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Abstract 

 
This thesis examines the monumental landscapes and historical culture in 20th century 

Estonia. It considers a network of three major socio-political upheavals and mnemonic 

‘ruptures’ in the society’s path for an exploration of how memory places and the memories 

they represent survived, responded to, or drew upon the political changes. The study follows 

Estonian monuments to the War of Independence (1918-1920), and proposes discourse units 

such as freedom and nation as a basis for interrogating the processes of their construction, 

destruction, altering, and eventual reconstruction. It examines the mechanisms of a mnemonic 

rupture, and searches for breaks alongside continuities in its aftermath.  

 

More generally, the thesis proposes a triple-change argument for the investigation of an 

Eastern European memory landscape, and poses a question of cross-rupture permanences in 

such borderland memory sites. 
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Introduction 
 

Memory has risen to unchallenged centrality in contemporary culture. Intense debates about 

how to represent the past to ourselves and to future generations demonstrate memory’s 

increasingly incessant hold on public imagination. The past decades have witnessed a broad 

wave of investigations into remembrance and commemoration, with interdisciplinary 

contributions reaching the agendas of metacriticism and anti-memory. Significant academic 

attention has been devoted to the mnemonic communities of post-socialist Europe, where 

sudden access to previously restricted information and silenced emotions ushered in a whole 

new future for remembering the past, and turned memory debates themselves into intellectual 

‘monuments,’ invested with the power to condition collective understandings of historical 

realities, as well as of the transforming present.  

 

This project, not untouched by the appeal of tracing Europe’s mnemonic provenance, settles 

into an analysis of an Eastern European memory landscape, expanding temporally into the 

turbulent 20th century. I will consider a network of three ‘ruptures’ in the society’s path for an 

exploration of how the monuments to the War of Independence (1918-1920) and the 

memories they represent survived, responded to, or drew upon the political changes. The 

thesis follows the discourse of the Estonian memoryscapes through the upheavals and 

changing regimes, and traces the dynamics of continuity and break. Estonia emerges as an 

interesting setting for memory research partly because its culture of monuments is remarkably 

omnipresent but at the same time rather ‘thin’ and fragile, with each alteration resonating 

heavily in the society and beyond, magnifying the sentiments and images related to the 

historical moment in question. Monuments are perhaps over-appreciated and overloaded with 

meaning, and each decision regarding the monumental memoryscape is analysed as a 

potential threat to its vulnerable organisation, accentuating the very vulnerabilities and 

insecurities of the collective consciousness as it faces the circumstances of the present. The 

saliences revealed in the construction and charging of memoryscapes resonate with a broader 

sense of being endangered, and offer the case up for investigation as a small European border 

nation memory that has come to life through the encounters of empires, ideologies and 

geographically imagined compounds.  

 



 

 
 
 

2 

The idea of ‘rupture’ is employed here to denote socio-political change and the establishment 

of a new historical reference system for collective identification and cultural life. All three 

instances of critical transformation – the gaining of independence in 1918-1920, World War 

II, and the dissolution of the Soviet Union – are viewed as providing their own set of 

‘glasses’, through which the previous and the following historical periods are refracted. Such 

societal and discursive interruptions present opportunities for investigating the transfer of 

knowledge between the different levels of social remembering, thus confronting one of the 

most vexing theoretical binaries of memory research – individual and collective recall. The 

bottom-up surge to public attention of (aggregate) individual memories and the subsequent re-

individualisation of publicly available images to frame personal recollections break the former 

mnemonic configuration, providing insights into an accelerated dynamic of the social and 

political memory-adoptive mechanisms, and faster, more motivated encounters between the 

domains of memory and history. Memory here is conceptualised as not just the interaction 

between present needs and the elements available in ‘history’, but as processual, involving the 

path of mnemonic knowledge and the circumstances and traditions related to its arrival in the 

present moment. Socio-political ruptures emerge as the thickest, most concentrated instances 

of meaning construction on that path, as each of them provides a new ‘lens’ for arranging 

mnemonically relevant material. And while each new time finds legitimation in its 

demarcation from the previous societal configuration, the new time nevertheless welcomes 

the existence of earlier, more distant, accepted pasts, specified by other ruptures and 

reorganised by the conflicts of the present.1     

 

In the course of a rupture, the commemorative discourse becomes dislocated. Discourse units 

developed in and around the monument sites, such as nation or freedom, behave as ‘floating 

signifiers’ that are redefined and attached to new nodal points.2 As the point of departure here 

is the Independence War monuments, the discussion builds on a network of three types of 

processes:3  

                                                
1 M. C. Boyer writes about the dynamics of memory from the perspective of representational forms and urban 
architecture: M. Christine Boyer, The City of Collective Memory: its Historical Imagery and Architectural 
Entertainments  (Cambridge 1996). 
2 See: Richard Mole, The Baltic States from the Soviet Union to the European Union. Identity, discourse and 
power in the post-communist transition of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania  (London 2012).  
3 The three-part construct and labelling comes from Marek Tamm and Saale Halla, "Ajalugu, poliitika ja 
identiteet: Eesti monumentaalsest mälumaastikust," in Monumentaalne konflikt, ed. Pille Petersoo and Marek 
Tamm (Tallinn: Varrak, 2008). 
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(1) construction or monumental legitimation, i.e. the erection of monuments 

commemorating the War of Independence during the years 1920–1939. The Estonian War of 

Independence cost the country 6127 lives (2121 on the battlefield),4 and the early monuments 

came to life as (chiefly church-adjacent) local expressions of mourning and solidarity.5 A shift 

in the meaning of the monuments is detectable towards the end of the 1920s, as 

commemorative statuary moves to secular spaces and the symbol of grief is elevated into a 

marker of honour for the local community to identify with. The 1930s and particularly the 

authoritarian regime of Konstantin Päts (1934-1940) witnessed another ‘monument boom’6 of 

more militant, self-assured national rhetoric, culminating in a grand top-down attempt to erect 

a state monument in Tallinn; 

(2) destruction or monumental ‘occupation’: the removal, maiming or hiding of 

interwar monuments and the creation of socialist cityscapes (from 1940). This period presents 

a progression of ruptures to be considered. The first Soviet year launches a forceful rewrite of 

the commemorative discourse and destroys over 90 monuments, while the subsequent 

German occupation re-allows interwar memorialisation with a distinctly incriminatory tone 

against the new Soviet enemy. The Stalinist post-war demonstrates a more thought-through 

take on monumental rearrangements, as educational campaigns precede the important 

removals. Post-Stalinist Thaw constitutes a further change in historical culture, while the 

Stagnation years write their own socialist history on Estonian memoryscapes, largely to be 

rehabilitated from the ‘monumental-occupationist’ association, and ‘domesticated’ in the 

post-Soviet moment.  

(3) reconstruction or monumental restitution: the topographic rewriting of the 

memoryscapes by restoring the monuments from the first independence as well as adding a 

few notable new ones to commemorate that same event (1988-2009). The restoration largely 

unfolded in steps similar to the original construction phase. Starting out locally within the 

frame of heritage protection, the initiative moved towards greater centralisation, culminating 

in a grand top-down monumental statement on Tallinn’s Freedom Square (2009). The latter 

project, carried out by the Estonian Defence Ministry, already belonged within the mnemonic 

climate of the new millennium: the social topicality of monuments had changed character and 

                                                
4 Mati Strauss, Vabadussõja mälestusmärgid I  (Keila: ETPV trükikoda,  2002), 12. 
5 This is similar to the new kind of commemorative practices spreading in Europe after 1918. See: Jay Winter, 
Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: the Great War in European Cultural History  (Cambridge 2000), 78-116. 
6 The years between 1934 and 1940 produced and even greater number of monuments than the immediate 
interwar years had. Tamm and Halla, "Ajalugu, poliitika ja identiteet: Eesti monumentaalsest mälumaastikust," 
in Monumentaalne konflikt, ed. Petersoo and Tamm (Tallinn: Varrak, 2008), 24. 
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become ‘revanchist,’7 producing conflicts over the interpretation of World War II monuments. 

The dismantlement of an obviously controversial monument depicting a soldier in SS insignia 

in the Estonian town of Lihula (2004) triggered an intense series of memory work, contesting 

the neutrality and mournfulness of the domesticated Soviet memorials, which led to the 

relocation of the Bronze Soldier memorial in central Tallinn (2007). 

 

One of the underlying assumptions here is that the Soviet period does not simply represent a 

compressible aberration in Estonian mnemonic provenance, and that ‘monumental 

occupation’ deserves to be written back into the story of commemorative imagination, not 

least for the fact that the next period emerged in direct constitutive reaction to it. The present 

project aims to investigate the Estonian memoryscapes for breaks and rifts alongside 

continuities or what might be conceived as simply ‘new threads on an old loom’.8 It also seeks 

to explore how the socio-political ruptures themselves participate in memory creation, and 

how the ‘lenses’ they devise interact with each other. The interrogation of the Soviet decades 

ultimately rather challenges the straightforward application of the concept of monumental 

‘occupation’ and seeks to trace mnemo-formative threads alongside the occupationist and the 

destructive. In order to trace the mnemonic compression and distancing of the Soviet time in 

the third, restitutive rupture, the Thaw and the Brezhnev era historical culture and 

monumental production will be considered. The thesis thus also serves as a commentary on 

the mnemo-historical logic of the nation’s arrival at the contemporary clashes. More 

generally, it proposes a triple-change argument for the investigation of an Eastern European 

memory landscape, and poses a question of cross-rupture (or even longue durée) 

permanences in such borderland memory sites. 

 

The preliminary expectations in reference to the material and the triple change argument are 

the following. The first Estonian Republic (1918-1940) mourned its fallen, celebrated its 

freedom as a general victory, and constructed its nation through the image of survival rather 

than victimisation. The concept of enemy was rather diffuse, and its contents, if specified, 

included four different ‘othered’ entities: Bolsheviks, Germany, Russia, and the Baltic 

Germans, all of which were mostly invoked to counter domestic doubt and low national self-

                                                
7 Marek Tamm, "Negotiating the Contested Past. Mnemonic Communities and War Monuments in 
Contemporary Estonia," ([unpublished article from the author]2011), 13. 
8 Annamaria Orla-Bukowska, "National Memory and Social Identity in Postwar and Post-Communist Poland," in 
The Politics of Memory in Postwar Europe, ed. R. N. Lebow, W. Kansteiner, and C. Fogu (Durham: 2006). 
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esteem. Nevertheless, the strongest enemy group was that of the Baltic Germans as they also 

constituted a minority presence. The idea of a young polity was tied to potential rather than 

inexperience or ‘lagging behind’, and the nation was narrated into the West through pride and 

through reference to the historic mission of the borderlands in keeping European culture safe 

from the East (the image of a ‘shield of civilization’).  

 

The occupations of World War II initiated a more targeted enemy construction in the 

monuments (e.g. the direction of the depicted warrior’s gaze was charged with significance 

and the statues were physically turned to face the enemy; the German occupationist powers 

allowed for the re-erection of the monuments in explicit opposition to the Soviet invasion). 

Freedom as an idea remained a powerful construct, with its difficult path and eventual onset 

extended into the Soviet ‘liberation’ episode and tied to the dynamics of class. The concept of 

‘nation’ in monumental creation shifted onto the cultural achievements of the people.  

