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1. The first fragmentary records of Estonian folklore: chronicles, travelogues.

Probably the oldest recorded instance of an Estonian word dates from the 8th century AD: in his Cosmographia, clergyman Aethicus Ister mentioned an island called Taraconta (Tharaconta) – denoting either the whole of Estonia or its largest island Saaremaa. Taraconta – probably Taara + kond ‘Estonians as the worshippers of the god Taara’.

The earliest (doubtful) record of Estonian (actually chud) folklore: 1071, The Novgorod Chronicle (11th-16th c.), a shamanistic ritual is described. 

The earliest mentioning of Estonian singing dates back to Danish historian Saxo Grammaticus Gesta Danorum (c. 1179). Saxo speaks of Estonian warriors who sang at Sweden coast at night while waiting for a battle (in Öland, 1170).
Henry of Livonia Heinrici chronicon Livoniae in the beginning of the 13th century describes Estonian sacrificial customs, gods and spirits, funerals cum lamentationibus et potationibus.
In 1578 Balthasar Russow (~1536-1600) Chronica der Provintz Lyfflandt (1578, Rostock) describes the celebration of midsummer (jaanipäev, St John’s Day) the St. John's Day by Estonians, kirmes (< Germ Kirchmesse ‘a fancy fair’) and other Estonian customs. 

In 1644 Johann Gutslaff (Urvaste pastor 1630-1656) Kurtzer Bericht und Unterricht von der Falsch-heilig genandten Bäche in Lieffland Wöhhanda (lost, some copied fragments) speaks of the veneration of holy springs, publishes Pikse palve ‘a prayer to lightning, thunder’.
The earliest complete record of an Estonian folksong lyrics, the so-called Nõelamängulaul ‘Song of the Needle Game’ is found in the court proceedings of 1680. 

1695 the first publication of Estonian folk song lyrics: Jörru! Jörru! jooks ma tullen ‘personal name? + I’m just coming’  Christian Kelch Liefländische Historia.
b ) German Enlightment Philosophers become interested in Estonian folklore, 18th-19th century

In the 18th-19th c folklore had been considered as being extremly valulable for containing sets of mental, intellectual, moral, and cultural traits that define particular human groups represented as being "nations" or "peoples". 

The word 'folklore' was first used by the English antiquarian William Thoms in 1846.
Johann Gottfried von Herder (1744-1803, a teacher in Riga 1764–1769) publishes seven Estonian folksongs, translated into German in his Volkslieder (1778), republished as Stimmen der Völker in Liedern in 1807 (8 songs).
Estonian folklore and beliefs including samples of folksongs appear in Topographische Nachrichten von Liv- und Estland (1774–82) by August W. Hupel (1737-1819, Põltsamaa pastor). The earliest publication of whole Estonian folk melodies 1777. (Some fragments had been published in 1632 by Menius).
Christian Schlegel (1757-1842) published Reisen in mehrere russische Gouvernements (10 Vol. 1819-1834): Estonian customs, 150 folk songs, melodies, singing traditions… 
3. Folklore collecting on the period of nation-building, 19th century.
a) The beginning in the 1830s 

In the beginning of the 19th century, during the Estophile Enlightenment Period (1750–1840) increased interest in Estonian folklore among Baltic Germans. 

The Tartu University was re-opened in 1802, the language of instruction was German. 

Johann Rosenplänter (1782-1846) published a journal Beiträge zur genauern Kenntnisse der ehstnischen Sprache (1813-1832): about language, folklore.
Arnold Friedrich Johann Knüpffer (1777-1843) collected and published folk tales and songs from North Estonia, Kadrina parish. 

Alexander Heinrich Neus (1795-1876) published the first scientific folk song anthology 1850-52 Ehstnische Volkslieder (with a parallel translation in German). 

 A significant role in this process was played by cultural figures from Finland. 

Finnish Literature Society (SKS) was established 1831, they organised folklore collecting, 1835 published Elias Lönnrot Finnish national epic Kalevala.

Kristjan Jaak Peterson (1801-1822, on of the first Estonian intellectuals and poets) translated Ganander-Thomasson Mythologia Fennica from Sweden into German (1822 in Beiträge...). His work established Estonian pseudomythology with Finnish gods Vanemuine, Ilmarine, Lämmeküne.

Õpetatud Eesti Selts (ÕES, The Learned Estonian Society) was founded in 1838 as the central organization for collecting and studying Estonian folklore. 
Eestimaa Kirjanduse Selts (EKS, Literary Union of Estonia) was founded in 1842.
The earliest manuscript folklore samples in the Estonian Folklore Archives date back to the beginning of the 19th century and belong to the folklore collections of those societies. Some ethnic Estonians (usually from “upper” classes of peasant society: families in manor service) entered the University and became the intellectuals of Estonian origin.

One of the founders The Learned Estonian Society was Friedrich Robert Faehlmann (1798-1850) – a doctor and writer. He was the originator of the idea to create an Estonian epic, and drafted a major part of the event scheme for Kalevipoeg. He also published a number of Estonian legends and myths in German based on genuine Estonian folklore and on Ganander's Finnish mythology, The Dawn and Dusk (Koit ja Hämarik) being considered one of the most beautiful Estonian myths having popular origin.

The member of the same society was Friedrich Reinhold Kreutzwald (1803-1882, a doctor) who compiled the national heroic epic Kalevipoeg (eine Estnische Sage), first published with a parallel translation in German, in the proceedings of the Estonian Learned Society (1857-1861). It was the most valuable achievement of the Society. Kalevipoeg some decades later became a prominent factor in the growth of national consciousness.

