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Estonian folk belief today.

Thinking and fantasy outdo the borders of the world that is undergone in everyday life. The feeling of sacredness, supernatural, also known as numinous  experience (Latin nūmen -  divine power, undefined divinity) – cryptic, scary, charming. The religious system comes up with the interpreting of the supernatural experience, and, the other way round – the experience is interpreted through religion. Religion has probably arisen together with the mankind. 

usk, uskuma ‘faith, belief, to believe’ – ca 2nd millennium BC, probably in the Finno-Ugric languages with the primal meaning of support. 

Folk belief are the beliefs and their system which have spread among the crowds. There is no official institution for them. On the other hand, the folksy versions of the official religions are also treated as folk belief. Folk belief can be understood by its relationship to the high religion. The latter is the teaching established by historical persons, the system of beliefs that is fixed and organised in writing for which there are official institutions and clergymen with suitable education (ie Christianity, Buddhism). 

Superstition – term  used about folk belief, usually by representatives of high religion or atheism to express their derogatory attitude.

Folk belief is expressed through various kinds of folk culture. Information about ancient religion is acquired from archaeology (burial places), anthropology. Tales that reflect superstitional experiences are called memorates and legends. 

There are extraordinarily many forms of religion. The creation of a religion is influenced by the man itself by being a bodily creature. The man defines the world through bodily experience. Many spatial relations stand for value judgements and that is why the spatial antitheses up – down, left – right are inportant in religion. Very important in religious world view is opposition between sacred and profane.

For example, shamanism references a range of beliefs and practices regarding communication with the spiritual world. Shamans are intermediaries or messengers between the human world and the spirit worlds and in the shaman’s ability to enter supernatural realms or dimensions to obtain solutions to problems afflicting the community and the individuals. Shamanism  is typical to the Stone Age. 

Mysticism, where the humans perceive and experience their communion with the God,  is typical to the Middle Ages.

Nature is animated through their own experiences. In every religion, there is a tendency to enlarge the borders of the living world; natural objects and phenomena are animated as well. This kind of animating is called animism. 

The Estonian folk belief was animatistic – it was common to personify the supernatural phenomena. Nature spirits were usually anthropomorfic, they could impersonate animal-bird-fish (theriomorphic) as is typical to the ancient beliefs. They were called 

isa(nd), ema(nd) – father, lord, host; mother, lady (of the place) 

vana – old (man), vaim – spirit, jumal – god

North Est haldjas (<  Old Scnd, Gothic haldan, Germ halten ‘keep under controle, reign’) – sprite, spirit, fairy.

E.g. vee-ema (vesi, Gen. vee + ema) ‘water’s mother’, koduhaldjas ‘home’s fairy’, metsavaim ‘forest’s spirit’, metsaisa (forest’s father)

The places usually had personified protective spirits (fairy of water, forest, home and so on), they were good or bad towards the humans, as was needed. They were counted upon and sacrificed to: offerings had been put onto stone, into spring, special sacrificial well or garden. E. g. there were sacrificial gardens called tapuaed in Mulgimaa, South Estonia, where offerings had been given to home spirit Pell (Latv Belis).
tapuaed = tapp + aed tapp (humal) ‘bine, Humulus’ – a climbing plant, used as a flavoring and stabilizer, especially in the brewing of beer), aed ‘garden’. 

Sometimes a spirit was “materialized”, locating supernatural power into a real object. E.g. a fertility spirit could be worshipped as a shief or a human made figure, called Metsik (West Est), Peko (Seto area in South East Est). Some people could make the supernatural helper who stealed goods for its owner. It was made from broom, wood, birchbark; it was called kratt (Sw skratte, Germ Schratt), puuk (Sw puke, Germ Puck, Latv pukis).

Later (vulgar)Christian ideas have influenced the old animistic belief, pagan protective nature spirits have been likened to bad spirits (devil, ghost, etc.). For example, in case of waters, the ancient water spirits who take care of the body of water and the fish are differentiated from the dangerous nixies  (Scnd, Sw näcken, Germ Nix(e)), who usually appear as a woman in white, a man or an animal. 