 

The second independence mourned and commemorated the first republic, and defined its 

historical freedom as freedom from Russia. The strong narrative of national victimisation 

created an expectation of a ‘return to Europe’, a belonging that was now based on sacrifice. 

The reality of ‘enemy’ was clear and unchallenged, fusing the Soviet past, Russia proper, and 

the domestic minority group. ‘Youth’ was no longer constructed with a positive charge, 

denoting instead the temporal backwardness and the necessity to ‘catch up’ with Western 

counterparts. The sense of being endangered persisted, and the internal challenge changed its 

character and manifested itself in the contemporary threats of population drain, the 

anglicisation of spoken language, etc.  

 

Structure of the thesis: chronology and discourse units 
I will discuss the three events in chronological order. This allows for clarity in constructing a 

timeline and backbone for the investigations, and favours the entangling of concurrent themes 

and discursive tendencies within the temporally situated mnemonic field. This arrangement is 

not intended to lock the episodes into a one-directional movement and transformation, or 

equip the present moment with an indispensable past and future, for any analysis of meaning 

creation and mnemonic perpetuation often needs to leap over temporal distances and 
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deconstruct the linearity of historical time.9 Rather, this structure is used to shed light on the 

memory-formative factors at work in successive social upheavals, and to construe the rupture 

points as constitutive of lenses through which the previous upheavals come to be refracted.  

 

The goal here would then be to conceptualise the memory at work neither in terms of its 

dependence on the past (the past affecting present choices) nor its independence from the past 

(contemporary needs determining the mnemonic manipulations), but instead, as the dynamic 

relations between past and present. The chronologically resolved chapters are not an attempt 

to reify, substantialise, or staticise the memory of the given periods, but instead, to provide an 

occasion for observing the variable ways in which traditions and interests, images, contexts, 

stories and media practices come together.  

 

We may conceptualise the three historical moments in terms of Jeffrey K. Olick’ profiles.10 

Invoked in the context of his process-relational critique of social memory research,11 this 

concept responds to concerns over misleading reifications of memory constallations and the 

substantialist postulates therein (e.g. unity and consent within memory, the tangibility and 

thing-character of memory). It rejects the investigative potential of questions such as ‘what 

effect collective memory has’ or ‘what determines collective memory’ on grounds of 

memory’s inseparability from, and indispensable constitutive participation in, political 

cultures. In the process-relational perspective, then, collective memory is not just the cause 

and product of broader social and political developments, but part of the self-definition 

process that is at the very heart of those developments. This perspective thus rejects the 

                                                
9 Martin Sabrow, for example, has even observed the irrelevance of the chronological location of events for an 
understanding of what constitutes ‘contemporary history,’ and places importance instead on their quality as ‘hot’ 
memorial controversies. Chris Lorenz and Berber Bevernage, eds., Breaking up Time. Negotiating the Borders 
between Present, Past and Future (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2013), 24. 
10Jeffrey K. Olick, The Politics of Regret. On Collective Memory and Historical Responsibility  (New York 
2007). A similar, older concept employed by social as well as memory theorists, is that of ‘frame,’ equally 
invoked to emphasise the irreducibility of interpretative totalities to discrete components. (E.g. M. Halbwachs, 
discussed in Aleida Assmann, "Re-framing memory. Between individual and collective forms of constructing the 
past.," in Performing the Past. Memory, History, and Identity in Modern Europe, ed. K. Tilmans and J. Winter 
(Amsterdam: 2010)). Unlike the “frame” that could be seen as implying a kind of unchanging, unitary cognitive 
design, the idea of “profile” is rooted in path-dependency and process, enabling the exploration of profile 
change. 
11 Process-relationalists contest the practice of positing “discrete, pregiven units such as the individual or society 
as ultimate starting points of sociological analysis,” as they are in fact “inseparable from the transactional 
contexts within which they are embedded.” Mustafa Emirbayer, "Manifesto for a Relational Sociology," The 
American Journal of Sociology 103, no. 2 (1997). Memory, according to this approach, must not be assumed to 
be a thing or a set of things, separable from, and exogenous to the (political, social) processes being measured. 
Rather, it is their very medium. J. K. Olick, 2007, p. 90. 
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distinction between identities and interests.12 The three social upheavals of Estonia, and their 

resonance in the following decades, can be construed in terms of such epochal profiles – for 

each period mnemonic images and practices are essential but they work, stabilise or electrify 

the public scene only within their respective contexts.  

 

The secondary coordinates for the organisation of material within the chronological chapters 

are discourse units and case studies. Concepts such as freedom, enemy, etc. serve as reference 

points for presenting the textual, visual, and ritual aspects of the memory sites. Without going 

into discussions about all knowledge being discursive, about the impossibility of going behind 

the inevitable interpretative grid of discourse, and about every contact with a memorial 

necessarily provoking what can be analysed as a ‘reading’, it is safe to claim that in the case 

of the Estonian interwar monument scene, the discursive elements and implications are not 

convincingly distinguishable from the purely ‘visual’ or ‘performative’ aspects. The discourse 

unit is thus the category used in this work to lead into and connect the different sides of 

meaning-making in particular case studies. In addition, for many of the cases chosen, 

reception predates production (press debates and discursive construction occur before 

materialisation), so framing the discussion of visuals within the broader discursive logic 

would also serve to respect the chronological order of occurrences, and the intertwinement of 

the two agendas. Similarly, I believe that a discursive focus with links to particular case 

studies would allow for the inclusion of mnemonic (re)production via rituals and celebratory 

practices, as part of the effect of such repetitive events is located in the atmosphere of 

intensified national rhetoric and the proliferation of symbols in the discursive space.13  

 

The main discourse units followed in the thesis are: 1) freedom (liberty, independence); 2) 

nation (in an array of imaginings, some scenarios going as far as to consider the 13th century 

societal arrangement a nation-based one, placing the statal independence achieved in 1918 in 

                                                
12 Olick, The Politics of Regret. On Collective Memory and Historical Responsibility  (New York2007), pp. 108-
109. 
13 While discursive units are chosen here as the most uniformly meaningful categories for connecting the 
different sides of discussion, it does not immediately follow that discourse is conceived of in overwhelmingly 
Foucauldian terms of totality. Rather, the investigation unfolds in affinity with Michel de Certau’s assertion that 
not all cultural and social practices are translatable into discourse. See, for example, the discussion in Jay Winter, 
Remembering War: the Great War between Memory and History in the Twentieth Century  (New Haven 2006), 
pp. 17-51; Jay Winter, Shadows of War. A social History of Silence in the Twentieth Century  (Cambridge 2010), 
pp. 3-31. I will thus also consider aspects of commemoration that have to do with physical elements (spatial 
arrangement, visual readings, or bodily presences), ritual (the performative impulse), and absences (the missing 
monuments that place the burden of remembrance on the observer). 
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‘restorationist’ light); 3) enemy (also related to ‘abject’ figures, and shades of othering from 

difference to threat). Besides the three major discursive images, those of occupation (and 

oppression, darkness), youth (future, young nation, growth), border (a perceived sense of 

liminality, a state of constant geographical and temporal ‘becoming’ with no obvious exit), 

and honour (standing, indebtedness) stand out as additionally charging the monuments’ 

iconographic, ritual, and textual space. These categories interact and overlap with each other 

in varying ways during the periods under investigaton.14   

 

The discourse units can be paralleled to another one of Olick’s contributions to the conceptual 

clarity in the field – the idea of ‘genre memory’.15 Drawing on Bakhtin’s dialogical analysis, 

he asserts that, while all mnemonic utterances occur within unique historical moments, they 

also carry historical baggage and contain ‘memory traces’ of earlier usages. Such traces may 

not emerge as conscious or explicit – Bakhtin’s original genre contact is different from his 

treatment of influence – and do not require actual awareness of an earlier text or utterance by 

a succeeding one.16 Genre for Bakhtin is a representative of creative memory – it ‘lives in the 

present, but always remembers its past, its beginning’.17 It refers to a common ‘way of seeing’ 

between texts.18 Olick extends Bakhtin’s idea to investigate German mnemonic accretions – 

‘patterns of speaking, structured as a set of conventions against which or within which […] 

utterances are produced and read’.19 He includes commemorative ritual in his development of 

the concept, observing that commemorations are not just the meeting ground for the present 

commemorative moment and the past episode meriting commemoration, but often manifest 

more or less explicit references to earlier instances of remembrance. The mnemonic act or 

discursive experience thus includes not only the history being remembered, but also the 

accrued succession of rememberings that went before. 

 

                                                
14 For example, during the monuments’ inception and flourishing in the 1920s and 1930s, freedom and youth 
enhance each other’s emotional clout and symbolic capital, whereas nation and honour together form a markedly 
more militant tandem with references to enemy and oppression. Freedom, along with youth, provided a 
commemorative logic that combined grief with a broader, brighter ideal for mnemonic perpetuation and 
belonging. At the same time, this combination still failed to include a definition of the nation, and did not 
become the first priority for top-down mnemonic institutionalisation.   
15 An example of a mnemonic genre would be German guilt, or German suffering. See: Olick, The Politics of 
Regret. On Collective Memory and Historical Responsibility  (New York2007), pp. 55-83. 
16 Ibid.; Mikhail Bakhtin, Valitud toid  (Tallinn 1985). 
17 Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics  (Minneapolis 1984), p. 106. 
18 Olick, The Politics of Regret. On Collective Memory and Historical Responsibility  (New York2007), pp. 58-
59. 
19 Ibid., p. 59. 
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Like genres, the discourse units treated here are both constant and changing. The memory and 

patterns within particular units structure commemoration, yet their unfolding in and through 

time may change the way they mould past images. Ruptures involve transformations and 

continuities in the ways of speaking about as well as through such units. These are not 

intended to portray ideal forms, but rather to represent empirical accumulations, ‘structuring 

structures’20 that stress the irreducibility of memory work to either present contexts or past 

events, or even their bilateral interplay.  

