeral meal had shifted more and more explicitly
to the home of the deceased, despite once being held at the grave, where the
animal was slaughtered. In places in the southern regions the older practice
has persisted even into the modern period. For example, by the mid- 20
century, the grave topos was still associated with the preparation of the meat
meal for the funeral: locally in the Plovdiv region they boil “the kurban at the
cemetery itself” (Brestnik village AEIM Ne 611-11I: 30, 31), and in one of the
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Christian villages in the Kardzhali region people slaughtered and cooked the
animal next to the cemetery fireplace (Pchelarovo village AEIM Ne 62-I1I: 42).
Around mid-century, the post-funeral table was also set up next to the grave
in a lot of villages in the Plovdiv region (Krasnovo village, Krushevo village),
Panagyurishte region (Dolno village (Levski), Tsar Asen village AEIM Ne 5: 2,
5-6, 7, 21, 22), and locally in the Pirin region (Georieva 1980: 416). The link
between the consumption of the kurban, the grave and the feeding of the dead
is also suggested by older accounts which say that even when prepared in the
home, the kurban, along with other dishes, was brought to the table in the cem-
etery, for example in the Razgrad region (Dryanovo village AEIM Ne 618- II:
47-48) and the Plovdiv region (Brestnik village AEIM Ne 611-1I: 30, 31). Usu-
ally this happens with the container, for example in the Pazardzhik region
(Saraya village Gerginova, B. 2010: 217, 220) and the Kyustendil region, where
they hang it from a big stick so that the dish remains warm (Treklyano village
AEIM Ne 610-11: 29).

Details of the origin of the meat as raw material, use of a certain culinary
technology, the consecration of the kurban, and eating it near the grave are
all signs of the sacrificial character of the dish and its symbolic purity. Vaseva
defines the rule that food for the dead should be clean, since unclean food is
conceptualised as being capable of ‘dusting’ (contaminating) the deceased’s
table, as a common Bulgarian one'. Generally, the living provide only pure
food and drink to the souls they feed.

Analysis of ethnographic evidence points to the conclusion that when
feeding the dead, the Old Bulgarians sought to preserve established order in
the organised cosmos. The archaic notion that boundaries are drawn between
worlds which the living must take special care of and preserve is relatively fixed
in their pre-modern thinking. These boundaries are broken down at times
of crisis such as the significant moments in human life: every birth of a new
person and the onset of death among the living are conceived such. Tolstaya
writes that the “formula of coexistence” between the worlds of the living and
the dead provides for their separate existence through strictly defined modes
of interaction in chronotope and ritual, and that this “formula” aims to main-
tain the boundary and ensure the well-being of both the living and the dead
(Tolstaya 2000: 19-20). As I have already pointed out, the dead, and especially
those with an incomplete transition, carry an abstract danger which the living
neutralise in various ways through rites. Vaseva points out that through their
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ritual actions on the calendar days of remembrance the living aim to complete
the transition of these dead, to restore stability to the society (Vaseva 1994:
157-168).

One of the means by which the living help the dead to make their transition,
stabilise their status and preserve it, is obviously the culinary code. Relating this
conclusion to all that has been said so far about sheep kurban for the dead, we
can say that this food is only for those whom traditional Bulgarians perceive
(assume to be, expect to be) ‘symmetrical’ In a reciprocal sense, this means that
by offering the righteous soul its favourite food sacrifice, i.e. sheep kurban, the
living seek to maintain the ‘symmetrical’ status of the dead in the afterlife. Two
local accounts are interesting in this regard. The first is from the Panagyurishte
region and reports that the kurban is made for the “forgiveness of the sins of
the dead” (Metchka village AEIM Ne 5: 19), i.e. by feeding the soul with this
dish, the living seek to secure a place among the righteous souls. The second
piece of information is from the Pazardzhik region, where it is believed that
in the ‘other world’ the dead “form a little flock of the three kurbans and will
be its shephard” (Velichkovo village, Pazardzhik region AEIM Ne 610-11: 63),
i.e., also with the help and the kurban slaughtered for the dead they will retain
the regularity of status they enjoyed in life.

To the frequency of the kurban as food not just for the dead, but for the
righteous dead, is significant. It is present most often in the first year after death,
appearing several times: in most cases after the funeral, on the 40" day and on
the day on which the first year of death passes, i.e. to a large extent the kurban
can be defined as one of the typical ritual foods for the dead in transition. When
the first year after death has passed the kurban is no longer an obligatory part
of ritual meals. After this period, its occurrence is rather linked to the material
possibilities of the family, for example, it is noted in some places that after the
first year it is rarely prepared, and that it is possible to make it on the three and
nine year anniversaries (Duskot village, Veliko Tarnovo region AEIM Ne 616- II:
50, 57), but this depends more on the means of the family (Mogila village,
Yambol region AEIM Ne 613-11: 85). Thus, the presence of the kurban can be
seen as a sign that the dead person for whom it is intended is perceived as
‘symmetrical’ and that most often no more than a year has passed since death.

It is obvious that during the period of passage from ‘this world’ to ‘the next’
(i.e. during the first year after death) Bulgarians ‘control’ the soul’s flesh-eating
through the kurban. It is not unimportant that ‘control’ is associated with meals
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at communal tables, to which local notions attach the greatest importance
(rather than to handouts or lesser commemorations) and where the elderly
socialised men and women of the whole community participate. This prevents
the risk of an unwanted reversal in the direction of movement of each deceased
individual, ensuring the ‘symmetry’ of souls reaching the afterlife according to
traditional rules, maintaining balance in the cosmos.

The ‘asymmetrical’ dead

In the Bulgarian ethnographic material, there is little direct information about
the diet of the ‘asymmetrical’ dead. Therefore, in most cases it is possible to
partially reconstruct it by applying a different approach, i.e. correlating the
abundance of information about the diet of the ‘symmetrical’ dead with specific
relics of the pre-modern conception of the world through opposing categories.
Such a method implicitly points to the specificities in the diet of their antipodes.

According to Bulgarian traditional ideas, demons, whose origin is associ-
ated with sinners, also consume food, but in a way that is different from that
of both righteous souls and living people. Their menu is composed mainly of
corporeal matter, which is, however, distinguished from the raw material used
for the kurban of the ‘symmetrical’ dead. The origins of demons, their lack of
substitutability and their attitude to culinary technology are what stands out'.

It is thought that some of the souls of sinners consume meat raw materials
that their ‘symmetrical’ antipodes do not consume. For example, certain diseases
whose origin is female have a marked affinity for poultry (Markova 2011b). The
ghoul definitely shows a penchant for sucking the blood of pigs slaughtered
for Christmas and for eating blood-sausage made with their blood". The idea
that some of the most evil demons swallow blood from humans and domestic
animals is widely known among Bulgarians. A typical example is the vampire,
who not only occupies one of the highest positions in the demonic hierarchy,
but is also perceived as a kind of emanation of aggressive feeding behaviour.
The vampire feeds on the blood of humans and some of their domestic animals
(Georieva 1985: 50-52; Troeva 2003: 55), a characteristic that is understood
to be a typical feature.

This leads to the constatation that the Old Bulgarians conceived corporeal
matter in general as the most important, the main, and in some cases the only
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dish for the demonic characters whose origins were associated with the ‘asym-
metrical’ dead. While the souls of the righteous eat meat only during the blessed
periods and at the most important moments in the first year of their transition,
the greatest sinners can consume such food at all times. The vampire especially
wishes to ingest mainly blood. Accordingly, its consumption, like that of human
flesh, is conceptualised as a sign of harmful demons, of being in their space and
of their wild and absolutely untamed nature. Bulgarians define total gluttony and
eating dead creatures as impure regimes; this consumption is not only taboos,
but also identified as among the absolute cultural prohibitions for members
of the group (i.e. living people and souls of the righteous) (Markova 2011 a).
Beliefs never connect the consumption of blood and human meat with
any kind of preliminary processing, i.e. the two materials also relate negatively
to culinary technology. The semantic link between their ingestion, their raw
(natural) state and the complete lack of cooking is obvious. Blood and forbid-
den meat are absolute and meaningful antipodes of man’s food and culture'.
As Mihailova writes, traditional Bulgarians believe that “righteous souls live
in the other world in paradise’, but she does not specify the location of sinners
clearly (Mihailova 2002). In some places in the Lovech region it is localised
generally as “hell” (Dermantsi village AEIM Ne 617-11: 1, 42), while in other
places it is considered that the souls of sinners remain “wandering the earth”
(Varbitsa village, Pleven region AEIM Ne 617-1I: 20; Kozhintsi village, Pernik
region AEIM Ne 614-1I: 84-85). This means that they consume in fopoi and in
time periods that are conceptualised as impure; the food of the ‘asymmetrical’
dead is also undeniably conceived as a possible contaminant on the table of
its ‘symmetrical’ antipode. Of course, the places and time periods in which
the two groups of dead eat are different. In the case of sinners, these are their
dwelling places mainly located in the vicinity of their graves. Temporally,
their consumption relates to the “secretive hour”, the nocturnal hours locked
between sunset and the first crowing of the roosters, which are also perceived
most negatively (Markova 2011b). In the mentioned chronotope the most sinful
souls can devour these substances, which, however, the living never provide
them with, and even do their best to interrupt the possible feeding process on
these foods. This reasoning has its clearest confirmation in the fragmentary
notions of the feeding of the vampire. For example, according to beliefs from
the Vidin region, a vampire’s soul “cannot reach the other world and remains in
the grave. In the ‘secretive hour’ after midnight, it goes out there and wanders

279



Maria Markova

until the first rooster crows® (Sredogriv village AEIM Ne 613-1II: 10), while in
the Veliko Tarnovo region they think that during the night the soul of a dead
man-vampire “comes out of the grave through a small hole and goes to disturb
its relatives” (Duskot village AEIM Ne 616-11: 48-49).