Soul

hing ’soul, breath’, hingama ’breath’ < Finnish-Volga languages, ~ 1000 BC.

Nature folks have often soul dualism or pluralism. People (or also other beings) were believed to have two (or more) kinds of soul. 

In old Estonian beliefs every person had probably at least two souls.

1) One (or more) of these souls is associated with body functions and is thought to disappear after death: ihuhing(ed) ’body + soul(s)’ 

- hingamishing ’breathing-soul’ ~ living force; is located in inner organs, hairs, nails, spit, swat etc,

- minahing ’I + soul’ ~ personality, mind; is located in the head, heart;

2) The other one is able to leave the body, e.g. while sleeping in dreams, a shaman's or witche’s irdhing ’free-soul’ may be held to be able to undertake a spirit journey. If this soul is away, a person could be weaker. Free-soul can exist as:
- varihing ’shadow-soul’–  person’s thin, transparent or small copy, called e.g. vari ’shadow’, kuju ’figure’, vaim ’ghost, spirit’etc;

- siirdhing ’transite soul’– in form of another being: bird, animal, insect, called e.g. hingelind ’soul-bird’

Every person has it’s own vägi ’power’, vaim ’spirit’ (both Ural language ~4000 BC) that depends on fate and name; a saint/holy person is vägev ’powerful’ a baby is väeti ’weak, powerless’. 

Illness and misfortune came when an alien power occupied the body, this power was often sent by witches, deads and other supernatural beings (spirit of illness, angry nature spirit etc).  

lendva – lendama ’fly’. A sudden severe disease, often conceived as a flying arrow, started by a witch.

maaviha ’Earth’s anger’, maalised  ~’Earth’s beings/dwellers’. Skin disease.

katk ’plague’. Conceived as a migratory old man, an animal etc.

For cureing of disease was important to know its sender, inducer. When an evil power won, it drove out free-soul and destroyed living force (breathing-soul), then a person died. To die (surema, koolema) is also said hinge heitma ’cast off a soul’, viskama tossu välja ’cast off steam, kick the bucket’. When a powerful person dies, can emerge a soul wind or storm.

Urmas Sutrop. Eesti keele maailmapildist: meel, hing ja vaim. Mäetagused nr 24. http://www.folklore.ee/tagused/nr24/sutrop.pdf

The ancestor worship was based on the belief that the deceased, often family members, have a continued existence and/or possess the ability to influence the fortune of the living. 

The witches of the Estonian folk belief were the descendants of the shamanist belief, but occasionally ordinary people could also change themselves or see the spiritual world. The witches could send forth their ’free-soul’, e.g. to act as nightmare, whirlwind...
In the 16th-17th century Estonia witch trials had been held. A large part of accusations are about witchcraft resulting in illness or death of people or cattle. One of the most frequent charges was poisoning someone with magically tampered beer, as a result of which a snake, frog or another animal was created in the victim's stomach. In other European countries those accused of witchcraft and magic were mostly old women and the informers were women as well, whereas in Estonia the situation was amazingly quite different - more men than women had to face a witch trial here, and those testifying against them were men as well. 

Supreme Gods

In agrarian societies often exist female Earth Goddess and male Heaven God. In Estonian folk belief exists maaema, maavaim, ‘Earth’s mother, Earth’s spirit’ as a personification of the Earth, but not as a significant person in folk tales and worship. 

If Estonians had a supreme male Heaven God, it had been lost or mixed under Christian religion with ts powerful supreme god.

The main information about Estonian (or only Saaremaa island) supreme God comes from Heinrici chronicon Livoniae (13th century), where god Taara is mentioned, actually in form Tarapita explained as ‘a great god of Saaremaa islanders’. In addition has mentioned Pikken (< pikk ‘long’) ‘the Thunderer’ in old charms, also taevataat ‘Heaven Dad’, ilmataat ‘Weather Dad’, vanaisa ‘Grandfather’ etc

Some theories about etymology and “relatives” of Tarapita.

Urmas Sutrop. Taarapita – saarlaste suur jumal. Mäetagused, nr 16. http://www.folklore.ee/tagused/nr16/sutrop.pdf

Tarapita = Taara (‘supreme, high god’) + pita (< pikk ‘long, big’) (?)