 

Genre memory sensitizes us to the interplay between the past, the present and the discursive 

history of particular images, and, of reactions to these images.21 The concept is not intended 

to suggest a complete unravelling of the discourse unit’s provenance, or the exposure of some 

‘true’ meaning behind it; rather it aims to highlight that the particularity and specific 

sensitivity of each term is the outcome of a long historical development.22 The socio-historical 

circumstances under which people become acquainted with certain images or pasts affect the 

subsequent life of those memories, as do the means and structures of accessing this 

mnemonically relevant information.23 In the case of socio-political upheavals, the discursive 

history of sensitive images might also include the memory of what those images are able to 

do. Padraic Kenney observes that the memory of the unlimited potential and possibility in 

Central Europe remains a lasting legacy, long after the events of 1989 have faded.24 Maria 

Mälksoo discusses Baltic memory debates and debacles in Bakhtinian terms (the 

carnivalization of the past) and notes that memory is at the centre of any carnival, because 

long after its occurrence, people are still able to remember what the ritual reversal of power 

relations could do.25 A discursive memory or genre contact can work in a similar way – a 

                                                
20 Anthony Giddens, The Constitution of Society: Outline of the Theory of Structuration (Cambridge 1984). 
Quoted and discussed in Olick, The Politics of Regret. On Collective Memory and Historical Responsibility  
(New York2007). 
21 For example, Olick demonstrates how the German 1995 commemoration of May 8 was a significant departure 
from the previous commemorative pattern, and how it was, in fact, responding to the commemorative difficulty 
encountered in 1985. Pp. 55-83. 
22 This might also provide insights into some of the issues perplexing reception theorists, namely the detection of 
the processes that perpetually ‘unfix’ the relationship between the present and the past, and take us closer to 
bridging the gap from the event to the recipient. E.g. Michael Ann Holly, "Reciprocity and Reception Theory," 
in A Companion to Art Theory, ed. P. Smith and C. Wilde (Oxford: 2002).  
23 See, for example: Lisa Yoneyama, "The Smithsonian Enola Gay Controversy," in The World War Two 
Reader, ed. G. Martel (New York: 2004). 
24 Padraic Kenney, A Carnival of Revolution: Central Europe 1989  (Princeton 2002), p. 305-306. I was directed 
to this source in Maria Mälksoo, The Politics of Becoming European: A Study of Polish and Baltic Post-Cold 
War Security Imaginaries  (London: Routledge,  2010), 134. 
25 Mälksoo, The Politics of Becoming European: A Study of Polish and Baltic Post-Cold War Security 
Imaginaries  (London: Routledge, 2010), p. 134. 
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concept’s power, potential and supremacy can outlive its actual discursive usage in, for 

example, the responses it triggers to new genres rising to dominance.  The spontaneous ‘from 

below’ return of the Monument to the Students and Teachers of Tallinn at the start of the 

German occupation could be seen as the basis for later, Soviet-era commemorative 

‘dissidence’ of respecting the site, just as the memory of the spirit of the late-Soviet 

dismantlements affected popular moods around the Bronze Soldier monument following its 

polemicisation in the 2000s. 

 

Of memory-formative experiences that cannot be reduced to discourse alone, opening 

ceremonies of the monuments will be considered. A ritual combines the spatial, the bodily, 

and the uttered, and works for the participants through the embodied nature of being together 

(even if the participation in such being is mediated or mediatized, e.g. a televised gathering at 

the war monument site).26 As socio-political ruptures in general present instances of 

accelerated communication between individual and collective memory, opening ceremonies 

emerge as particular moments of such communication, reinforced by the dimension of 

enactment. More than the usual participation in the textual mnemonic community, a 

performance of memory allows for the people to organise themselves as a group in which 

discrete members become an inseparable part of the mass, aware of their material bodily 

unity.27 The speaker or performer becomes a sort of corporate personality; the utterance is 

received in an atmosphere of shared preparedness, where the participant expects to experience 

a certain kind of emotion and thus (re-)become part of the collective story. Performance is 

thus also a setting for the individual memories to be refashioned.28 Through performance, it is 

as if the mnemonic experience moves from the individual to the group, and back to the 

individual, and the otherwise abstract notion of shared memory is temporarily concretized and 

populated.29  

                                                
26 Connerton emphasises the habituation of the participants to the performance through its bodily substrate. Paul 
Connerton, How Societies Remember  (New York 1989), pp. 70-71. 
27 Connerton’s discussion of the conceptualisation of rituals as symbolic representation, viewed in terms of 
Bakhtin’s carnival. Ibid., p. 50. 
28 Jay Winter, "The Performance of the Past: Memory, History, Identity," in Performing the Past. Memory, 
History, and Identity in Modern Europe, ed. K. Tilmans and J. Winter (Amsterdam: 2010). 
29 A peculiar example of an individual and physical commemorative experience comes from the opening 
ceremony of Tallinn’s Boy (1927). The bodily involvement of participants and their oneness with the object of 
commemoration is enhanced by the harsh February weather, as the speakers liken the extraordinary snow storm 
to a ‘storm of bullets,’ inviting the audience to knowingly endure a fraction of the wartime ordeals of the 
soldiers. The image enters into personal experiences and private memories of the unveiling, and observers of the 
post-Soviet ceremony continue to build on it. The bodily discomfort caused by the windy winter weather now 
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The chapters are organised as follows. The first two chapters serve an introductory purpose – 

Chapter I discusses the memory-theoretical debates of interest for the investigation, and 

Chapter II places the Estonian case within a wider European dynamic, both through its 

border-character and ‘small’ nation categorisation. Chapter III addresses the pre-statehood 

legacy of ‘foreign’ memoryscapes in interwar Estonia, and the demarcation of the titular 

public from such previous heritage.  

 

Chapter IV settles into an analysis of the monuments to the War of Independence. It 

canvasses the early monumental expression of communal grief, and goes on to investigate the 

subsequent stages in interwar monumentalisation. The construction of the discourse unit 

freedom is explored in Tallinn’s Monument to the Teacher’s and Students (the Boy, 1927), 

while Tartu’s Kalevipoeg (1933) serves as an example for the development of the concept of 

nation. Chapter V addresses the first Soviet year and the subsequent German occupation. The 

alternating occupations of World War II bring to the fore the strategies of enemy construction 

for the mnemonic discourse of the border nation that has a rich historical repository for 

antagonisms, involving the Russian imperialist encumbrance, armed encounters with Red 

Russia, and the centuries of Baltic German dominance. In Chapter VI, I discuss post-war 

adaptations to late-Stalinist historical culture and the new ideological imperatives. I view the 

changing concept of nation and the shift in the ‘small nation’ image before turning to the 

rearrangements in monumental landscapes. The section on removals observes the steps taken 

to alter the memory (and place-memory) attached to the markers, and a decelerating trend of 

resistance at monument sites in the context of repressions and war fatigue. New (discursive 

and materialising) monuments are examined in the last part of the chapter.  

 

The final chapter (VII) begins with Khrushchev’s Thaw as a small scale antecedent for the 

changes of perestroika, examining Estonian history debates that revise the image of interwar 

cultural heritage and thus also the nature of interaction between the two eras. The monumental 

spaces that came after Stalin are considered for a more nuanced understanding of the Soviet 

layer of memory and the later mnemonic compression of the Soviet experience around the 

years of Stalinism. Finally, the second part of the chapter analyses the third great interpretive 

                                                                                                                                                   
invokes identification with the broader idea of suffering, and thus the new object of commemoration – the 
republic and the statue itself. 
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lens on the Estonian mnemo-historical path – the filling of the ‘white spots’ of history and the 

restoration of monuments over perestroika and the regaining of independence. 

 

Methodology and sources 
I have employed discourse analysis and textual analysis to interrogate historical culture as 

well as the inception, role and presentation of monuments. The monuments have additionally 

been approached through iconographic analysis and archival research. The primary source 

material, however, has been press debates (newspapers, periodicals, internet media) and 

published sources from the period under examination (leaflets, books, small propagandist 

publications, text books, works of historical prose), as well as texts related to commemorative 

occasions such as opening ceremony speeches. The texts are examined and used with both 

their immediate textual attributes (such as rhetorical strategies) and broader narrative quality 

(the discursive construction of monuments, of memory) in mind. The underlying assumptions 

of the discourse analysis are threefold. First, discourse is thought of as producing knowledge 

and not just reflecting it. Secondly, the proper characterisation of discourse is expected to 

include what it excludes, i.e. the borders, restrictions, and unsayables. And third, discourse is 

assumed to reveal the coexistence and interaction of the critical and the symptomatic within 

the same textual space30 – the mnemonic patterns that derive from the specificities of the era, 

and the ones that rebel against it, potentially bringing about constructive change. 

 

The articles of interwar press have been accessed through the archives of the Estonian 

Literary Museum in Tartu.31 The articles were located in the reference catalogues using 

thematic keywords and location-specific subdivisions. Due to the manageable size of local as 

well as national press in interwar Estonia, all the accessible thematically relevant articles and 

responses, as well as any other published notes on the subject, have been considered in the 

course of the press analysis for this project, even if not all merit explicit referencing in the 

                                                
30 Dominick LaCapra, "Rethinking Intellectual History and Reading Texts," History and Theory 19, no. 3 (1980). 
31 A large part of the newspapers that I needed to access have been made available online through dea.nlib.ee as 
digital photo files (covering the period until 1944). Finding the necessary articles and learning their location in 
the online database, however, had to be done in the Literary Museum archive, which holds thematically arranged 
reference cards to all the articles. The articles that were not available online were accessed as originals at the 
National Library of Estonia. 
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thesis.32 The initial keywords used to browse the reference catalogues for the compilation of 

the body of articles were ‘commemoration’ and ‘monuments.’33  

 

The importance of archival sources increases for the Soviet post-war (e.g. plans for how to 

arrange the publicity of monumental changes are traceable via transcripts of the EC(b)P 

Central Committee Bureau meetings from the 1940s and 1950s; City Committee reports on 

citizen behaviour at empty memory sites are accessible through the Estonian National 

Archives; archived cover letters accompanying design contest entries shed light on attempted 

avenues of monumental narration). The accounts of monument removals also make use of 

witness memories published in the context of the monuments’ post-Soviet revival. Discourse 

analysis based on published materials and press still provides an important backbone for the 

discussion on historical culture, and has been performed at the Estonian National Library. The 

same applies for the sections on the third rupture that culminates in the restoration of 

independence.  

 

The iconographic argument assembles the visual and spatial information about the monument 

sites, and relates it to other images, locations, landscapes, and texts. The discussion includes 

the intended semiotic field of the visual elements, and thus the interpretative clues given to 

the ‘intended recipient’ of monumental art. Visual analysis of the memory places has been 

performed both on the site and with the help of Fotis (the photo collection of the Estonian 

National Archives) and the online source of historical photo material Ajapaik.ee. 

 

 

 

  

                                                
32 The primary precondition for accessing the material has, of course, been its inclusion and referencing in one of 
the press archives of Estonia. However, given the size and density of the explored collections of references (and 
based on conversations with the archives’ workers, some of whose tenure at the bibliographing institution 
spanned through several of the cataloguing periods), it would be reasonable to believe that a reliable majority of 
the articles published did not escape the attention of the bibliographer and thus left a mark, if sometimes barely 
decipherable, in the catalogues.  
33 Smaller categories such as ‘Baltic-Germans,’ ‘manor houses,’ ‘Independence Day,’ etc., were additionally 
looked at. 



 

 
 
 

14 

  



 

 
 
 

15 

Chapter I 

Memory and monuments – theoretical considerations 
 

Since Maurice Halbwachs’ introduction of the notion and analytical category ‘collective 

memory’, research on the subject has grown to encompass a range of approaches from 

cultural, sociological and philosophical reflections to the neurobiological aspects of 

remembering.34 Looking at recent debates on collective memory, however, the two theoretical 

issues that Halbwachs once dissected remain among the most vexing for contemporary 

thinkers: the relationship between memory and history, and that between individual and 

collective memory. Comprehending its limitations to justly covering the vast and rapidly 

growing body of literature that constitutes memory studies, this section addresses these 

problematic links with a view to outlining current trends of interest, creating a theoretical 

foundation and conceptual focus for the thesis, and confronting the terminological overkill, 

which is believed to potentially becloud research in this field. The abundant vocabulary and 

conceptual haziness compromise the distinctness of memory studies as an academic 

discipline, and, given its considerable overlap with preceding scholarly traditions such as 

investigations into historical consciousness, identities or popular culture, cause observers to 

question whether collective memory research actually reflects a common set of intellectual 

interests and methodological possibilities, or emerges as a new label for established fields of 

study. The discussion that follows, focuses on questionabilities and disputes that best 

characterise the state of this amorphous field and its interaction with cultural and social 

anthropology, and ultimately believes in the particularity of the intellectual hybrid that these 

debates constitute, as they present productive ways for transcending the borders of academic 

specialisation and responding to philosophical challenges, however elusive and slippery the 

phenomenon under investigation. 