There is also a clear semantic link between consumption and the change
in the status of the dead. According to the classical definition of V1. Prop, the
dead ask the living to satisfy their hunger because if they remain hungry “[they]
will find no rest and will return as a living ghost. This is what the living and the
dead are afraid of, and this is what fear of the dead is due to” (Prop 1995: 146,
148, 149). In Bulgarian traditional beliefs, there is apparently also a meaningful
connection between the hungry dead (in general), eating human flesh, and the
movement of beings between mythological levels, for example both the grate-
ful and the hungry dead move in the organised cosmos, although unlike the
grateful dead, the hungry can move towards the chronotope of ‘asymmetrical’
beings and can change status in a negative way. It is no coincidence that Bul-
garians perceive eating as the main occupation of characters who devour flesh
and blood". They are perceived as constantly hungry, with their insatiable
hunger awakening and developing the demonic in their nature. I will also
refer to Mihailova’s observation that when hungry, demons and sinful souls
seek food, becoming mobile and causing catastrophes. When they perceive
‘symmetrical’ beings as the source of their food they threaten to devour them
(Mihailova 2002: 184-195). Living people cannot control the consumption of
vampiric characters and thus cannot influence their behaviour. Their percep-
tion as antipodes is also guided by the action code, for example at night, when
demons are active, mobile and hungry, the ‘symmetrical’ (humans, souls) are
passive and static (sleeping and not eating). Therefore, the appearance in the
deceased’s diet of corporeal substances which the person perceives as impure,
with taboos on their consumption, can be seen as an indisputable sign that
the deceased has not successtully completed the transition and has joined the
category of sinners.

Conclusion

And so, according to Bulgarian traditional beliefs, meat is the only matter of
corporeal origin that can be defined as common food for all the dead. The ‘sym-
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metrical’ deceased satisfy their nutritional needs with meat that is perceived
to be pure, and do not consume products that come from bird, buffalo, goat
or pig. Their meat comes only from the ram (lamb, hogget, mutton); in many
areas the animal’s sex is also important; and during fasting periods sheep may
be replaced by fish. Meat for the ‘symmetrical’ dead is always processed culi-
narily in a way that is used only in ritual and is characterised by primitivism,
a minimum number of ingredients and the use of boiling only. Only one dish
is thus prepared, called kurban, which has a distinctly sacrificial character. In
the Bulgarian tradition, its preparation and consumption are associated with
the two main fopoi of the commemorative ritual in the first year after death,
the home and the grave.

Bulgarians conceptualise the kurban as a particularly necessary meal for the
dead. It appears mainly in the first year after death - at the funeral, on the 40®
day, and the day after a year has passed since death. Then it repeatedly marks
the key moments of the soul’s transition to the world of the dead and main-
tains its ‘proper’ direction. By presenting the soul with pure sacrificial meat at
communal meals where socialised members of the community participate, the
living exercise nutritional ‘control’ over the flesh-eating of dead souls, ensure
their place among the righteous ones, and guarantee their ‘symmetrical status
in the afterlife.

For these ‘asymmetrical’ deceased, meat is the most important dish they can
consume regardless of the periods of allowed meat consumption and fasting.
The most sinful souls can even consume human flesh, and together with human
blood this makes up both their main ‘menu’ and two of the main substances
that the premodern Bulgarian taboos in relation to ‘symmetrical’ beings. It is
believed that the most sinful souls inhabit a wilderness which the living can-
not tame or control. Humans perceive their feeding as an impure mode and
identify chronotopes distinguished by impurity. In general, Bulgarians conceive
any being who practices such feeding as absolutely malevolent and harmful.
The living never provide flesh and blood for the most sinful souls, instead they
do their utmost to interrupt such feeding, conceiving the desire to consume
both substances as a sign that the deceased has changed the proper direction
of movement and become part of the category of demons.

By feeding the dead who are perceived as righteous, and by seeking to
hinder the analogous process in the most sinful souls, traditional Bulgarians
try to control the specifics of their statuses, i.e. preserving the ‘symmetry’ of
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the former and maintain the established distance to the latter. Meat is one of
the ingredients with which man serves himself. Thus, through elements of
the culinary code the living keep the borders between levels in the organised
cosmos closed and maintain mythological equilibrium within it.

Notes

! 'The dependence of the dead’s menu on periods of meat consumption and fasting is a
cultural trait that is well known to Bulgarians today.

% Apart from this, in Bulgarian tradition only a few other meat dishes are included in
the diet of the dead. These are sarma, stuffed peppers, eggs or cooked meat (rare and
local variants). Compared to the kurban, the importance of these foods is much lower.

* It is noted only in isolated accounts that preparation of the kurban only began in more
recent times. For example, material from Ivaylovgrad, recorded in the mid-1980s, notes
that “in older times, in Turkish times, the ram was not used at all. In most recent times,
they started to slaughter the ram and they cooked a kurban in a cauldron”. (Dolno
Lukovo village AEIM Ne 62-III: 22).

* Most likely, the generally known character of this obligation is the reason why in some
cases it is not reported or explicitly stated in the information.

° In isolated and localised material collected after the mid-20" century, when tradi-
tional relationships were rapidly breaking down, old notions were fading and being
lost and new and modern elements were increasingly entering even the most isolated
villages and their gated communities. At this time pork and poultry products began
to be mentioned among the foods of the dead. Bacon was among the ingredients (also
boiled cabbage, bulgur wheat) for a dish prepared for the funeral table locally in the
Plovdiv region (Karadzhalovo village AEIM Ne 851-1I: 111-112). Bacon is also added
to the kachamak, which in the Gotse Delchev region “according to a very old custom”
is boiled before dawn on the first Thursday of Lent and distributed “after dark for the
dead” (Ilinden village AEIM Ne 742-11: 56). In single reports from Dobrudja among the
mentioned winter foods of remembrance is pork with rice (AEIM Ne 632-1I). Separate
materials mention the fragmentary participation of poultry meat on lesser and great
days of remembrance: in Vidin people who come to pay their respects the deceased
also bring chicken (Sredogriv village AEIM Ne 613-II: 3), while poultry stew appears
on the funeral table in Dobrudja (AEIM Ne 632-1I) and in some villages in the Sredna
Gora region, on the evening of the 40" day, they arrange a “dinner for the dead” at the
grave, one of the foods brought being “seven or eight hens”. (Slatina village, Plovdiv re-
gion AEIM Ne 852-II: 198). In the Razgrad region, if days of remembrance fall on a day

282



Meat in the Diet of the Dead

when meat consumption is allowed, lamb can be swapped for poultry (Osenets village
AEIM Ne 613- II: 68), and on the anniversary of the death, in the Targovishte region it
is “obligatory [to] slaughter a goose or a turkey” (Lilyak village AEIM Ne 615-1I: 67).
Although rarely, the meat of a bird is also associated with food on days of remembrance.
For example, chicken is one of the foods given out in the Lovech region (Devetaki village
AEIM Ne 617-1I: 92), the Gabrovo region, where it is noted that it is boiled (Dobro-
mirka village AEIM Ne 615-1I1: 89-89), and the Sofia region, where it is a fried hen. The
researcher P. Petrov, who registered the practice in the latter region, specifically notes
that this dish is an “interesting” local peculiarity on days of remembrance and that
the practice dates from “older times” (Gintsi village AEIM Ne 614-II: 15-16). Locally
in Dobrudja (AEIM Ne 632-II) and in the Petrich region, poultry appears on days of
remembrance before the Easter fast (AEIM Ne 741-11I: 16, 32-33, 49).

¢In some villages in the Lovech region the belief that fish should not be given as a kurban
for a dead is registered. Popov notes that here it is motivated by the danger that “in the
other world the soul will run after the fish and drown” (Popov 1999: 280).

7 Some accounts refer to the interchangeability of fish and honey as vegetarian
equivalents of sheep kurban, for example in the Gabrovo region (Kormyansko village
AEIM Ne 886- I1: 30, 31) and the Razgrad region (Kostandenets village AEIM Ne 615-11:
39-40; 39), where “they spare nothing to feed the soul of the dead well”. In the Kazanlak
region, the simultaneous function of the two foods existed at the end of the 20" century,
when they were still found on the 40" day, sixth month, and one, six, and nine years’
anniversaries of death (Terzieva 2006: 192-193).