Taara < Scnd Thorr / Thunorr  ‘the Thunderer’ (cmpr Lat tonare ‘fulminate’) < old Indo-Iran root *(s)ten ‘fulminate, clatter’, *(s)tan ’roar’.

Celtic Taranis ‘the Thunderer’ (Old Irish torainn, Welsh, Bret taran ’kõu’, kr toros ‘läbitungiv (müra)’ 

Uralic root *tere originally ‘high(er), supreme’, e.g. Caragas Teere ‘god, heaven’, Khanty, Mansi  Toorem etc. 

From Uralic root pita ‘long, big’ 


Estonian greeting tere, tervist – ‘be healthy’!
Sacred and profane spaces

In the Estonian folk belief, the natural, cultural and envisioned milieu can be spatially distinguished. 

1) The beliefs connected to the Estonian natural milieu go back to the distant past, the times of the (hunters-gatherers), centering on animals and birds. For example, the idea that the whole bones of the hunted animals take back to the forest, help the animals come back to life, dates back to the Stone Age. The sacred place of the nature was hiis (‘holy oak grove’) and it was often situated on the border of wild nature and cultural nature. Water is powerful, mighty: dangerous, but gives crop (fish), it also has a purifying, consecrating and fertilising effect.

2) Cultural milieu begins with the evolving of the constant settlement: villages, fields, churches are inhabited, but a ship also belongs to the cultural milieu. The centric place in the belief is graveyard. 

After the evolving of the cultivation, forest and sea are an outside and dangerous circle towards the everyday life, which differed from the homelike milieu. In the forest and near water one had to act exceedingly, to follow the rules to get the crop and not endanger oneself.

3) The envisioned milieu, also known as the mythological space. According to the belief, the world was divided into 3 parts: the upper world (gods), the central world (humans), the nether world also known as Manala (< maan alla under the earth), Toonela, the life (living place) after the death.

According to a cosmogonic myth of the Estonians, the world was created from the egg of a bird. 

Sacred and profane times

In the treatment of time of the Estonian folk belief, there can be distinguished püha and argine the ‘sacred, holy, adjuratory’ and ‘profane everyday’ time. The sacred times:

1) The folk calendar holidays of the in Estonia the pagan and the Christian elements have been mixed in them

2) The turning points of a man’s life are sacred time, during them happens the contact with the supernatural world

3) The time of the world’s mythological beginning (when the mythical events took place) and end.

4) The parallel time which runs in another, probably sacred space, with another velocity.

Religion in contemporary Estonia

Contemporary folk belief is varied and has several international influences, among which are ufology, astrology and the action of the sensitives. The general tendency of today’s variegated religious movements can be placed under the concept of the New Age. Its central precepts revolve around drawing on both Eastern and Western spiritual and metaphysical traditions and then infusing them with influences from self-help and motivational psychology, holistic health, parapsychology, consciousness research and quantum physics in order to create a spirituality without borders or confining dogmas that is inclusive and pluralistic.

Some ancient calendar traditions (mardipäev, kadripäev, jõulud, jaanipäev) are held in high regard.

Estonian old pagan belief has been revived by neopaganists as taarausk in the1930s and is an institutional religion today with small membership. Maavalla Koda (literally Hall of Estonia or House of Estonia,) is a religious organisation uniting adherents of two Estonian native religious denominations today.
High religions are not very popular in Estonia. A questionnaire made in 2007 reveals that Estonia belongs to ten least religious country in the world. In Estonia up to 49% are non-believer, atheist, agnostic people. (The first was Sweden - up to 85% non-believer, atheist, agnostic).

An inquiry, made from 2006-2008 says that Estonia is the least religious country in the world. The question „Is religion an important part of your daily life?“ was answered „yes“ only by 14 % of Estonians. (In the most religious Egypt „yes“ - 100 %)

The majority of “officiallyreligious people” are members of Lutherian church (15% of population), whereas the Russian minority and cultural area Setomaa (East South Estonia) belong to Eastern Orthodox church (14%).