 

Individual and collective memory 
In his foundational text On Collective Memory, Halbwachs was among the first to build an 

argument of memory being more than a cognitive function for retaining past events, a fixed 

recall in the individual mind. He recognised memory as a shared social process that is also 

                                                
34 See, for example, W. Singer. Perceiving, Remembering, Forgetting. Science + Fiction, Between Nanoworlds 
and Global Culture, Pictures and Texts: Texts and Interviews. S. Iglhaut,T. Spring2004: 179-197. 
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produced and sustained in groups, and can thus be studied as a historical process and a 

culturally organised phenomenon, shaped by changing spatial and temporal contexts. This 

observation dismissed the prescriptive distinction between memory as belonging to the 

individual and history to the collective realm, and inspired new methodological approaches to 

locating mnemonic processes. A panoply of terms has emerged to deindividualize memory 

and signal the social base of the phenomenon under consideration – scholarly treatments have 

coined concepts such as social memory, cultural memory, popular history making, historical 

memory, public memory, national memory, political memory, official memory, counter-

memory, mnemohistory or returned to the established notions of myth and heritage. Some 

more recent works, however, suggest a tendency to reject such terminological adjustments 

and simply resort to discussing memory – a development which, on the one hand, brings 

welcome relief to growing terminological profusion, but, on the other, signals the discipline’s 

somewhat defeatist hesitations about any meaningful extent to which it is desirable or even 

possible to ascertain the sociological base of past representations.35 

 

Halbwachs’ thesis advocating the social and shared character of memory has nevertheless 

remained one of the main theoretical reference points to researchers working in the field. 

While Halbwachs deems individual memory outside any social context a meaningless 

abstraction, arguing that it cannot be conceptualised without consideration for the wider social 

environment, memory scholarship appears to have also adopted the reverse – the 

understanding that collective memory can only be described through its manifestation in the 

individual mind. Fogu and Kansteiner point to the pre-eminence of negative legacies in 

memory studies as a contributing factor to the temptation of conceptualising collective 

memories exclusively in terms of the emotional dynamics of individual remembering, leading 

to potentially misguided methodological decisions.36 The legerity with which the individual 

and the collective are often conflated, has attracted criticism for the resulting shortcomings in 

                                                
35 C. Fogu,W. Kansteiner. The Politics of Memory and the Poetics of History. The Politics of Memory in 
Postwar Europe. R. N. Lebow, W. Kansteiner, et al. Durham, 2006: 284-310, R. N.  Lebow, W.  Kansteiner, C. 
Fogu. The Politics of Memory in Postwar Europe. London, 2006.  
36 The lingering memory of destructive events such as the Holocaust, World War II or more recent genocides and 
human-rights abuses, dominates the field, as attempts to establish historical records of influential events often 
overlap with the concern for facilitating collective mourning, reinforcing the urgency of the agenda, while 
subjecting the legacy of relatively benign events to lesser representation in the field.  C. Fogu, W. Kansteiner. 
The Politics of Memory and the Poetics of History. The Politics of Memory in Postwar Europe. R. N. Lebow, W. 
Kansteiner, et al. Durham, 2006: 284-310, p. 286. Also, for an example of investigating relatively positive 
mnemonic legacy, see: B. Schwartz. Abraham Lincoln and the Forge of National Memory. Chicago, 2000. 
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methodological adjustment and conceptual fine-tuning, if not outright interpretive distortion.37 

Funkenstein observes the confusing scholarly language of human collectives’ capacity to 

remember and forget, as consciousness and memory can only be realized by individuals, and 

notes that “just as a nation cannot eat or dance, neither can it speak or remember. 

Remembering is a mental act and therefore it is absolutely and completely personal”.38 While 

he acknowledges the futility of removing personal memories from their social context, he 

does not believe in applying the terms of individual remembering to its collective counterpart, 

which reminds us that concerns about individualizing and psychologizing collective memory 

processes have reverberated in collective memory critique since the very beginning of the 

present memory wave.39 Funkenstein points to the urgency of reformulating the relationship 

between collective memory and the act of personal remembering, and offers an analogy 

between memory and language to help conceptualise this link: drawing on de Saussure and 

modern linguistics he compares the distinction between langue and parole to the existence of 

collective memory as a system of signs and symbols, which does not exist independently, in 

the abstract, but is realized through the act of remembering – the individual’s memory.40 

 

Decades later, perhaps for the lack of a more inspiring and distinct conceptual framework, 

collective recall is still associated with notions of trauma, repression and denial as they appear 

in the individual psyche. One of the problematic works in this regard is Wiedmer’s Claims of 

Memory,41 in which the confluence of remembrance, identity-formation, and memory politics 

is addressed exclusively through the prism of the psychoanalytic discourse, drawing on 

similar impulses by Santner.42 Psychoanalytic notions have particularly infiltrated the studies 

of the Holocaust, the memory of which is often referred to as Freud-inspired “screen 

                                                
37 C. Fogu, W. Kansteinter, 2006, pp. 286-292; W. Kansteiner. Finding Meaning in Memory: A Methodological 
Critique of Collective Memory Studies. History and Theory 2002, 41(2): 179-197, pp. 185-190; A. Funkenstein. 
Collective Memory and Historical Consciousness. History and Memory 1989, 1(1): pp. 5-26; E. Langenbacher. 
Memory Regimes in Contemporary Germany. Paper prepared for ECPR Joint Sessions, 2003: pp.1-39. 
38 A. Funkenstein, 1989. 
39 To be fair, observations objecting to such methods go as far back as 1925, Marc Bloch, see: P. Burke. History 
as Social Memory. History, Culture, and the Mind. T. Butler. New York, 1989. 
40 He deems the analogy incomplete as it is impossible to distinguish between unmediated and mediated levels of 
language, whereas he believes collective memory to contain, in part, relatively direct and unmediated influences 
of events that the individual has experienced himself, although even the most personal memory is assisted by 
signs, symbols and (publicly confirmed or refuted) meanings. A. Funkenstein, 1989, pp. 7-8. 
41 C. A. Wiedmer. The Claims of Memory: Representations of the Holocaust in Contemporary Germany and 
France. Ithaca, 1999. 
42 E. L. Santner. Stranded Objects: Mourning, Memory and Film in Postwar Germany. Ithaca, 1990. 



 

 
 
 

18 

memory” – something that covers up other mnemonic confrontations and provides a higher 

level of comfort.43 

 

Kannsteiner argues against the application of Freudian ideals on the collective scale, 

contending that nations can repress problematic memories without having to pay a 

psychological price for it, and collective memories can be altered without the failure to “work 

through” past resulting in collective unhealth. He takes LaCapra’s criticism regarding the 

undifferentiated interpretation of all history as trauma44 a step further, and suggests that while 

certain visions of the past might indeed be rooted in traumatic experiences, they do not retain 

that quality if they are to become successful collective memories. The concepts of trauma and 

repression, he maintains, neither capture nor illuminate the forces at work in creating and 

altering collective memories, which are motivated instead by social, cultural and political 

factors. Even in the case of a delayed onset of memory (e.g. the Holocaust, Vietnam), the 

process is triggered by political interests rather than any psychological leakage in the 

collective unconscious.45 

 

Quite aside from the questionabilities that derive from the enthusiastic application of terms 

intended for the individual mind onto the collective, and the potentially misleading 

conclusions that follow, psychoanalytically informed approaches have been criticized for the 

neglect of several important issues that are essential to understanding the evolution of 

memory, for example, the dynamics of discursive competition, and the actors that represent 

memories in public debates.46 Rothberg, however, believes that the very bases of such 

directions of enquiry need revision.   

 

Taking a stance against the model of competitive memory, which is based on the logic of 

scarcity and conceives of mnemonic processes as following a zero-sum pattern with different 

historical episodes and experiences pitted against each other for public relevance and 

                                                
43 In an apologia of psychoanalysis as an inspiration for conceptualising collective memory, Rothberg rethinks 
Freud-inspired “screen memory” in the framework of multidirectionality to involve a remapping of memory, in 
which links between different memories are formed, and then redistributed between the conscious and the 
unconscious. As such, the concept becomes meaningful from the point of view of collective remembering, 
pointing to the inevitability of substitution and displacement in acts of remembrance, and the need to rearticulate 
“historical relatedness beyond paradigms of uniqueness”. M. Rothberg. Multidirectional Memory. Remembering 
the Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization. Stanford, 2009, pp 12-16. 
44 D. LaCapra. History and Memory after Auschwitz. Ithaca, 1998. 
45 W. Kansteiner, 2002,  p. 187. 
46 E. Langenbacher, 2003. 
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discourse dominance, Rothberg proposes the concept of multidirectional memory47, which 

stresses the transfers between diverse spatial, temporal, and cultural sites that occur in an act 

of remembrance, and brings different memories into dialogue. His case studies point to a 

valuable advantage this approach offers – unlike competitive thinking, multidirectionality 

helps demonstrate the variety of triggers that contribute to raising memories to public 

relevance. Also, it encourages to rethink the notion of interaction in the public sphere along 

the lines of Yurchak’s criticism of binary oppositions in interpretations of late-socialism – 

discourse not only reflects knowledge and meaning but also produces it. Public sphere is not 

necessarily a pregiven space where existing groups articulate already established truths, but 

affiliations and positions come into being through interaction and dialogue. Finally, by 

making an interesting connection between Holocaust memory and the context of 

decolonisation, Rothberg further emphasises the way memories relate to other histories in 

mutually constructive and multidirectional ways, and makes a case for a new comparatism 

that is aware of the interaction and transformation of the objects in comparison.  