8 In some places it does not matter, and according to availability a lamb or a sheep is
slaughtered, for example in Kalipetrovo village, Silistra region (AEIM Ne 610-11: 81), Brest-
nik village, Plovdiv region, and Mogilevo village, Stara Zagora region (AEIM Ne 611-II:
31, 84).

° In the Lovech region, the head is separated and boiled and the meat taken out and
chopped into pieces. This is left for the soul of the deceased so that “he may eat when he
comes” (Vodenicharova 1999: 418-420, notes 30, 31). In the Veliko Tarnovo region they
give it to the priest (Slomer village AEIM Ne 616-11: 71, 72), while in the Panagyurishte
region, they take it to the cemetery where they break it up and give it away after the
funeral (Smilets village AEIM Ne 5: 15). Locally in the Veliko Tarnovo region, they do
a similar thing to the head of the fish: “if it is during a fast the kurban is either fish or
honey, and in this case the head of the fish has to be given to the priest” (Duskot village
AEIM Ne 616-11: 55).

1* The meat is roasted only according to isolated information (Varbitsa village, Pleven
region AEIM Ne 617-1I: 34).
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" Local evidence suggests that beef or veal functioned as an identy marker of the male
sex and higher social status of the deceased: in places in the Gorna Oryahovitsa region,
if the deceased was wealthy, they slaughtered a calf (Lyaskovets village AEIM Ne 695: 1),
while in the Blagoevgrad region an ox was slaughtered for a man and a ewe for a woman
(Pokrovnik village AEIM Ne 616-11: 39-40).

12 A different method of preparation is sued only on rare occasions. For examples, mate-
rials from the Pazardzhik region explicitly state that if beef is used for a deceased man,
“they cook it like normal meat, not like a kurban” (Patalenitsa village AEIM Ne 610-11:
48-49), thus making the dish is linked to the culinary technology of everyday life, not
with that of the kurban.

13 Vaseva considers this risk in mythological terms and interprets it as a threat to the
birth-death-rebirth cycle in global terms (Vaseva 1997: 98).

!4 See also the observation of Troeva that demons in male hypostasis have a tendency
to eat meat, and those in female to eat vegetarian food. Troeva concludes that gender
differences are expressed at the mythological level through the culinary code and believes
that “demons whose origin comes from a deceased person show a greater preference
for foods that contain meat and blood. Since this is the substance of which they are
made, eating it can be interpreted as an act of self-devouring’, and that “by attributing
to demons the tendency to cannibalism, one of the basic prohibitions in human society
is marked” (Troeva 2011: 162-163).

> M. Gabrovski and M. Benovska-Sabkova mark that the ghoul is also perceived as
an incarnation of the spirit of the Christmas pig (Gabrovki 1985: 208-209; Benovska-
Sabkova 2002: 156).

!¢ Traditional Bulgarians mainly consume cooked or fermented dishes. Onions, garlic,
leeks and salt are eaten raw (fresh fruit rarely). Bulgarians never associate garlic with
the diet of the ‘asymmetrical, and uses this as his main apotropaic against them.

17 The hypertrophy of their organs, associated with consumption, is indicative: car-
nivorous creatures possess enormous mouths, bellies and teeth, and are described or
conceptualised as large sacks (Markova 2011a).

Material from the archive of IEFSEM-BAS

Used sources: AEIM (AEVIM) Ne 5, 76, 200, 695, 776, 360-11, 361-1I, 610-1I, 611-1I,
612-1I, 613-1I, 614-11, 615-1I, 616-1I, 617-11, 618-1I, 619-1I, 632-11, 741-1I,
742-11, 851-11I, 852-11, 886-11, 888-II, 62-II1.
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Abstract: Grunge is the term used for a type of music that appeared after the
sensational breakthrough of American alternative rock band Nirvana with
their album Nevermind in 1991. As is usual in the music business, record
companies started to promote similar bands. This article is about the grunge
subculture in Estonia in the early 1990s and is based on personal memories
and discussions with people who embraced the style. The aim is to show
that grunge in Estonia was a vivid example of glocalisation, where a globally
known phenomenon becomes a local variation with significant differences
to the way in which it is understood and interpreted in the country of origin.
Simultaneously, I discuss why grunge was never so popular in Estonia. The
reason for this was that the early 1990s were a time when a lot of Western
pop culture - both clothes and music - was suddenly available and young
people faced multiple choices. Grunge, as a downshift culture, did not fit
with the post-Soviet ethos and rush towards consumerism.
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Grunge is the term used for a type of music that appeared after the sensational
breakthrough of American alternative rock band Nirvana with their album
Nevermind in 1991. Suddenly the album and especially the song “Smells Like
Teen Spirit” was broadcast extensively on radio and received frequent air play
on the television music channel MTV. As is usual in the music business, record
companies started to seek similar bands and promoted them. Because Nirvana
was from the Seattle, on the northwest coast of the USA, record companies,
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music producers and talent scouts focused on the alternative music scene there
and found several bands who became famous in the first years of 1990s. So the
expression ‘Seattle sound’ was created, which was later equivalent to the term
grunge with both terms often used simultaneously. This article is about grunge
subculture in Estonia in the early 1990s and is based on personal memories
and discussions with people who embraced the style. The aim is to show that
grunge in Estonia was a vivid example of glocalisation, where a globally known
phenomenon becomes alocal variation with significant differences from the way
in which it is understood and interpreted in the country of origin. Simultane-
ously, I discuss why grunge was never so popular in Estonia. The reason for this
was that the early 1990s were a time when a lot of Western pop culture - both
clothes and music - was suddenly available and young people faced multiple
choices. Grunge, as a downshift culture, did not fit with the post-Soviet ethos
and rush towards consumerism.

The idea to write this article was born in the Subcultures, Popular Music and
Social Change Facebook group. On 20 November 2021 I posted a video to that
group titled “WHAT *ACTUALLY* KILLED GRUNGE? (It wasn’t Courtney
Love)”! that had been uploaded to the YouTube channel The Punk Rock MBA,
achannel run by Finn Mckenty where he posted short videos explaining the rise
and demise of certain music styles or bands, among other things. The reason
I posted this video was that Mckenty’s explanation of the style and popularity
of grunge was very Western-centric. I commented on the video, writing that
grunge was never a big movement in Estonia and initiated a discussion on the
glocalisation of subcultures, marketing strategies of music and style and the
political meaning of youth subcultures and their music. The idea that the fate
and transformation of grunge style and subculture in early 1990s Estonia serves
as an example of the difference between youth subcultures in East and West
Europe then circled in my head all these years and is presented in this paper.
I will come back to that video and discussion below.

Academic literature includes published research on Eastern European sub-
cultures. On Yugoslavian DJ culture have written Zubak (2016), east German
punk, blues and rock culture Westhusen (2005a, b), Estonian punk and Estrada
(Ventsel 2016, 2019), or music journalism in the East Block (Reti 2016). There
is also abundant research on subcultures in Eastern Europe after the fall of
Socialism showing how the socioeconomic and political environment after the
transition to capitalism and democracy also affected local subcultures. These
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studies are great examples of glocalisation, i.e. how local forms of subculture do
not automatically repeat the ideologies and practices of Western, mainly Anglo-
American, subcultures. There are several academic schools that are engaged with
theorising youth subcultures. The subcultural school of the 1980s argues that
youth subcultures are an expression of the class conflicts then present in society
(Hall and Jefferson 1986; Hebdidge 1979). In the 1990s a post-subculture theory
was developed that states that youth subcultures are less class based resistance
than just a consumer choice (Williams 2006, 2011). As I demonstrate below,
there is certain element of truth in both schools. Nevertheless, consumption
was very important in identity building for post-Soviet Estonian youth.