Kalevipoeg’s “national” Estonian dimension can be seen, in the first place, in the verse form employed by Kreutzwald – folk song regilaul form, as did Lönnrot in Kalevala. Kreutzwald also got ideasand materials from folk legends, genuine folk songs and romantic literature. 

Kreutzwald started to organize collective foklore collecting with an appeale Üks küsimine (1843, One question), collected and studied himself folkore. 
http://elm.einst.ee/issue/17/kalevipoeg-great-european-epic/
b) The birth of Estonian-language Folklore Research

Eesti Kirjameeste Selts (EKmS; Estonian Writer’s Society) was founded in 1871.
Jakob Hurt (1839–1907) was its president and the first to organize systematically Estonian folklore collecting in the second half of the 19th century. Soon he realised that the collecting of folklore had to become a nation-wide undertaking. 

He wrote 1888 an appeal for folkore collecting Paar palvid eesti ärksamatele poegadele ja tütardele (A couple of requests to Estonian’s most active sons and daughters). The result  – 162-volume collection (12400 hand written pages)  is at present the most precious in the Folklore Archives. He started a multi volume series on Estonian folklore, called Monumenta Estoniae Antiquae.
Inspired by Hurt's work, Matthias J. Eisen started folklore collection in the 1880s resulting a collection of 90.000 pages. He coined the Estonian term rahvaluule ‘folklore’.

Estonian composer Karl August Hermann (1851-1909), ogranized folk music collection in the late 1800s - ~2500 folk melodies. 
Oskar Kallas, Ph.D (1868–1946, studied at the University of Helsinki), was the first folklore scholar of Estonian descent. He between 1904 and 1916 organised the systematic and scientific collection of folk melodies in collaboration with the Estonian Students' Society. The importance of this collection lies above all in the great number of folk songs joined to the melodies (a total of 13,139 tunes). 
The first recordings of Estonian folk music were made in 1912 by Finnish folklorist A. O. Väisänen with the Edison phonograph, in 1914 started Estoniasn work with phpngraoh. There are 906 sound recordings from the beginning of the 20th c.

Anna Raudkats made first attempts to record folk dances in 1920s.
3. Folkloristics in Estonian Republic 1918-1940.

The chair of folklore of University of Tartu was founded in 1919. Its’ holder was the first professor of folklore Walter Anderson (1885-1962) from 1920 to 1939. One of the Andersons most significant students was Oskar Loorits – the first head of the Estonian Folklore Archives.

The Estonian Folklore Archives (EFA) was founded in 1927 by Oskar Loorits. He organized all the Estonian folklore collections into one central depository. 

In 1927 the phonographs present were brought to the Estonian Folklore Archives, where systematic recording was initiated. Loorits' major field was folk religion and mythology, a study on Estonian, Livonian and Russian folk beliefs. 
In 1936–1938 more than 700 pieces of the best Estonian (but also Livonian, Izhorian and Latvian) singers and musicians were recorded on shellac (reportage) discs. 

In 1930s Rudolf Põldmäe organized field works for recording folk dances. 

6. Soviet period, from the 1940s – 1991
Some changes were made to break continuity of Estonian national sciences and national consciousness. 
1947 were added together the chair of folklore and the chair of literature. 

The new research institution was founded – the folklore department at the Institute of Literature and Language of Estonian Academy of Sciences. 

Estonian Folklore Archives was renamed in 1940 the folklore department of Estonian Literature Museum. 

Systematic field works were organised every year (from 1950 to 1990s). Phonograph was used until 1956. There 575 wax cilinders, 2 151 pieces (digital copies today). 

In the beginning of 1950s open-reel tapes were introduced; the first films appeared a decade later. 1988 video recording.

The great collectors: Herbert Tampere, Ingrid Rüütel (our first lady 2001-2006), Udo Kolk, Vaike Sarv.

 7. Estonian Republic (restored), 1991 –

The study and collecting of folklore has moved from an attitude that the subjects (texts or culture) are decaying or disappearing to consideration of them as efficacious and meaningful parts of our present reality.

1995, the historical name of the Estonian Folklore Archives was restored, the head is Risto Järv.  http://www.folklore.ee/era/ava.htm 

The EFA functions as a central folklore archive in Estonia which also carries out research projects on folklore. In addition to Estonian material, the folklore of other peoples, mainly that of the Finno-Ugrians (Livonian, Votic, Finnish, Izhorian, Karelian, Vepsian, Mordvinian, Mari, Komi, Udmurt, Khanty, Hungarian) and other peoples living in Estonia or its vicinity (Russian, Lithuanian, Latvian, German, Jewish, Swedish, Gypsy material). 
The EFA includes collections of manuscripts, photographs, sound and video recordings. By the beginning of 2004 the Archives contained 25 folklore collections in manuscript to a total of ~ 1 400 000 pages, a photo collection of  ~23, 000 photographs, and a sound archive including ~120, 000 pieces (approximately half of them is music), 434 video tapes and films. 

The share of audio and video tapes in the Archives has steadily increased, especially due to the arrival of modern digital technology in the second half of the 1990s. Since then large-scale digitalisation of older sound recordings has been in progress.

1993 the independent chair of folklore was restored at Tartu university, the holder is prof. Ülo Valk. 

Some other institutions have folklore collections: Tartu University, The Institute of  Estonian Language, Estonian Theatre and Music Museum, Estonian Music Foundation, Estonian Public Broadcasting.

