 

The emerging mnemonic images in Estonian post-rupture socialities are also best observed as 

interacting with each other as they define and shape themselves. The rejection of an 

exclusively competitive model for examining memories and their behaviour in public view 

does not preclude reliance on the concept of counter-narrative (e.g. the Soviet liberation 

narrative vs. the German liberation myth adhered to in the Estonian post-cold war public 

thought), but rather supports it, as such juxtaposition equally rests on mutual interaction, and, 

obtaining its momentum from the discursive adversary, recreates itself through this 

encounter.48 

 

When rationalizing the adoption of psychoanalytical terms and methods in collective memory 

research, historians are tempted to draw on the role of human agency in memory production 

to legitimise their choice. Critics of such rationale invoke a subtle difference between 

collective and collected memories49 – the latter would denote a compound of individual 

                                                
47 M. Rothberg, 2009. 
48 A recent example of different mnemonic assertions coming to life through a socially situated encounter to 
which a scarcity-based “competitive” viewpoint would not do justice, is the Estonian Bronze Soldier case, where 
the dialogue between the Russian minority’s liberation narrative and the Estonian occupation narrative redefined 
both through mutual interaction and even created a new layer of meaning for the monument, while not causing 
the other ones to lose ground – a layer representing the two communities’ difficult path to understanding. 
49 C. Fogu; W. Kansteinter, 2006, p. 289; W. Kansteinter, 2002, p. 186. 
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memories that could meaningfully be researched as motivated by the mind’s conscious or 

unconscious objectives and thus psychologized, whereas the former remains at the mercy of a 

different dynamic, in the case of which psychoanalytical language proves at best 

metaphorical. This suggestion fits with Margalit’s distinction between common and shared 

memory:  

 
A common memory […] is an aggregate notion. It aggregates the memories of all those people who remember a 

certain episode which each of them experienced individually. […] A shared memory, on the other hand, is not a 

simple aggregate of individual memories. It requires communication. A shared memory integrates and calibrates 

the different perspectives of those who remember the episode […] into one version. […] Shared memory is built 

on a division of mnemonic labor.50 
 

However, even if the concepts of amnesia and “working though” the past are inadequate and 

misleading when applied to collective processes without any adjustment in how exactly they 

are expected to operate, there still appears to be something to the logic of nations having to 

remember the past before they can start the constructive and healthy forgetting. Judt observes 

that only after the French understood Vichy as it was, could they begin moving on from its 

memory, maintaining the same about the Polish recall of their Jews and the German 

“digestion” of the enormity of their Nazi past, which culminated with the opening of the 

Holocaust Memorial in Berlin in 2005, following intense and time-consuming memory 

work.51 While it is perhaps still early to draw similar conclusions about East European (and 

Estonian) memories of Socialism, and – due to the influence of the latter on the perception of 

the preceding and following episodes of nationalism – about the memory of several other 

features of the century, it would seem that we can, albeit with conscious adjustments in 

approach and method, examine visual representations from the aspect of what Wiedmer 

invokes as a nation’s “memory index”, i.e. the degree of its memory-tolerance, expressed in 

the ratio between the forgetting and remembering of significant national events.52 Speaking of 

the representations of the socialist experience in Bulgaria, Vukov supplements the dichotomy 

of remembering and forgetting with a third component, the “unmemorable”, denoting not the 

things memory cannot hold, but rather things that are not worthy of remembrance, and as such 

are denied materialisation, even though they are not forgotten and are sometimes remembered 

much better than the memories that have gained entry into the realm of representation and 
                                                
50 Avishai Margalit, quoted in M. Rothberg, 2009, p. 15. 
51 T. Judt. Postwar. A History of Europe Since 1945. London, 2005, pp. 829-830. 
52 C. A. Wiedmer, 1999, p. 3. 
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now stand in plain sight.53 We would be misguided to speak of spontaneous leakages in the 

collective consciousness in psychological terms, but the absences in space and the unbuilt 

monuments might provide insights into the potential unresolved mnemonic capital – the 

memories that would have mnemonic leverage and the potential for invoking reactions and 

passions if they were to be surfaced or “leaked” into active collective disputes, be it an 

external or domestic impulse that initiates it. The story of the voices through which public 

histories are told is thus more complex than that of silences and screams. 

 

Collective is, no doubt, a problematic term, not to mention an ideologically charged one in the 

context of the 20th century. It presupposes a certain internal unity within which disharmonies 

appear difficult to account for, and it has, following Halbwachs, acquired a close relation to a 

determined anti-individualism. Both Halbwachs and Margalit have been criticized for their 

overestimation of the degree to which collective memory converges into one homogenous 

version.54 For the sake of analytical clarity and visibility, investigations into memory are 

likely to benefit from a distinction between the collective construction and collective use of 

memories, as introduced by Fogu and Kansteiner.55 In the construction of memories, 

collective refers to social rather than non-individual, whereas the collective use of memories 

denotes a multitude of recipients, with no implicit connections to a collectively held or 

constructed mental image. Such images are always mediated and in order to analyse their 

functions and effects on the identities of their users, one must be aware of the modes of 

representation and codes of reception that still interfere with the memorial image after it has 

been institutionalised into a specific memorial site and stands to be continuously translated 

into the minds of the viewers. Taking this into account, one possible way of conceptualising 

collective memory would be as a product of an historically situated encounter between three 

types of factors: the cultural traditions that frame all representations of the past, the memory 

makers that adopt these traditions, and the memory consumers that use, neglect or transform 

the outcome according to their own set of interests.56 The future of the effort to illuminate the 

sociological base of historical representations may thus lie in the integration of media and 

reception studies into memory research, with regard to both methods and sources, as the 

emanation of collective memory is always mediated. 
                                                
53 N. Vukov. The "Unmemorable" and the "Unforgettable". Past for the Eyes: East European Representations of 
Communism in Cinema and Museums after 1989. P. Apor, O. Sarkisova. Budapest, 2008: 307-334, pp 310-313. 
54 E.g. M. Rothberg, 2009, p. 15. 
55 C. Fogu; W. Kansteiner, 2006, p. 288.  
56 W. Kansteiner, 2002, p. 180. 
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Attempts at formulating the relationship between the individual and the collective have 

brought thinkers back to the idea of intentionality – while individual remembering is shaped 

by the laws and currents of the unconscious, collective memory is orchestrated according to 

its contemporary social, political or institutional expediency, driven by the intent of social 

groups, institutions or dispositions of power to select and introduce certain representations of 

the past into public domain.57 Nora’s voluminous work, Les Lieux de Mémoire, is not only 

concerned with identifying memory sites that have established themselves in the French 

national imaginary, but with the exploration of the intention to remember that manifests itself, 

distinguishing les lieux de mémoire from les lieux d’histoire and shedding light on “that of 

which the site is the memorial trace”58. Thus, even though all acts of remembering are carried 

out in the individual minds, the content and form of these processes are sculpted beyond 

individual (conscious or unconscious) will, as the public promotion and institutionalisation of 

the particular representations is authorised by a contemporary intentionality that they embody. 

This relationship between memory and power has inspired an array of scholarly work on the 

legitimizing value of historical arguments shaped into publicly held beliefs and the so-called 

‘politics of memory’59, with the most inspiring contributions exploring its interaction with 

what Fogu et al. have termed the “poetics of history” – a specific culture of history, the 

intensity and pervasiveness of which might constitute the dominant variable in the evolution 

of collective memories.60  

 

Thinking about the relationship between collective and individual memories, and the role of 

direct personal experience in the construction of shared perceptions, Funkenstein observed, 

along the lines of Karl Mannheim’s definition of political generations61, that common 

                                                
57 N. Wood. Vectors of Memory: Legacies of Trauma in Postwar Europe. Oxford, 1999, p. 2. 
58 P. Nora, quoted in N. Wood, 1999, pp. 3-4. 
59 The essays in Müller’s “Memory and Power”, for example, unfold in line with the collection’s introductory 
claim that in politics, memory and interests become interdependent, but the methodological and conceptual 
variety that the contributions present us with stresses the elusive character of memory, which, when confronted 
with more stable and established notions such as politics and power, appears to lack any generic, intuitive 
definition or reference point. J. W. Müller. Memory and Power in Post-War Europe: Studies in the Presence of 
the Past. Cambridge, 2002. For memory-power dynamics, see also: N. Wood, 1999; R. N.  Lebow, W.  
Kansteiner, C. Fogu. The Politics of Memory in Postwar Europe. London, 2006; J. Hackmann, M. Lehti. 
Contested and Shared Places of Memory: History and Politics in North Eastern Europe. London, 2009. 
60 C. Fogu; W. Kansteiner, 2006, pp. 284-304. 
61 Generations constituted by people of the same age, who, in their time of coming of age, experienced dramatic 
historical events that came to mark their consciousness. K. Mannheim. Essays in the Sociology of Knowledge. 
New York, 1952. 
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experiences may become the trademark of a generational cohort.62 A comparative glance at 

recent case studies of memory politics and the social infrastructures of collective memory 

within national frameworks reveals generational dynamics as an important common 

denominator in the processes of mnemonic revision and change.63 There appears to be a 

significant generational level of agency between the hermetic individual and the indeterminate 

collective space. Authors have shown that the critical renegotiation of World War II memory 

in Eastern Europe started well before the collapse of the socialist system and lived to 

accompany its demise.64 An even broader geographical ubiquity manifests itself in the 

writings on the period 1968-1985 that witnessed the overlap between the passing away of the 

last, socially dominant pre-war generation and the coming of age of the first post-war 

generation: the absence of other common factors that could account for the simultaneous, and 

in some cases unrelated (e.g. Poland and Austria in the 1980s65) challenges to the memory 

collectivised by the survivor-generation, implicates the role of generation change in such 

paradigmatic shifts. It was not the sole agency of either of the generational cohorts but rather 

the encounter and dynamic friction between the two that orchestrated the change66, and a 

tentative prediction can be made about the role of a similar generational conflict in the history 

of Estonian memory struggles with potentially interesting implications on current debates.  

 

Relevant also to the second set of theoretical binaries, the memory vs. history debate, it is 

interesting to examine the generational relay of professional historians and its consequences 

                                                
62 A. Funkenstein, 1989, p. 8. 
63 See: T. C. Wolfe. Past as Present, Myth, or History? The Politics of Memory in Postwar Europe. R. N. Lebow, 
W. Kansteiner, et al. Durham, 2006: 249-283; A. Orla-Bukowska. National Memory and Social Identity in 
Postwar and Post-Communist Polandibid.: 177-209; A. Yurchak. Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No 
More. Princeton, 2006. Also: Anna Krylova provides an interesting analysis of the components of competing 
historical narratives surrounding a post-Soviet World War II memorial in Russia – the soldier-liberator narrative 
and the Soviet road-to-nowhere narrative – and follows the dialectical conflict in the course of which a third 
narrative recounting the same past emerged: that of Russia’s imperial valour and might, where heroism and 
patriotism were infused with Orthodox Christianity, and refigured as inherently Russian, having endured 
throughout the Soviet period. The analysis relates the emergence and development of such narratives to the relay 
of generational cohorts and their access to the mediation of mnemonic messages. A. Krylova. Dancing on the 
Graves of the Dead. Building a World War II Memorial in Post-Soviet Russia. Memory and the Impact of 
Political Transformation in Public Space. D. J. Walkowitz, L. M. Knauer. Durham, 2004. 
64 For Poland, see: A. Orla-Bukowska, 2006; For Russia, see: T. C. Wolfe, 2006. 
65 A. Orla-Bukowska, 2006; H. Uhl. From Victim Myth to Co-Responsibility Thesis: Nazi Rule, World War II, 
and the Holocaust in Austrian Memory. The Politics of Memory in Postwar Europe. R. N. Lebow, W. 
Kansteiner, et al. Durham, 2006. 
66 C. Fogu; W. Kansteiner, 2006, pp. 297-298. 
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for the historical culture that emerged in post-Soviet Estonia.67 It would appear that in this 

case, it was not just the turn of generations in the 1980s, but rather an encounter between three 

cohorts that determined the intergenerational dynamic relevant to the codification of memory 

and the subsequent role of the historical profession. The interaction between the War 

Generation (university students of the late 1940s and 1950s, eagerly debating the cultural 

heritage of “bourgeois” Estonia and admiring the moral standards of the interwar era), the 

Post-War Children (the next generation, encouraged to integrate into the Soviet society and 

hopeful about changing the system from within; considered morally corrupt and conforming 

by the forthcoming cohorts) and the Transitional Generation68 (born in the late 1950s-early 

1960s and maturing in the socio-political changes of the 1980s) became a powerful motor for 

the independence movement in which the “operationalization” of history, i.e. memory, played 

an important role. Opposing themselves to the distrusted Post-War Children, the Transitional 

Generation found themselves closing ranks with the War Generation, whose interpretation of 

the national narrative they did not question, and whose convictions thus came to orchestrate 

the new historical culture.69 The role of generation change in memory making can thus be 

more complex, and the emergence of generational identities may appear more entangled than 

mere articulations of novel antitheses to outdated mnemonic saliences.   