Punk and grunge

There is a debate among those with an interest in Anglo-American punk as to
where this phenomenon was born. Americans tend to argue that it was in New
York, British punks are convinced that it was London. Either way, punk as a
style, music and subculture appeared in mid-1970s and spread quickly globally.
Already from the beginning the punk scene was divided into subscenes. One of
the first big divisions, which came in the 1970s, was between the working class
and art school punks. The USA became the birth place for fast and aggressive
hardcore punk music, with post-punk, Oi!, ska-punk, etc., appearing in the
early 1980s. It seems that stylistic and regional variations were especially big in
the USA. From the early 1980s there were regional sonic divisions between the
east and west coasts, which both had distinctive sounds. Moreover, in the USA,
many big cities have their own sound, for example New York City hardcore
(NYHC), Washington D.C. hardcore or Los Angeles and San Francisco punk.
In the USA, the understanding of punk, especially punk music, has always
been broader than In the UK. While in the UK punk bands tended to blend in
Jamaican music like soul, reggae or ska, American bands mixed in also jazz,
swing or African music. In the 1980s and 1990s Seattle was a not very wealthy,
somehow isolated industrial city on the northwest Pacific coast. The city’s
alternative culture is deeply rooted in and influenced by punk, and local punk
music developed its distinctive depressive and aggressive undertone, with noisy
distorted guitars and subtle usage of guitar effects. Song lyrics were often about
alienation, or social or psychological issues and the problems of young people.
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One of the big contributions of punk to youth culture has been focus on the
do-it-yourself (DIY) ethos. Since many record labels either did not show inter-
est in punk artists or wanted to dictate their sound and appearance, or music
magazines did not cover punk music or events at all, punk artists started to
establish their own small record labels to release music, and enthusiast started
alternative subculture journals, known as fanzines (a portmanteau of ‘fan’ and
‘magazine’). DIY already existed in the sixties, but was made into a conscious
strategy by the punk movement. This was not different in Seattle. In the 1980s
the Seattle punk/alternative scene was small, close knit, and centred around
a few small clubs and one small alternative independent music record label,
Sub Pop. Sub Pop mainly released music from the north west of the USA and
promoted it nationally as well as at the local level, for instance through local
college radio. Although the record label apparently started to use the term
grunge as a definition of the Seattle area alternative bands, this music was
known, at least in Europe, as ‘northwest coast hardcore’ or ‘northwest coast
punk’ Sub Pop producer Jack Endino described grunge as “seventies-influenced,
slowed-down punk music” (Kallen 2012: 73; Azerrad 1992). Simultaneously,
grunge’s sound was distinctive because “it killed the guitar solo(Buyers 2008).
In the abovementioned video “WHAT *ACTUALLY* KILLED GRUNGE?
(It wasn’t Courtney Love)” Finn Mckenty argues that grunge music combined
indie rock’s melancholy, punk’s energy and metal music’s power. Indeed, the
sounds of pre-Nevermind Seattle grunge bands had different influences. Alice
in Chains had more indie influences, Soundgarden’s music was faster, more
robust and powerful, and in Pearl Jam’s music one hears more hard rock influ-
ences. Nirvana’s debute album Bleach (Sub Pop 1989) and early Hole (fronted
by Courtney Love) has influences from early punk and new wave, whereas in
some of his early interviews Kurt Cobain (Love’s husband) described Nirvana
as a punk band.

What distinguished grunge from prior youth styles, was its clothing. The
clothing commonly worn by grunge musicians were a “mundane everyday
style”, in which they would wear the same clothes on stage that they wore at
home. This contrasted sharply with punk style with its leather jackets, chains,
semi-military outfits and mohawks. The grunge look typically consisted
of second-hand clothes or thrift store items and the typical outdoor clothing
(most notably oversize flannel shirts which became a symbol of grunge) of the
region, as well as a generally unkempt appearance and long hair (Misiroglu
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2015: 343). In the US grunge style, according to Finn Mckenty, Dr. Martens
boots, band T-shirts and ripped jeans were popular. Women sported a look
that was called ‘kinderwhore’ or a sexualised look where girls combined dif-
ferent clothing they picked up in the second hand shops — underwear, old fur
coats, heavy make-up, 1970s leather boots, so-called Peter Pan collared dresses.
It was a combination of a childlike appearance and a somehow tattered and
worn down outlook. Simultaneously, this kinderwhore look was a feminist
statement where young women refused to dress ‘modestly” or as ‘good girls.
Grunge initiated a feminist movement called ‘riot grrrls, including a wave of
feminist all-women bands such as Babes in Toyland, L7, Bikini Kill or early
Hole. Both male and female grunge musicians and fans wore long hair, often
unkempt and dyed. Another element that was part of the grunge style were
piercings, especially nose and ear rings.

After the massive breakthrough of Nirvana’s Nevermind the commercialisa-
tion of grunge began. Most major grunge bands such as Soundgarden, Alice
in Chains, Pearl Jam, and Nirvana were signed to major record labels. Grunge
fashion began to break into mainstream fashion in mid-1992 for both sexes
and peaked in late 1993 and early 1994. I agree with Finn Mckenty that in
one-and-a-half to two years grunge lost its rebellious subcultural nature, was
watered down by the mainstream music and fashion industry and lost its ap-
peal as an ‘authentic’ youth style and anti-consumerist movement. The final
demise of grunge was Kurt Cobain’s suicide in April 1994 when the subculture
lost its frontman and style icon.

Grunge and Estonia: Why did it not happen?

In Europe, in the early 1990s, grunge took the youth by storm. I remember go-
ing to Denmark in the early 1990s, and then moving to Berlin in 1994, where
most young people dressed in the grunge style sporting Dr. Martens boots,
nose rings, flannel shirts, ripped jeans and long hair. I recall talking about the
popularity of grunge later with one of my friends who is originally from Seattle.
When he moved to Germany in the early 1990s, he was surprised by the popu-
larity of the ‘Seattle sound’ in Europe. As he told me, the grunge scene remined
marginal in Seattle even in the years when grunge bands performed globally
in stadiums and sold millions of albums. In Seattle, few people were aware the
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success of Nirvana in the ‘outside world’; the most popular music of the region
was rock and more commercial metal such as Metallica.

The failure of grunge to become a mass movement in Estonia is related to the
post-Soviet reality, the transformation of society and the socioeconomic situa-
tion, and the very different ideologies that existed in Estonia in the late 1980s and
early 1990s. Although grunge was modestly popular in Estonia, there were never
the grunge bands or distinct subculture that we know from Western Europe.

Western fashion was not unknown to Estonians, especially the young
people. I heard in the Soviet era from visiting Western relatives that Estonians
tend to dress with more fashion consciousness than people in the West. The
reason for that was most likely easier access to Western goods than in other
parts of the Soviet Union, and the will to stress Europeanness as a form of
passive resistance to the Soviet regime. In 1986, new Soviet leader Gorbachev
began his perestroika policy which also included slow but progressing libera-
tion of the private economy. Suddenly private entrepreneurship was allowed
and the opening of private cafes, shops and other enterprises followed. Travel
to Western countries also became incrementally easier. Western private com-
panies and institutions showed more interest in being active on the other side
of the Iron Curtain and more and more of them gained ground in the Soviet
Union, including Estonia. Apart from education and political institutions, who
created their networks and opened offices in Estonia, several Western charities
also appeared. This is a very important factor to take in account because many
Western initiatives that entered Soviet Estonia were charities, often Christian
associations. Some of the humanitarian help delivered to the people of Estonia
was used clothes collected in Western countries. What was for Western people
a gesture of humanitarianism and help for people who struggled with late So-
cialism and early post-Socialism, was welcome access to fashionable Western
clothes for Estonians.

When Estonia declared its independence in 1991, the work and activities
of Western charities intensified. Simultaneously private entrepreneurship in-
creased and clubs and discotheques appeared, along with private ownership of
radios. This was the time of increasing popularity of Polish pirate audio cassettes,
which were sold in every market. Private television channels and providers also
appeared at this time enabling access to music television channels, especially
MTYV and VHI. I recall how young people were glued to their TV screens when
MTYV showed an alternative music programme titled “120 Minutes’, in which
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punk, grunge or new wave videos were shown. This programme was recorded
to VHS tapes and watched later or distributed among friends. This meant that
finally young people in Estonia had access to Western youth culture, both music
and clothes. Here lies the reason for the modest reaction to grunge in Estonia.

The underlying driver of this different response to grunge was that basi-
cally all Western music, which had hardly been heard before, flooded in at
once, so the distinctions weren’t nearly such an issue. There was just too much
coming in within a short time span. One suddenly had an abundant choice of
music and styles, decreasing the overall presence and importance of grunge.
Without any doubt, there were plenty of young people who enjoyed contem-
porary commercial music such as dance, pop, rap and some electronic music.
Tartu became one of the epicentres of the Estonian alternative music and was
overwhelmed with fresh and old music. There was a group of young people
at the Pallas art school in Tartu who enjoyed contemporary alternative noise
music such as Sonic Youth. Simultaneously a group of young people appeared
dressed in black who were fans of Depeche Mode but also some dark music
like Klinik or Front 242. They called themselves futurists but were actually part
of global goth subculture. This time was also the beginning of the electronic
dance music scene, as part of which some DJs started to organise the first raves,
where they played acid house music. This all overlapped with the increasing
popularity of folk punk and the introduction of British ska music. For metal
fans new music styles appeared like trash and death metal; at the same time the
Estonian metal scene was blooming and new bands mushroomed, releasing
their music on cassette. Almost simultaneously to grunge the global popularity
of the Brit pop started, and had echoes in Estonia. In the early 1990s several
Estonian ‘indie’ bands (Dallas, Borax, etc.) sprung in front of the audience,
finding their inspiration in shoegaze or Britpop. To make things worse, several
Western libraries wanted to get rid of their vinyl collections and sent dozens
of boxes as humanitarian help to the library at the University of Tartu. These
boxes contained classic punk, jazz and reggae records, and suddenly young
people were able to dig into music history and fill the gaps in their knowledge.
It is not an overstatement to argue that in the early 1990s, young music fans
had too much new and old music to listen to and make sense of.

One can argue that, culturally and historically speaking, people from the
‘Eastern block’ simply didn’t have an awareness of the distinctions between
different musical styles and their respective ideologies because the way these
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differences had worked themselves out over time in the Western context wasn't
experienced by people in Eastern European countries. The standard academic
approach to Western youth cultures is that these groups had their own social
bases. In early post-Soviet Estonia, society was still relatively egalitarian and
social distinctions, especially among young people, were not big. The flow of
these types of music and subcultures was massively ‘compressed’ for eastern
audiences. It took a huge amount of time and energy to orientate oneself and
make sense of the various music styles. Young people were mainly unaware of
the background of the music they were listening to; its roots, its connections,
history, meaning, context, etc. It took some time for nuanced understandings
of differences to develop in Eastern Europe, and, of course, it happened in a
different context.

Another aspect of grunge that absolutely failed to find any understanding
was its anti-consumerism ideology. In 1991-1992 one was able to choose be-
tween some limited offer of new fashionable Western clothing in new private
shops and boutiques. What turned out to be popular was buying second hand
Western clothing either in charity shops or markets. For young people, it was
more affordable and accessible. I mentioned above that Seattle youth bought
their clothes in second hand shops as an anti-consumption political statement.
In Estonia, in the first years of independence, buying second hand Western
clothing was a sign of conscious consumption. For example there were places
where one could pick up, if lucky, brand clothing for little money. Second hand
clothing offered an opportunity to create one’s authentic style because one could
find items no one else had. Therefore, Polish pirate cassette tapes and Western
second hand clothes stalls at the market gave to a young person an illusion of
being part of global contemporary youth culture (cf. Luvaas 2009 and Hannerz
2015 on similar processes in Indonesian indie and punk music). In general,
in Estonia being part of a subculture was not understood as an anti-system,
anti-consumer statement but an elitist step to demonstrate one’s knowledge of
contemporary Western trends and styles.

In such a ‘supermarket of styles’ (Polhemus 1997) grunge did not succeeded
in finding its socioeconomic niche, although as a subculture grunge did form
in Estonia. The music was played on the radio, videos were shown on music
television channels and the print press published articles on grunge artists and
style. One reason for the failure was that grunge offered very little in the way of
a distinct authentic subcultural identity. Ripped jeans were hugely popular in

296



Why There Was No Grunge Breakthrough in Estonia

Estonian alternative circles, long hair on men was sported by metal and indie/
Brit pop fans, Dr. Martens boots were either not on sale or too expensive for a
young person to afford. The symbol of Grunge, flannel lumberjack shirts, were
popular but were soon adopted by mainstream youth and TV personalities.
Elements of the grunge look - the same flannel shirts — were popular among
punks, as were jeans shorts, although these clothing items were also popular
in the metal scene. The music was liked by punks, metal fans and indie youth.

In Estonia, US grunge existed in a very different context from its place
of origin. Its protest appeal and outsider ideology were never understood by
Estonian youth in the early 1990s. Logically, highly modernist, hedonist end
escapist Brit pop gained more popularity because it directly addressed the thirst
of Eastern European youth for Western consumer culture, a culture they had
gained access to only a short time previously. The rougher side of punk and
metal reflected the socioeconomic and political transition. Estonian punk still
had a strong outsider/outcast ideology from the Soviet period offering social
space for youngsters who did not fit in a society where everywhere seemed to
be possessed with making money and buying new Western consumer goods.

Conclusion

Finn Mckenty says in his abovementioned video that grunge was a reaction to
boring mainstream pop music and rap. We can say that in Estonia, the massive
influx of Western mainstream and alternative music in the early 1990s hin-
dered the rise of grunge as a subculture. It is natural that all the small genres,
movements, strains of expression, are inevitably turned into something else,
generally something broader and less nuanced, in the perception of the people
who didn't create it, and the further they are from its context in place or time,
the more this is the case.

Estonian society was in transformation in the early 1990s. The Estonian
Republic declared its re-independence in 1991, although many Socialist era
structures and institutions still existed and shaped people’s everyday lives.
Simultaneously, in Estonia a wild entrepreneurial capitalism bloomed that
expressed itself in an abundance of small kiosks, shops, clubs and cafes. These
places were also a space for youth subcultures: one suddenly had places to
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hang out and meet people who listened to similar music and looked similar.
These new spaces were also places for the exchange of music and other trends.

Grunge, a short lived early 1990s alternative rock subculture from the
northwest of the USA, gained huge popularity with the iconic album Nevermind
by Seattle band Nirvana. The music as well as the clothing style established a
subculture with a distinct identity. In the northwest of the USA the grunge
scene was an anti-consumerist, feminist, slightly environmentalist subculture
based on the DIY ethos and strategies. In the Seattle area, grunge was a scene
for local non-conformist youth who lived in a rather poor industrial environ-
ment. Grunge music addressed social issues like disenfranchisement, suicide,
rape, support of women or mistrust of authority. In Europe, after the break-
through of Nevermind, grunge became a short lived popular youth trend as
part of which many young people sported long hair, nose rings, Dr. Martens
boots and flannel shirts.

In Estonia, grunge surprisingly never established itself as a subculture. The
failure of grunge to gain ground serves here as an example of glocalisation. The
late 1980s and especially early 1990s were a time when Estonia was opening
its cultural space to Western youth and pop culture. The influx of the Western
music and styles was enormous and grunge was just one of them at a time
when new trends and music styles seemed to appear with a speed that one was
hardly able to follow. Grunge as a music and style was well known in Estonia
although it was not able to offer distinct social and political identity. Grunge’s
melancholy, addressing of social issues, anti-consumerism and feminism did
not fit the Estonian youth world of cheerfulness as young people discovered
new music and fashion. It is certainly not wrong to argue that Brit pop’s hedon-
ism better suited the zeitgeist of the era, which is one reason why grunge was
just one music and fashion style among many. The weak resonance of grunge
in Estonia was caused by the different context. Feminism and environmental-
ism were not important issues after the collapse of the Soviet Union, and an
anti-capitalism stance would have been strange in a society that was rushing
towards capitalism. The symbol of grunge, wearing second hand clothes, had
a different meaning in Estonia. Charity shops and second hand market stalls
were for young people a source of affordable Western clothing with which they
could create a new identity that linked them to the West. In hindsight, one
could argue that competition in the ‘supermarket of styles’ was too strong and
grunge didn’t gain ground. Instead of carving a subcultural niche, grunge was
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annihilated between different alternative rock styles such as punk, indie and
metal. Grunge in Estonia is a good example how a global cultural phenomenon
is absorbed by other subcultures that already have stable scenes and networks.

Notes
! https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TATBS3hV4Mo.
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Abstract: This study examines the historical development, cultural mean-
ings, and contemporary practices of indoor, balcony and rooftop garden-
ing in Estonia. Combining historical sources, folkloric data, horticultural
literature and qualitative interviews, the research highlights how urban
plant cultivation reflects broader social, environmental, and aesthetic
transformations across the 19""-21* centuries. The study demonstrates that
urban gardening in Estonia is shaped by intertwined cultural, ecological,
architectural and personal factors .
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1. Introduction

Gardens on balconies and windowsills have a long history, dating back to the
nineteenth century. For example, in Philadelphia, USA, in the 1870s, the pro-
duction of so-called plant boxes that were installed on windows began. By the
late nineteenth century, windowsill gardening was valued as a form of mass
activism that brightened life, taught the use of useful plants and even made
suburbs—rarely invested in—more attractive. From the United States, the

301



Mare Koiva

movement spread to Europe as one of the initiatives of the women’s movement
for urban reform. Sonja Diimpelmann (2025) emphasized that this way of us-
ing plants fostered connections between people and plants, between interior
and exterior spaces, between domestic and public spheres and between urban
centers and the periphery. According to her, these innovations were evident
but also served to conceal larger social problems.

Housing construction and the development of new, well-connected urban
districts (such as Annelinn in Tartu, Mustamide and Lasnaméie in Tallinn
(Nerman 1998, 2012) also played a role. The first wave of apartment buildings
lacked balconies, partly due to insulation requirements, but in the 1970s-1980s
and later, most larger apartments (three- to four-room units) included balconies.
Most of these have been enclosed later by owners with plastic windows to save
heat (although the glass panels can be slid aside and opened).

In Estonia, the development of gardens and horticulture has undergone sig-
nificant transformation throughout the 20* century, shaped by socioeconomic
factors, environmental concerns and shifts in land use. From philosophical point
of view these developmental trajectories reveal adaptability, creative solutions,
and a gradual yet notable change in attitudes, including the consolidation of
ecological perspectives (Alavoine-Mornas; Girard 2017; Diimpelmann 2025,
2023; Gorris et al. 2025). Alongside historical sources, surveys of older Estonian
food cultures (Moora 1980, 1991), and the numerous horticultural manuals
published throughout the 20" century (Banner 2019; Viks 1985). At present, the
analysis of vernacular plantcultivation practices remains somewhat preliminary,
and a systematic examination of the available reports still lies ahead. Although
it was initially planned to include folkloric accounts in the dataset, this idea had
to be abandoned. For now, it can be noted that the existing folklore databases
(containing material from the seventeenth century to the midtwentieth century)
merit closer scrutiny. These sources reveal, for example, that both children
and adults used plants as food, as light snacks and as a means of diversifying
everyday meals. For example, an entry in the medicinal plant database Herba
(2008-2012) notes:

Toorelt soime lapsena: porknaid, kaalikad, kurke, kapstajuurika stidamikke,
sibula pddliseid; moned lapsed soid isegi toorest kartulit. Siis veel: ube, her-
neid, suhkruherneid, hiireherneid ja vikki; riivimise ajal kapsast jne
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As children we ate raw: burdock stalks, turnips, cucumbers, the cores of
cabbage stems, onion greens; some children even ate raw potatoes. Also
beans, peas, sugar peas, vetch, bird vetch, and clover; during shredding,
we ate cabbage, etc.