 

Quite aside from the question of generational relay, it has become commonplace to consider 

memory’s function as an agency between collective and individual identity and thus as a 

mechanism of social differentiation between groups.70 Memory accomplishes this by locating 

representations of the past within identifiable contemporary sensibilities. One possible way of 

conceptualising society is thus to approach it as a compound of “mnemonic communities”,71 a 

notion inspired by Stanley Fish’s “interpretative communities”,72 which provide their 

members with specific interpretative strategies for the reading and recreation of texts, and 
                                                
67 M. Wulf; P. Gronholm. Generating Meaning Across Generations: the Role of Historians in the Codification of 
History in Soviet and Post-Soviet Estonia. Journal of Baltic Studies. Vol 41, No. 3, September 2010, pp. 351-
382.  
68 Wulf and Gronholm discern six generational groups pertinent to the currents in Estonian Soviet and Post-
Soviet history writing: the Founding Fathers, the Soviet Experts, the War Generation, the Post-War Children, the 
Transitional Generation and the Freedom Children. Ibid. 
69 This includes the idealisation of the interwar era, the re-establishment of the image of the Estonian long-term 
suffering, and a strong stance against the Soviet rule as occupation. The more extreme voices among the War 
Generation would even maintain that the ethnic Russian community in post-1991 Estonia still represents a “civil 
occupation”. M. Wulf; P. Gronholm, 2010, p. 369. 
70 N. Wood, 1999, pp. 2-3. 
71 M. Tamm,S. Halla. Ajalugu, poliitika ja identiteet: Eesti monumentaalsest mälumaastikust. Monumentaalne 
konflikt. P. Petersoo,M. Tamm. Tallinn, 2008: 18-50. 
72 S. Fish. Is There a Text in This Class? The Authority of Interpretative Communities. Cambridge, 2000. 
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come to oppose each other in their defence of the “right” texts that their respective strategies 

demand and endlessly generate.73 Substituting history for texts in this equation, we can define 

a mnemonic community as having a distinct interpretative strategy for past events and a 

different understanding of which events are significant enough to be remembered. The 

borders of such communities are fluid and intimate, but the collective relies on the 

demarcation to recognise its members and evaluate itself in both shame and honour.74 In 

essence, it is a narrative community, nurturing its identity by retelling and reliving past events 

through a foundational story line that strings past occurrences together to form a consistent, 

meaningful, whole freed from all historical chance and randomness75. James Wertsch has 

demonstrated that the nation’s fight against an external enemy has been one of the main 

celebrated narrative patterns (for example, in Russian memory), used to render past events 

meaningful.76 An Estonian equivalent could be found in a narrative about the tiny nation’s 

fight for freedom, lending purpose to episodes from as far back as the 13th century and into 

the present day.77 Several mnemonic communities usually exist within a society, and their 

footing and relationship to the others is again rooted in contemporary interests and intentions. 

Such communities should, however, be handled with care and treated rather as ideal types, 

helping to conceptualise and not necessarily describe social reality,78 for, owing to mediation 

and the elusive processes of reception, whether or not and to what extent an individual 

endorses the particular representations of the past and thus binds himself to the community, 

remains a slippery matter to prove. 

 

The establishment and advocacy of the collective character of mnemonic processes has been 

one of the outstanding achievements of 20th century sociology. While the act of remembering 

is committed in the individual mind, memories are constructed within social groups, mediated 

and affected by the immediate social environment. While most collective memory scholars 

still draw on Halbwachs for his insights on socialising the processes of remembering, some 

are seeking to distance their work from his determined anti-individualism, arguing against the 

                                                
73 S. Fish. Variorum'it lugemas. Akadeemia 1991, 3: 509-539, p. 536. 
74 W. J. Booth. Communities of Memory: On Witness, Identity, and Justice. Ithaca, 2006, p. 52. 
75 See the discussion of the Estonian nation as a narrative community in M. Tamm. History as Cultural Memory: 
Mnemohistory and the Construction of the Estonian Nation. Contested and Shared Places of Memory: History 
and Politics in North Eastern Europe. J. Hackmann. London, 2009: 116-133. 
76 Discussed in M. Tamm; S. Halla, 2008; See: J. V. Wertsch. Voices of Collective Remembering. Cambridge, 
2002. 
77 See: M. Tamm, 2009. 
78 M. Tamm; S. Halla, 2008, p. 19. 
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insistence that even individual memory is socially constructed in its entirety, and thus against 

the temptation of writing the individual out of the history of collective memory.79 

 

In democratic societies, individual recollections can be seen to enter the production process of 

collective memories through a “bottom-up” logic articulated by Aleida Assmann80, and 

systematised by Eva-Clarita Onken81. In this regard, collective memory as a mediated, 

“publicly available social fact”82 shares common features with narrower formations of 

memory such as family or collected group memories, for it is grounded in actual lived 

experience. While most memory-political investigations focus on the top-down hierarchies of 

power conditioned by effective control over a society’s memory83, the “grass-root” initiatives 

that reveal themselves in times of social ruptures like those under investigation in this 

particular project, suggest a need for an awareness of an opposite process – a balancing 

bottom-up scale to frame our understandings of how exactly memory becomes 

institutionalised. Following A. Assmann’s “formats of memory”84, individual and cultural 

remembering can be visualized as occupying the opposite ends of a directional downward 

parabola85. The bottom-up interactions of mnemonic material form the following sequence: 

individual memory ! family memory ! interactive group memory ! social memory. The 

vertex of the parabola would intercept the vertical axis which symbolises a shift that takes 

place from a short-term, embodied, social memory to an institutionalised, transgenerational 

sphere of memory.86 The x>0 part of the succession would then be: political memory ! 

national memory and ! cultural memory – a top-down descent that employs selection and 

simplification, and succeeds through symbolism, narrative and emotional appeal. This 

analogy would allow for a more nuanced study of collective memory production, reception 

and reproduction: aggregate memories seek recognition in the public sphere, while, in turn, 

                                                
79 E. Sivan, J. Winter. War and Remembrance in the Twentieth Century. Cambridge, 1999, p. 23. 
80 A. Assmann. “Four Formats of Memory: From Individual to Collective Constructions of the Past”, in C. 
Emden; D. Midgley (eds.) Cultural Memory and Historical Consciousness in the German-Speaking World Since 
1500. Frankfurt, 2004, pp. 19-37; A. Assmann. Transformations Between History and Memory. Social Research, 
75, 1, pp. 49-72. 
81 E.-C. Onken. Memory and Democratic Pluralism in the Baltic States – Rethinking the Relationship. Journal of 
Baltic Studies. Vol. 41, No. 3, September 2010, pp. 277-294. 
82 J. Olick. Quoted in ibid., p. 279. 
83 P. Connerton. How Societies Remember. Cambridge, 1989, p. 1. 
84 A. Assmann, 2008,  p. 55.  
85 i.e. opening downwards. 
86 E.-C. Onken, 2010, pp. 280-281. 
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power-imposed memories can prompt varying degrees of bottom-up reactions.87 An example 

of upward memory contestation would be the representatives of Estonian men who fought on 

the German side in World War II (and their relatives), fighting for official recognition by 

erecting a monument (a soldier figure bearing SS-insignia) to their memory, and thereby 

releasing an avalanche of mnemonic renegotiations, and a consequently less ambiguous, more 

forceful top-down stance.88 While the present-triggered particulars and social conditionality 

remain highly relevant to the bottom-up memory passage, the role of the individual is, in a 

way, written back into broader mnemonic proceedings.  

 

The theoretical binary of the individual and the collective, and the ways of conceptualising 

and structuring their relationship, emerge as particularly relevant to investigations of social 

ruptures and their mnemonic impact. During major discursive interruptions, the transfer of 

knowledge between the different levels of social remembering occurs at a faster, more 

motivated pace, allowing for an exploration of an accelerated dynamic of the social and 

political memory-adoptive mechanisms. In the case of established democratic societies, the 

shift across the above-created vertical axis comes with significantly more deliberation and 

dispute over public memorials, policies, etc., and long-term mnemonic durability is slower to 

break. But the late-socialist moment, for instance, requires an awareness of transmissions 

between the de-privatisation of Soviet oppressions (the bottom-up climb and surge to public 

attention: from collected to collective) and the re-individualisation of Soviet recollections (the 

top-down path and incorporation into personal memory repertoire: from collective usage to 

frame individual remembrance). Privately held memories of Soviet oppressions and 

deportations (e.g. individual Siberia-stories that came to reverberate nationally), along with 

heroic accounts of defiance (e.g. the privately initiated stealing and hiding of interwar 

monuments to save them from Soviet destruction) rushed into public articulation and rapidly 

became part of an official mediated consciousness, and a codification of history.89 Such 

                                                
87 Onken produces a four-fold grasp of the interactions across the axis that separates the social and political 
worlds of memory operations: she differentiates between the possibilities, using the concepts of recognition, 
representation, participation and complicity, which, in an ascending order, denote the impact that the social 
initiative has on the dominant discourses in the political world. Ibid., pp. 282-284. 
88 The soldier monument causes international condemnation, and is taken down by state authorities. The incident 
triggers public discontent as the German occupation (1941-1944) is generally remembered in positive terms 
rather than those of subjugation. An official proclamation that any display of symbols of criminal regimes is 
prohibited invokes questions regarding the legality of the Soviet-erected Bronze Soldier monument in downtown 
Tallinn, and results in its problematic dismantlement.   
89 The rise of individual memories to public appreciation cannot be separated from similar processes of 
nationalisation in other post-socialist societies. The restoration of history brought with it a “biographical boom” 
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decentralisation of history also served as a strategic opposition to the unified nature of 

socialist history, and an attempt to construct a new history from individual and group-specific 

experiences.90 At the same time (and to continue with the parabola analogy), the sudden 

mnemonic disruptions appear to obey a certain what goes up–must come down logic (or 

rather, what goes up, constitutes the repertory for what is available for downward imposition). 