Proverbs reflect suitable conditions for planting (cf Krikmann et al. 2023)(e.g.,
Istuta kapsast, et lammas kahe tallega vahele magama stinnib / Plant cabbage
with rows wide enough for a ewe and her twin lambs to lie down between
them, type 3201), observations about growth (the most widespread being
the motif that cabbage continues to grow vigorously on Michaelmas night /
Mihklipdeva 60sel kasvab kapsas veel villase longa katki, type 6827), as well as
comments on consumption and cultivation, such as the notion that cabbage
needs horse manure to grow and pork fat for proper cooking (Kapsas on hdd
asi toiduks kiill, aga tahab ikka hobuse perses kasvada ja sea perses keeta / Cab-
bage is good food, but it needs to grow in a horse’s backside and be cooked
in a pig’s backside, type 3204). The requirement to add meat when preparing
cabbage dishes appears both humorously and in a pragmatic, work oriented
tone (Parem sddse kints kapsas kui iisna ilma lihata | Better a mosquito’s thigh
in cabbage than no meat at all, type 11198). The most popular motif (type 6827)
highlights cabbage’s long vegetation period and its continued growth even in
the cool autumn months.

Several elements of earlier food cultures are reflected in sayings and idioms
as well—people may be described as grown together like cabbage and turnip
(EFKA 2004). Reports also mention ornamental plants and decorative shrubs;
lilac, for example, is repeatedly noted as a plant belonging to the homestead
environment. It is evident, however, that these sources form a complex body of
material, with entries scattered across manuscript collections and distributed
among folklore genres of different character, function and narrative structure.
There are also reports concerning ornamental plants and decorative shrubs;
for instance, lilac is repeatedly mentioned as a plant that “belongs” next to the
home. Certainly, this represents a complex field of practices, the analysis of
which is complicated by the fact that the collected materials are distributed
across different folklore genres according to their thematic characteristics,
whereas in manuscript collections they often appear randomly intermingled.

Only herbal medicine and plant names can be traced systematically through
specialised card catalogues (see the Plant Name Card Index, Eesti Taimenimed,
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Herba), as well as Gustav Vilbaste’s manuscript collection (Vilbaste TN). Valu-
able information is likewise found in corpora of traditions associated with vari-
ous mythological figures (for example, lendva (‘witch arrow’) and its remedies;
halltobi (malaria, or ague) and its treatments; the plague, as documented
by Paal 2014, Hiiemie 1997, Koiva 2007), as well as within central narrative
and belief genres. A preliminary overview suggests that no material has been
collected specifically on indoor gardening; this represents a topic for future
research. The cultivation of plants in urban space has similarly received little
attention beyond that given by landscape architects. At the same time, folklore
collections would allow us to examine whether, and in what ways, changes in
plant use were recorded, since plant migration — including migration together
with people — is a wellestablished phenomenon. Although the present topic
does not directly contribute to the study of biological diversity, it nevertheless
helps maintain awareness of “how it is known, how it is protected, and who
should protect it, plants” (Corson & Campbell 2023).

Gardening practices have attracted increasing scholarly attention in recent
decades, particularly with regard to architectural aspects, but also in con-
nection with suburban home gardening, sustainability and lifestyle changes.
Alongside the goal of preserving biodiversity, the cultivation of food plants is
especially encouraged, though the aesthetic dimension of plants should not
be underestimated.

Studies indicate that both Scandinavia and Estonia are able to produce
only 16-24% of the fruits and vegetables they require, due to local climate,
soil quality and other factors. At the same time, every effort is made to moti-
vate people to grow more of their own food locally. For example, before the
COVID19 pandemic, during it, and after it, Estonia saw an intensive campaign
presenting new ideas — including hydroponics — and encouraging people to
acquire plants and seeds with the claim that indoor and balcony cultivation
offers significant potential, since even potatoes can be grown on a balcony, a
windowsill, or in an apartment (Kartuli kasvatamise 2015).

In addition to the Scandinavian context mentioned above, similar tenden-
cies can be observed elsewhere, for instance in cities in Udmurtia, for which
statistical data exist. According to the Udmurt researcher Suntsova (2025),
windowsill and balcony gardening accounts for approximately 24% of the
population in the Volga region and the Urals.
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Philosophical, aesthetic, and practical perspectives have changed several
times over the past century, making these topics particularly compelling. They
allow us to trace shifts in general cultural patterns and values, while interviews
add individual polyphony and personal opinions to the overall picture. I provide
abrief overview of the use of balconies, windowsills and small balcony gardens
for plant cultivation in Estonia. I describe the types of green spaces found in
Estonian cities and identify the main factors that facilitate or hinder indoor
gardening. The respondents’ answers reveal why and which plants are grown
indoors and on balconies. A further research task is to determine what kind of
stories and narratives accompany plant cultivation, how plants are represented
in contemporary folklore, and to map more precisely the relationships that
people develop with plants in interior spaces.

2. Method

This study seeks to explore what motivates individuals to engage in gardening
and plant cultivation in indoor environments, as well as the perceived benefits of
hobby gardening. By combining a review of scientific literature with qualitative
interviews, the research aims to identify the changing functions of garden plots,
the role of indoor and outdoor green spaces and the cultural meanings attached
to gardening practices. The analysis draws on folkloristic approaches to interpret
narratives and practices, offering insight into the interplay between tradition,
modernity and personal agency in the management of green environments.
The literature review includes scientific articles and studies on Estonian
gardens published between 2000 and 2024. Articles were retrieved via Google
Scholar using keywords such as balcony gardens, indoor gardening, plants in
the flat, community gardens, school gardens, gardens, summer house, and youth.
For more detailed analysis, I conducted qualitative interviews. The ques-
tionnaire addressed the presence of a garden plot, its changing functions, ways
of managing domestic green spaces and major transformations. Subsequent
questions focused on indoor gardening, including the cultivation of decorative,
medicinal, and edible plants on balconies and windowsills, as well as growing
seedlings for one’s own garden and sharing them with friends and colleagues.
All respondents were informed about the purpose of the interviews. The
interviews were conducted between 2023 and 2025. Each respondent owned
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either a house suitable for yearround living or a summer cottage used only
during the warm season, and all also had a permanent apartment in Tartu.
Distances from their workplace in Tartu ranged from 6 to 280 km. Most re-
spondents kept houseplants both at home and at work and cultivated decorative,
food and gourmet plants. Transcriptions and responses are preserved in the
Estonian Literary Museum’s research archive EFITA. The aim of the interviews
was to gather baseline material for several studies.

3. How Green Are Estonian Cities and Settlements?

For today’s urban residents, living spaces are typically located in multi-storey
apartment buildings or private houses. In such cases, parks, green corridors,
and private indoor gardens provide a unique experiential environment for in-
teracting with plants. Urban green spaces encompass but a wide range of forms:
various types of parks; gardens surrounding single-family or multi-family dwell-
ings and higher buildings; school gardens; orchards; and community gardens.
They also include green areas such as small forests, agricultural and grassland
plots; green barriers such as hedges and tree fences; and spaces associated with
specific activities—squares, playgrounds, hiking areas, song festival grounds,
stadiums, botanical gardens and green zones around historical buildings or on
hillsides. Other shared spaces include cemeteries, churchyards, military areas,
and more. The scope of interaction with greenery is thus broader than it may
initially appear. Urban landscaping is further regulated by rules that determine
the composition of plants. Based on ownership and location, gardens where food
plants are cultivated or communal gardens are established can be divided into
several main types; however, it also becomes clear that actual food cultivation
remains modest in these contexts (cf. Kuperjanov & Kuperjanov 2025). At the
same time, cities—following the example of other regions—display a noticeably
greater abundance of flowerbeds, hanging baskets and greenery.

In the early 20™ century, several experimental horticaultural stations were
founded, and their output reached both fields and household gardens. The Polli
and Jogeva breeding stations played a central role in local plant breeding and
consumption, offering varieties adapted to Estonian conditions. Ornamental
plants were also acquired from fairs, where local growers, collective farm nurs-
eries and other producers sold their plants. One such cultural landmark is the
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Tiiri Flower Fair, now held for 46 years, where people travelled both to sell and
to purchase plants. Through this and other fairs, new varieties developed by
private breeders, ornamental plants, clematis hybrids adapted for Estonia (see
Vaigla 1982)!, and seedlings of fruit and berry bushes spread widely.

In the second half of the 20™ century, seeds and plants became easily ac-
cessible through gardening shops. Later, construction and homeimprovement
chains added small garden sections selling seeds and seedlings ranging from
ornamental plants to berry bushes and fruit trees. Some grocery stores also
sell similar assortments. Plants can still be purchased directly from nurseries
and greenhouses, ordered for home delivery, bought at openair markets, or
obtained within local communities — especially neighbourhoods. Neither
seeds nor plants are prohibitively expensive. However, one major change in the
market has come from increased imports from Western Europe, particularly
the Netherlands, whose plant stock often does not tolerate the local climate.