An investigation into Estonian post-Soviet life-stories reveals that the mnemonic patterns 

established during the “publicising” of individual experiences re-appear to frame accounts of 

personal trajectories. This is a telling empirical moment of “socialising” individual memories 

and inescapably conflating the collective and individual spheres (not to justify psychologizing 

the collective, but to expose the downward constructivity of the individual). The 1940s 

represent, in the life-stories of older Estonians, a near-total overlap between individual time 

and historical time – personal experience is described entirely in terms of historical 

developments and vice versa. A private destiny is narrated to account for that of the entire 

nation. A collective victimisation narrative comes to the fore, mirroring the routine elaborated 

in the late-1980s.91 At the same time, the rest of the Soviet period merits less than detailed 

attention, and, while it is true that the lack of mundane descriptions about every-day existence 

is generally characteristic of autobiographical narration, the stories reflect a broader struggle 

with rendering the era meaningful. The re-independent Estonian Republic has not provided an 

evaluation of the period, and this translates into a confusion in the private thought as to what 

and how to remember.92 No interpretive mould exists for the standard, uneventful soviet life 

or its potentially positive instances.93 (Popular culture has adopted one of painful-ironic 

reminiscence, construing the era as entertainingly retro, nostalgically downscale and 

                                                                                                                                                   
and an attempt to illustrate historical events through personal experiences. But the specificity of the Estonian 
case lies in the historically conditioned (originating from the National Awakening in the second half of the 19th 
century) eagerness to write down memories and send them to institutions of high national esteem (e.g. the 
Estonian Literature Museum) in response to public appeals. (E. Koresaar, 2004, p. 12)       
90 Ibid. 
91 K. Siemer. Rahvus ja riik vanemate eestlaste elulugudes.[sine loco], 2001. An overview of the life stories of 
older Estonians, collected by the Estonian Literature Museum between the years 1989-1998. Archival reference: 
KM EKLA f. 350. (Collection of life stories of the Cultural Historical Archives of the Estonian Literature 
Museum.) 
92 K. Siemer. “Voim, indiviid ja kohanemine elulugudes: vanemad eestlased elust Noukogude Eestis”, in Malu 
kui kultuuritegur Tartu, 2003, p. 126. 
93 The national narrative sees the Soviet period along the lines of a radish-metaphor – Estonians were only red on 
the outside but remained white on the inside, suggesting that the era had no substantial impact on the Estonian 
longue durée (M. Wulf, P. Gronholm, 2010, p. 373) as it was not really Estonian history, and that the late-1980s 
started the process of peeling off, layer by layer, the interpretations that had been forced upon them, eventually 
releasing the true core. (M. Wulf. Theory Building. Dynamics of Collective Memory in Estonia. Papers 
presented at the research seminar “Estonia – neighbouring Russia, partner with Sweden” 3-5 February, 2000, 
Working Papers, 54, pp. 29-51.)  



 

 
 
 

29 

bordering on unreal, which does not resonate as comprehensively adequate for framing past 

experiences in autobiographical recall). Structured interview formats can sometimes 

contribute to providing further insights into the lacuna of publicly accepted frameworks 

within which to remember, as they direct the release of otherwise obstructed, and surprisingly 

varied personal recall.94 It would thus appear that socio-political ruptures accelerate and 

intensify the interaction between the individual and collective spheres of remembering, 

temporarily synchronising their contents, and thereby deciding the mnemonic basis for the 

new social configuration, along with its mnemonic obstacles. 

 

The transfers between (aggregate) individual and collective levels of memory are equally 

pertinent to monument building as confronted in this project. The monuments to the War of 

Independence first arose as grass-root expressions of shared experience, initiated, in many 

cases by organised groups of war veterans themselves. The entrance of monument-building 

initiative into the public from among the people with personal contact to the target of 

remembrance raised the perceived “authenticity” of the commemorative sentiment, and 

rendered the subsequent use of related rhetoric by political powers more agreeable. The 

individual and collective also crossed paths in the very design and artistic interpretation of the 

memorials – the sculptors of many of the prominent monuments were war veterans 

themselves, whose depiction of grief and honour gained popular support beyond visual and 

narrative questionabilities. The ideological strength of the perceived authenticity and the 

effect of tracing the collectively promoted identifications back to genuine individual 

experiences was understood and attempted in the Soviet rupture as well, with citizens 

depicted as initiators of change to the city’s memory landscapes to celebrate the nation’s 

achievements on its way towards building communism, and with army men from the World 

War battle front demonstrated to conduct the dismantlements of the ideologically unsuitable 

statues and obelisks.   

 

Collective (and personal) memory is considered to be a design of the present, its contents 

loyal to contemporary needs. This raises the question of time and its implications on the 

functioning of collective memory, bringing us to what is probably the second most vexing 

                                                
94 Particularly when it comes to the period of “mature Socialism”, respondents speak of an active social life with 
a positive sign, for which there exists no public discourse. E. Koresaar, 2004, pp. 33-36. 
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issue in memory studies – the relationship between memory and history – with its dynamic 

interconnections to the agency between the individual and the collective. 

 

Memory and history 
Salient in Halbwach’s study, as well as in contemporary reflections, is the issue of the 

complex relationship between memory and history – a pair that Halbwachs views as 

contradictory narratives about the past. In this perspective, memory scholars are not seen to 

seek answers to questions about historical ‘facts’ or ‘truth’ but rather strive to understand how 

historical episodes, periods and shifts are reconstructed and represented, and how this 

representation, dependent on time and social currents, changes. History, in this vein, is seen as 

uninfluenced by modern circumstances, a critical result of reconstructing the past from a 

distance, whereas memory represents an organic element in the social and political life of a 

community, changing constantly to correspond to contemporary circumstances. As Lowenthal 

has put it, “[h]istory is […] less open to alteration than memory: memories continually change 

to conform with present needs, but the historical record to some extent resists deformation.”95 

In its uncompromising demand for proof, history is seen to stand in implacable opposition to 

memory – a stance that gained contemporary ground in the context of the postmodern critique 

towards the history discipline, when certain representations of the past (e.g. popular history, 

history of everyday life) were reconceptualized as memories instead of academic histories, 

setting them apart from the judgemental standards of scholarship and awarding them new 

respect as meaningful investigations in their own right.96 

 

Nora also makes a clear distinction between memory and history, constructing a narrative of 

temporal differentiations between the two with memory belonging to the stagnant realm of 

archaic societies and history characterising progressive modernism. Memory is something 

authentic whereas history declares its loss, its destruction as a technique and a phenomenon. 

Memory, according to Nora, is always embodied in living societies and in permanent 

evolution, vulnerable to manipulation, as it is utterly unconscious of the distortions to which it 

is subjected, only accommodating the facts that suit it. Memory is a phenomenon of the 

eternal present, while history is the representation of what is no longer and constitutes, in its 

                                                
95 D. Lowenthal. The Past is a Foreign Country. Cambridge, 1985, p. 214. 
96 See the discussion in C. Fogu, W. Kansteiner, 2006, p. 299. 
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very essence, a criticism destructive of spontaneous memory.97 Nora follows Halbwachs in 

insisting that the demands of the present day dictate the selection of memories (and 

commemorative sites) for public representation. 

 

Memory’s strong bias towards the present raises interest in the temporal structures that 

underlie these two phenomena. Halbwachs considers the creation of a consciousness of an 

historical identity through time to be one of the main tasks of collective memory. While the 

academic discipline of history values efforts to ignore the present and its meanings to the 

greatest extent possible, and to resist the temptation of projecting contemporary concepts onto 

past occurrences, collective memory is blatantly insensitive to chronology and the 

particularity of different periods and contexts, treating foregone people, events and 

institutions in a prototypical, topocentric manner.98 It could be argued that historiography, 

prior to the era of historicism and the professional construction of history as a discipline in its 

own right, was still resembling, and attached to, collective memory, still presumably naïve 

and impressionable, while since the 19th century, historiographic creation has been reflective, 

critical and attentive to the uniqueness of time and period.99 Halbwachs thus appears to 

ascribe to collective memory the qualities of pre-critical historiography. The transition to 

historicism, however, may not have been quite unique and clear-cut enough to lend support to 

the sharp distinction between the two phenomena in question, as several indications of 

historicism can be detected in the historic thinking that preceded it.100 

 

In Nora’s case, temporality interferes in a slightly different way, though assuming an equally 

important role in understanding the relationship between history and memory, and situating, 

more explicitly than those who went before, the characteristics of memory in an era before 

history. Nora maintains that a significant shift in the temporal consciousness occurred when 

societies moved from the pre-modern into the modern realm, and carved out a past, distinct 

from the present, in order to secure the future of the nation-state whose legitimacy rested upon 

consistent and unchallenged narratives about past episodes, thus rendering the present and 

future meaningful. According to Nora, this transition favoured an historical consciousness, 

                                                
97 P. Nora. Realms of Memory: Rethinking the French Past. New York, 1996, pp. 1-7. 
98 A. Funkenstein, 1989, p. 9. 
99 A. Funkenstein, 1989, p. 10. 
100 Ibid. 
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which came to prevail over the memorial one101, as people no longer lived within the 

immediate and unselfconscious milieus de mémoire.102 Nora contends that our historical 

cognition has been transformed from one that looks to the past for confirmation of a causal 

relationship between past and present to one that views the past as mere heritage.103  

 

Another trend in memory scholarship, inspired by the distinction between the objective 

processes of historiography and affective processes of remembering, is the mapping of binary 

oppositions onto the different levels and circumstances of memory construction. Not unlike 

Halbwachs’s paradigm, an underlying current here is that history remains motivated by a 

quest for facts while memory remains with the subjective and sentimental experiences of the 

people, dense with emotion. Several binaries emerge out of this opposition: public vs. private, 

official vs. unofficial, national vs. vernacular, etc.104 Relying on such binaries, however, 

studies risks inscribing and reinforcing borders between dissimilar arrangements of memory, 

e.g. between different mnemonic communities, between individuals and the state as well as 

individuals and the media.105    

 

Nora’s and Halbwachs’s strict polarisation of the two concepts, subjecting them to a 

relationship of mutual hostility and subordination, is not necessarily agreed with nowadays, as 

the focus of scholarly work has shifted instead onto the interplay between memory and 

history, and their linkage to social contexts. While Halbwachs recognizes that it is the 

individual that remembers, he attributes to collective memory contents that are different from 

those that assemble histories, raising questions, for example, about instances when the 

historian’s finished creation becomes an integral part of collective memory. Strath, in an 

alternative vein, writes of memory as history in endless transformation and reconstruction, for 

the image of the past is continuously revised in the context of an ever-changing present.106 

Schwenkel employs the term “historical memory” to convey the blurring of borders and the 

significance of intersections between the two.107 Onken conceptualises both as sites of power 

                                                
101 See: Introduction in N. Wood, 1999.  
102 See: P. Nora, 1996, pp. 1-7. 
103 See: discussion in Introduction, N. Wood, 1999. 
104 See, for example, J. Bodnar. Remaking America: Public Memory, Commemoration, and Patriotism in the 
Twentieth Century. Princeton, 1992. 
105 C. Schwenkel, 2009, pp. 11-12. 
106 B. Strath. Myth and Memory in the Construction of Community: Historical Patterns in Europe and Beyond. 
Brussels, 2000, p. 19. 
107 C. Schwenkel, 2009. 
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and as means to legitimate certain propositions.108 Jan Assmann proposes the term 

mnemohistory to connect the two by applying reception theory to history and analysing the 

importance that “a present ascribes to the past”.109 Neither phenomenon is considered 

objective anymore, and both require awareness of socially conditioned selection, 

interpretation and distortion, which unfold as both conscious and unconscious processes.110 

Investigating collective memory in reference to visual representations in Central and Eastern 

Europe, for example, Sarkisova et al. decisively discriminate against the idea of a single 

history and prefer the term “past”, showing histories in all the essays as diverse and 

multiple.111  

 