One distinctive feature of Estonian home gardening is the significant pres-
ence of cultivated wild berries — lingonberries, bilberries, cranberries, dewber-
ries, and others — in balcony boxes and garden plots. Historically, intensive
breeding to improve local forest and bog berry varieties continued until the
final decades of the 20" century. However, because distribution was tied to
the Soviet Union and eastern markets (Vilbaste, Raal et al. 2021), the situation
changed radically in the 1990s: Western European and Scandinavian markets
were already saturated, and largefruited but less flavourful American cultivars
began arriving in Estonia. As a result, American and Western European berry
seedlings pushed local varieties into niche production. This shift indirectly af-
fected domestic plant breeding: several development programmes and centres
were discontinued, and some vocational schools, including Tihemetsa (founded
in 1925), ceased operation.

To this picture must be added the substantial and understudied sphere of
homebased, doityourself plant cultivation — a highly polyphonic and culturally
rich domain that reveals the subtle structure of human-plant relationships and
embodied horticultural skills. Interviews show that people carefully select the
varieties they wish to grow on their windowsill, balcony, in their apartment,
garden plot, or summer cottage. The bestperforming plants are used for seed
saving, and new seedlings are grown from them for future seasons.
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4. General Conditions for the Development of Indoor
Gardening

Architectural transformation over the past century has been rapid. Traditional
peasant dwellings remained conservative well into the late 19 century (Port
1930, Pardi 2021,Viires 2008, Viks 1985, cf Henderson-Wilson et al 2017),
typically featuring small windows; even when newer house types emerged,
windowsills suitable for plant placement were still uncommon.

In summer, our windowsill was somewhat wider, and it was typically
used for placing a vase with flowers. It may be important to note that
these were usually cultivated plants; wildflowers were not used indoors.
They were certainly brought home — wood anemones (Anemone
nemorosa), globe flowers (Trollius europaeus), bird’seye primroses
(Primula farinosa), cowslips (Primula veris), oxeye daisies (Leucan-
themum vulgare) — but the flowers kept in the house were generally
cultivated varieties. Wildflowers were considered a different category,
and so-called “weed plants” were not brought indoors. Some of the
flowers listed earlier might be considered such today, but ours was a
modest household, and anything beautiful was acceptable. (Interview 1)

The selection of plants changed at some point in the 1970s — I believe
around that time. In autumn, a second pair of windows was installed
for insulation, leaving a narrow space between them. During my child-
hood, some people placed cotton or paper in that space and arranged
strawflowers (6lelilled)! on top. In newer buildings, windowsills are
wide, and people place aloe, cacti, primroses, and other seasonal plants
there. (Interview 3)
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Figure 1. Plants on a kitchen windowsill in Annelinn. Photo by M. Kéiva, 2025.

4.1. Balkonies, windowsills

Gardens on balconies and windowsills have a long history, dating back to
the nineteenth century. For example, in Philadelphia, USA, in the 1870s, the
production of so-called plant boxes that were installed on windows began.
By the late nineteenth century, windowsill gardening was valued as a form of
mass activism that brightened life, taught the use of useful plants, and even
made suburbs—rarely invested in—more attractive. From the United States,
the movement spread to Europe as one of the initiatives of the women’s move-
ment for urban reform. Sonja Diimpelmann (2025) emphasised that this way of
using plants fostered connections between people and plants, between interior
and exterior spaces, between domestic and public spheres and between urban
centers and the periphery. According to her, these innovations were evident
but also served to conceal larger social problems.

The main drawback of such balconies is their limited load-bearing capac-
ity. The 21* century marked a new period, with efforts to maximize balcony
space and introduce rooftop gardens. Beginning in the 1960s, the celebration
of International Women’s Day triggered an explosive development in floristry
(Helsloot 2007, Koiva 2013). Although the season was still cold in Estonia at
that time, the widespread custom of giving flowers—both in workplaces and
in the more private sphere of family life—created favourable conditions for the
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expansion of the flower trade. This included commercial exchanges between
socialist countries as well as local breeding efforts. Alongside forced early spring
flowers (daffodils, tulips, hyacinths and others), the cyclamen was particularly
valued. It was kept on household windowsills and used to decorate institutions,
and it also formed part of family-related customs—all of which contributed to
its increased cultural value.

Several exotic holiday plants (such as poinsettias and amaryllises) reap-
peared as opportunities and traditions of festive decoration expanded. In
Estonia, balconies began to appear slowly on brick apartment houses, initially
as narrow, half-metre-wide open platforms or enclosed structures integrated
into the fagade and functioning as practical extensions of the apartment.

Interview excerpts reflect these changes:

I moved various flowerpots to the balcony. I did not want to keep plants
indoors, except in the kitchen. I grew up in a detached house with a
garden in Tallinn; there were flowers both in the garden and inside the
house, but not nearly as many as today. Now people grow far more.
(Interview 7)

At times, concerns circulated about allegedly harmful exotic plants—such as
Sansevieria and certain cacti—which led people to give their plants away and
switch to seasonal balcony flowers instead of permanent houseplants.

Balconies extending outward from the fagcade began to appear during the
1960s-1970s. A common practice was to attach flower boxes to the balcony
railing and change the plants according to the season.

In spring I planted early spring flowers—daffodils, then pansies, then
other colourful flowering plants—and in autumn I replaced them with
heather. They never survived the winter. I always bought new plants.
Our flowerbox wasn’t very long. Other apartments had boxes as well,
though not all. (Interview 12)

With the introduction of new building materials and the spread of reinforced-
concrete apartment houses—and only from the early 21 century onward—the
construction of large balconies and rooftop gardens began as a new architectural
approach, first in Tallinn and later in Tartu.

310



From Windowsills to Rooftops:

Interviews also reveal a wide range of balcony-related problems, such as
unsuitable temperatures for plants, the need for effective irrigation systems,
and design constraints:

I love my large balcony very much—I call it my private solarium. But
since it faces east, the sun burns everything there. All the plants get
scorched. An open balcony also receives rain and storms. I keep a swing
there for reading, many plants too, but most of them dry out in summer
despite watering. (Interview 22)

My parents eventually had the problem that although they had a large
open balcony full of greenery in a quiet area, and it was accessible with
a wheelchair, they simply did not care about it. They weren't used to
going out onto the balcony. When ill, it requires mental and physical
effort. Their caregiver took them there a few times a week to get fresh
air. (Interview 5)

We have a closed balcony with shelves for plants, and even a few berry
bushes. Not for the berries, but because they are nice and green, and
the cats like to lie on the soil. There are also tools, a drying rack, winter
tyres. There is practically no room left for us. (Interview 2)

Garden magazines and horticultural advice encouraged people to grow grapes,
tomatoes, peppers and similar plants on balconies, but many respondents found
these experiments unsuccessful:

We tried repeatedly to grow grapes, tomatoes, peppers and more. The
gardening press recommended it, but nothing came of it. Only cherry
tomatoes grew there more or less reliably. (Interview 10)

Another practical factor is related to the age and structural limitations of So-
vietera apartment buildings: Many apartment buildings are now over 50 years
old. Although they have been insulated and fitted with new ventilation systems
and utilities, balcony structures still require that plant boxes and other loads
be placed along loadbearing walls.
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4.2. Rooftop Gardens

The major innovation was the introduction of flat roofs (with a slope of up to
5%), which began to be used on buildings constructed from concrete blocks.
Until the 1970s, and for some time thereafter, construction practices largely
favoured pitched roofs, including mansard roofs (Metslang 2014, 2016). Flat
roofs, which started to be used on highrise residential buildings, were initially
approached with considerable caution (especially with winter snow loads in
mind).

Ongoing scepticism has been reinforced by newer recommendations to
convert existing roofs into rooftop gardens. The ageing of older buildings and
the limited load-bearing capacity of their roofs—meaning that their use would
require additional investment, technical expertise and regular maintenance
of any garden established—has prompted both curiosity and hesitation. The
establishment of rooftop gardens has taken root slowly, despite strong promo-
tional claims that they can cool buildings, extend their lifespan and provide
additional recreational space and areas for growing food plants.

Nevertheless, the development of various types of green roofs has begun,
especially in connection with sustainability goals, concerns regarding climate
change and the broader promotion of biodiversity; similar developments
can be found in other cultural contexts as well (for different arguments,
see Jia et al. 2024; Babnik & Unetic 2020; Mesimaki et al. 2019; Laanemets
2025; Zimmermann 2020; Orti 2025).

Respondents also expressed their own concerns regarding these new types
of gardens:

Our household cellar, built in the 1960s after pre-war models, has a
naturally formed rock garden on its roof. No soil has been added, yet
various plants grow there. The advantage of the cellar roof is that it has
so far maintained itself and offers an attractive appearance. We have
occasionally cut down a few maple saplings. (Interview 4)

Questions also emerged about unintended plant growth on roofs:

I must say that the roofs of my buildings with different coverings began
to develop moss within a few years. At the moment, it is still rather
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modest. I try to clean the roof regularly. Or perhaps these are algae that
people refer to? (Interview 8)

Newspapers have published photos of flat roofs covered with moss and
bird nests, with other plants developing around them. But whether it
is worth cultivating such growth intentionally—I do not know. I enjoy,
from time to time, being in a city café together with friends. Twenty
years ago there was already discussion that solutions where everyone in
a building is a writer or a physicist are not ideal, because people remain
in their small circle and lose broader social belonging. Relationships also
wear out. In short—this does not seem purposeful to me. (Interview 3)

Honestly, I still don’t understand the idea of “grow potatoes on your
roof”” Perhaps those early zero-energy house concepts and images of
cabbage-covered walls were interesting, but beyond that—pure utopia.
(Interview 15)

Respondents additionally expressed scepticism about whether southern Euro-
pean rooftop practices could be applied in Estonia:

Of course, it is delightful to sit in a café on the 23rd floor, for example
in Spain or Italy, where bushes provide shade and sunshades are used.
But would plants survive on our roofs in these winds? Or would storms
simply carry them off into the city streets? (Interview 12)

The answers and the personal reflection suggest that rooftop gardens may not
suit every lifestyle, and that older roofs may not be ideal — are fully aligned
with what research shows: that green roofs require regular maintenance and
ongoing cleaning, especially to prevent moss and algae buildup. They require
a structurally strong, modern roof designed for added load. Spontaneous moss
growth is a sign of moisture problems, not a good foundation for a garden.

Also wind uplift is one of the most significant risks for rooftop vegetation.
Without engineered layers (drainage, stabilising edges, properly weighted
substrate), plants can indeed be torn off by high winds; light-rooted plants
would be far more vulnerable. Flat roofs in northern climates must meet strict
requirements to prevent wind damage.
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5. Results of survey

An interesting aspect of indoor plant cultivation concerns the contrast between
the official distribution and purchase of plants and seeds on the one hand, and
selfpropagation practices on the other.

Decorating window sills with balcony boxes planted with seasonal plants,
flowers, and sometimes even berries (such as strawberries and blueberries)
became common in the twentieth century, spreading especially in the 1970s
and afterwards. For apartment dwellers, balcony boxes provided an opportunity
to personalize their urban homes, while for gardening and market trade they
meant the addition of a new product category alongside goods intended for
flower beds. Research does not indicate attempts to prescribe which flowers
should be grown on balconies; this has always remained an individual choice,
depending on the owners’ tastes.

Figure 2. Surprisingly tasty garden cress. Photo by M. Kéiva, 2025.

Houseplants and balcony plants are purchased from shops or grown from seed
(especially herbs, specialty plants and seedlings intended for outdoor plant-
ing), and this is an activity that continues almost year-round, because planting
takes place practically continuously. Creating suitable conditions—additional
lighting, managing and maintaining watering systems—is a task each person
handles in their own way. It is noted that some plants remain indoors or on
window sills on balconies, some are moved to the garden, and some are shared
with acquaintances and friends.
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Today the windowsill has a much more practical meaning than it did
in my childhood - it is a place where food plants and herbs are grown.
(Interview 5)

These herbs add freshness to food and improve its quality, but it is clear
that one cannot harvest from the windowsill every day, only occasionally.
Therefore, onions, dill and other herbs for daily use are usually bought
from the store. (Interview 9)

The reasons for self-cultivation stretch back further into the past than the
respondents remembered. According to them, this was used by their relatives
who were born at the beginning of the 20th century or even earlier. Today
choosing the seeds and cultivating the plants oneself entails the power to choose
oneself whether the plants were worthy and whether the fruits were tasty and
of the proper size.

We used to grow everything from seed for a long time; my grandfather
collected seeds — at some point we also bought plants. But generally, the
seeds were saved for the next year. A plant had to be very special for us
to buy something additionally. (Interview 17)

Besides my own flowerbed, I don't really plant much else. But in spring
I have seeds on the windowsill, and soon I'll put them into soil so that
something can start growing. ((Interview 10)

Buying plants from garden sections in grocery stores, from markets, or
from nurseries isn't more expensive than growing from seed. Growing
from seed requires energy, watering, and other resources. The condi-
tion of the plants must be monitored — they have to be repotted and
constantly cared for. I don’t have that much time, so I prefer to buy
larger seedlings. (Interview 4)

I prefer perennial plants that bloom for several years in a row, but such
plants are rarely offered for balconies and apartments. In winter, plants
left on the balcony usually freeze. (Interview 16)

The biggest disappointment has been growing peppers, tomatoes and grapes—
they don’t survive on Estonian balconies. And even if they did, grapes would
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need to be the kind of plant with roots in the ground, growing up to higher
floors—but they have a height limit. It's acknowledged that mainly hanging
plants succeed (though they are often intended for just one season) and small
cherry tomatoes, which are mostly decorative. However, local varieties of wa-
termelons, melons and grapes have been bred for open ground.

It became clear that many people began expanding their plant cultivation
on balconies and windowsills even before the campaigns of the 2000s, when
broader use of balconies for growing plants started to be recommended. The
plants grown indoors and on balconies include the following:

Table. Locations and Corresponding Plant Types

Location Category Plant Types / Examples

On the windowsill a) Green plants — no exact data

On the windowsill b) Leafy vegetables without large root systems:
and balcony lettuce, spinach, Swiss chard, etc.; potted

vegetable varieties: tomatoes, cucumbers,
zucchini, as well as peas, beans, potatoes.
On the windowsill, 9] A wide selection of flowers, including prim-
in the room, and roses.
on the balcony

Berries on the d) Strawberries, blueberries, gooseberries, red
balcony currants, and others.

On the balcony, e) Trees and shrubs: mallow or hibiscus, palms,
including indoors lilacs, small varieties of bird cherry, juniper.

Among herbs, some are traditionally grown in gardens (onion, chives, garlic,
dill, mint, parsley), but others—such as bay leaf and pepper—can be bought
year-round in any large store, and their cultivation is a new trend. There are
also plants that can be grown outdoors but die from frost in autumn (laven-
der). The reasons given for growing plants independently include aesthetics,
comfort, freshness, confidence in growing conditions, the desire to create
an original green zone in the apartment and on the balcony and interest in
experimentation. At the same time, some plants have acquired new uses: for
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example, peppermint, recommended for tea and as a medicinal plant, is now
used in smoothies, meat and fish dishes.

The question of when edible berry shrubs and miniature apple trees, as
well as lilacs and all kinds of small tree and shrub forms known in Asian cul-
ture, migrated to apartment balconies still awaits further research. The initial
hypothesis suggests that those who have a large garden around their house or
outside the city are unlikely to plant shrubs and trees on a balcony.

Conclusion

Historically, balcony and windowsill gardening emerged in the late 19" century
as part of international urbanreform movements, designed to improve living
environments and foster connections between people and plants. In Estonia,
these practices developed alongside shifts in housing architecture—first mod-
est balconies in Soviet apartment buildings, later larger glazed balconies and,
recently, experimental rooftop gardens.

Folklore and historical sources reveal rich earlier traditions of plant use,
including wild-plant consumption, seasonal food practices and ornamental
plants associated with household identity (e.g., lilac). While folklore collec-
tions contain extensive plant lore, they provide little information on indoor
gardening; this remains an unexplored research area.

Plant procurement and horticultural development changed significantly
during the 20™ century. The Polli and Jogeva breeding stations played central
roles in developing locally adapted fruit and berry varieties. Later, gardening
shops, markets, nurseries, and international imports diversified plant availabil-
ity, though Western European (especially Dutch) stock often proved unsuitable
for Estonia’s climate. After the 1990s, American berry cultivars supplanted
many local varieties, reducing domestic breeding capacity.

Contemporary interviews demonstrate that indoor and balcony gardening
serves multiple functions: aesthetic pleasure, personal wellbeing, the desire for
freshness and control over growing conditions and the creation of personalised
green spaces in urban homes. Respondents cultivate a wide range of plants—
from leafy greens and herbs to berries, ornamentals and small shrubs—using
windowsills, balconies, or combined indoor spaces. Seedsaving traditions
persist, though many prefer to purchase seedlings for convenience. It reveals
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adynamic field where traditional plant relationships meet modern sustainabil-
ity discourse, and where individual experimentation coexists with structural
limitations. The findings underline the need for further research into indoor
plant traditions, plant migration and the cultural narratives that accompany
contemporary gardening practices.
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Notes

! At the Tiiri Horticulture and Beekeeping Society’s annual fair, horticultural companies,
nurseries, and private growers sell their products. The fair remains popular to this day.
>The common strawflower (Xerochrysum bracteatum) is a highly ornamental dried
flower originating from Australia, blooming profusely from July until frost. For dry-
ing, the flower heads should be cut before they open fully.

Sources

EFITA - Digital archives, ELM, Department of Folkloristics.
Vilbaste TN — Gustav Vilbaste taimenimede kogu, 1907-1966 (The Plant Name Col-
lection of Gustav Vilbaste), ELM, Estonian Folklore Archives.
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