The idea that history, just like memory, is produced out of a situation conditioned to 

contemporary circumstances resonates well with the branch of contemporary historiography 

known in France as the “history of present time”, which takes account not only of recent 

history but also of the immediate past as it unfolds and is given meaning for the first time by 

journalists, politicians and historians, and pays particular attention to the influence of present-

day interests on our understanding of the past, as well as to the ways in which past episodes 

permeate contemporary thinking – a process articulated by Marc Bloch in terms of the 

necessity to “understand the present by the past” and “to understand the past by the 

present”.112  

 

Opinions about the complex relationship between memory and history have ranged from the 

historians’ defence of the “epistemological integrity of their craft”113 which posits history in 

sharp contrast to memory, to social construction theory which argues that both are essentially 

the same. The current project does not embrace either extreme, but rather celebrates the 

relationship as one of the most interesting theoretical challenges for the future of the field, and 

explores their coexistence along the lines suggested by Langenbacher for whom memory 

represents an “intensification of history, consisting of some facts about the past, coupled with 

                                                
108 E. C. Onken. The Baltic States and Moscow's 9 May Commemoration: Analysing Memory Politics in Europe. 
Europe-Asia Studies 2007, 59(1): 23-46. 
109 J. Assmann . Moses the Egyptian. The Memory of Egypt in Western Monotheism. Cambridge, 1997,  pp. 9-10. 
110 Peter Burke’s remarks from 1989, quoted in C. Fogu; W. Kansteiner, 2006, p. 299. 
111 O. Sarkisova, P. Apor. Past for the Eyes. East European Representations of Communism in Cinema and 
Museums after 1989. Budapest, 2008. 
112 P. Carrier, 2005, p. 9; See: M. Bloch. The Historian's Craft. Manchester, 1954, pp. 39-47. 
113 C. Fogu; W. Kansteiner, 2006, p. 299. See also: A. Megill. History, Memory, Identity. History of the Human 
Sciences 1998, 11(3): 37-62. 
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thick interpretative elements: selection, deeper narrativistic framing, value dimensions and 

lessons.”114 Memory can thus be regarded as a “way of packaging and operationalising shared 

history.”115 Furthermore, this project develops in close affinity to scholarly contributions that 

reject the delimited categories and binary oppositions resulting from contrasting memory to 

history, and rather dedicate their investigative efforts to examining the mutual constitution 

and intersection of the different memory categories.116 

 

In the context of Estonia, the intertwinement of memory and history117, the constitutive 

impulse the former has given to the latter, and the objectivity of neither, are accompanied by a 

contradictory academic reluctance to discuss their mutually informative nature, particularly 

when it comes to the constructed nature of history. The levels of individual and collective 

remembering are placed in an accelerated mutual interaction during ruptures, and so are the 

production processes of the different kinds of collective remembering – memory and history. 

While the entangled relationship of these concepts is most accessibly characteristic of late- 

and post-Soviet reality, historians are generally rather defensive of the factuality (and not 

actuality) that defines their craft, and unwilling to address the role of historical knowledge in 

societal proceedings, much less see it as charged with any political responsibility.118 One is 

inclined to associate such professional (as well as popular) mentality to the particularities of 

Soviet historiography which presented historians with a limited set of available responses to 

the ideological constraints119, and directed them towards a more descriptive and less 

interpretative history production that complies with prescribed narrative devices and uniform 

rhetoric, leaving little room for analytical discretion.  

 

At the same time, the Soviet period is broadly viewed as an aberration with no cross-rupture 

longue durée influences. As Soviet-imposed history needed to be over-written and its entire 

construct was perceived with a thorough distrust, memories were seen as the locus of the 

“real” story of the nation, and were to become the new history. The surge of private memories 

                                                
114 E. Langenbacher, 2003, p. 27. 
115 Ibid. 
116 E.g. N. Zemon Davis, R. Starn. Introduction. Representations 1989, (26). Special issue: Memory and 
Counter-Memory; A. Yurchak. Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More. Princeton, 2006.; K. Verdery. 
What Was Socialism, and What Comes Next? Princeton, N. J., 1996. 
117 Estonian historians have had an important legitimizing (and thus a fundamentally political) role to play in 
each of the three ruptures in question. The national narrative, one of the most influential shapers of collective 
memory, was largely perpetuated by historians and belletrists. 
118 M. Wulf, P. Gronholm, 2010. 
119 M. Wulf and P. Gronholm account for conformism, opportunism, withdrawal and passive resistance. 
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into the public sphere was treated along the lines of metaphors such as “returning to the nation 

its history”120 or “peeling off”121 the layers of forced historical thinking to reveal the true 

stories. The new history was concerned with publicising and institutionalising the “truth” 

about the nation’s past, but its mnemohistorical nature manifests itself in the emotionality 

with which history-related disputes unfold, defensive towards external opinions from both 

Europe and Russia. A recent example of a failure to enter into an historiographical debate 

over past representations can be found in reactions to Russian author Aleksandr Djukov’s 

polemicized book “The Genocide Myth”122 (2007) which, based on archival documents in 

Moscow, accuses Estonian historians of falsifying facts and systematically multiplying the 

numbers of the victims of Stalinist oppressions to support the national narrativist thinking and 

inimical eastward othering. Djukov advances a claim that the foundational texts in post-Soviet 

Estonian history are fact-wise based on either the data of ZEV (Zentralstelle zur Erfassung 

der Verschleppten, a structure created by German occupationist authorities in September 1941 

to investigate Bolshevist crimes) or the collection “The Estonian Year of Suffering” (Eesti 

kannatuste aasta, published in 1943), with no references to the sources.123 With this 

statement, he touches the very core of the narrative conflict between Estonia and Russia that 

both sides depend on for their place in the European mnemonic community – whether the 

Soviets liberated Estonia and the use of German propagandist material as basis for 

contemporary history writing is offensive to the broader Europe, or whether the Soviets 

occupied Estonia and deprived the country of its rightful place among European nations. 

What followed the publication of these books was an emotional press debate with Djukov 

labelled an “agent of the Kremlin”124, and no proper discussion unfolded about the 

authenticity of the documents or the variety of historiographical methods that could have 

academically responded to or disproved the line of argumentation. History writing is thus 

highly sensitive towards alternative claims and appears indeed to be but one mode of 

remembering, a mnemonic practice125, conditioned, in turn, by the history of its interpretation.  

 

                                                
120 M. Laar. Veidi meie ajaloolisest malust. Kultuur ja Elu. 1988, 4, pp. 11-13.  
121 M. Wulf, 2000. 
122 A. Djukov. The Genocide Myth (in Estonian). 2009. 
123 A. Djukov. Deporteerimised Eestis, Tallinn, 2009, p. 18. 
124 H. Suurkask. Miks Vene “ajaloolane” valetab? Eesti Paevaleht Online, 29.09.2007. 
125 M. Tamm. History as Cultural Memory: Mnemohistory and the Construction of the Estonian Nation, in J. 
Hackmann; M. Lehti (eds.)  Contested and Shared Places of Memory: History and Politics in North-Eastern 
Europe. London, 2009, p. 117. 
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However, it could be argued that within memory studies, the differentiation between history 

and memory serves another, an altogether different purpose, as the dividing line is drawn to 

follow a diachronic logic: events that contemporaries still remember stand apart from events 

that no longer exist in living memory and have thus irretrievably passed into the realm of 

history.126 This path of differentiating between memory and history has been elaborated in 

particular by Jan Assmann’s juxtaposition of communicative and cultural memories. Cultural 

memory for Assmann “has its fixed point; its horizon does not change with the passing of 

time.”127 These fixed points are various fateful events of the past whose memory is 

maintained by objectified culture, i.e. texts, rites, monuments, buildings and images, all 

intended for the longue durée as the heritage of the society, stabilizing its self-image.128 

Communicative memory, on the other hand, represents everyday communications about the 

past, unstable and disorganised, strongly influenced by the contemporaries of the past 

episodes in question. Of particular importance in understanding their mutually formative 

relationship is the “floating gap” between the communications and its cultural objectification 

and institutionalisation, which Assmann situates at around the time of 40 years after the 

event.129 This distinction sheds light on the tendency that the retreating frontier of 

contemporaneity does not necessarily reign over the contents of collective memories, and that 

the collective realm occasionally retains vivid recollections of episodes that took place in the 

more remote past.130 Even if collective memories do demonstrate a strong bias toward the 

present and dedicate a disproportionate amount of time and resource to transmitting 

communications about the past that occurred in the lifetimes of its consumers, locating the 

bulk of mnemonic activity on this side of the floating gap131, some recent case studies about 

national memory cultures suggest that, depending on certain historical particularities, the 

remote past may prove to have more agency than the present over the institutionalisation of 

the more recent past into communicative memory.132 This is to say that the institutionalisation 

                                                
126 C. Fogu; W. Kansteiner, 2006, pp. 299-300. 
127 J. Assmann. Collective Memory and Cultural Identity. New German Critique 1995, 65: 125-133, p. 129. 
128 Ibid., p. 132. 
129 J. Hackmann,M. Lehti. Contested and Shared Places of Memory: History and Politics in North Eastern 
Europe. London, 2009, p. 5. 
130 Assmann adds to the conceptual clarity of memory research by making a further distinction between potential 
and actual collective memories – the former exist in past representations stored in libraries and museums, the 
latter come to life as these representations are activated and intensified by new meanings and social depth within 
new historical contexts. J. Assmann, 1995, p. 130. 
131 C. Fogu; W. Kansteiner, 2006, p. 300. 
132 See: discussion in C. Fogu; W: Kansteiner, 2006, pp. 299-304; A. Orla-Bukowska, 2006; C. Fogu. Italiani 
brava gente: The Legacy of Fascist Historical Culture on Italian Politics of Memory. The Politics of Memory in 
Postwar Europe. R. N. Lebow, W. Kansteiner, et al. Durham, 2006: 147-176. 
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of memory can sometimes be located on the other side of Assmann’s floating gap. Examples 

of this tendency are manifest in Orla-Bukowska’s investigation into postwar and post-socialist 

Poland and Fogu’s observations on Italian memory politics. The Risorgimento, in the case of 

Italy, functions as a mould out of which World War II memories are sculpted.133 Fogu 

conceptualises such historical images as “semipermanent tropes that provide a sense of 

historical continuity between lived memory (present) and national history (past)”, functioning 

as codes in Assmann’s transformation of the communicative into the cultural, and resonating 

with Nora’s “historisized” form of memory that replaces spontaneous remembering.134 

 

These observations point to the interconnectedness of the individual-collective and memory-

history relationships, further complicating their conceptualisation. It would appear that in 

some cases, historical images and paradigms that predate World War II, inform and contribute 

to the evolution and institutionalisation of memories more than present generational 

dynamics. Just as the Risorgimento in Italy, Poland’s Golden Age images of the country as a 

noble “Camelot”, democratic and tolerant towards its minorities, and her demise as the 

martyred “Christ of Nations”135, framed mnemonic formations and oversaw their 

institutionalisation in post-war Poland, which did not necessarily turn to the “tick of the 

generational clock.”136 An already institutionalised historical culture proposed its own relation 

to the present, providing the tropes for the mnemonic framing of more recent events, and 

highlighting, once again, the very porous nature of any border between memory and history. 

 

Memory and space: monuments as places of memory 
Memory is often imagined as rooted in place, i.e. bound to a fixed and limited physical 

space.137 Paul Ricoeur has observed: the expression we use when referring to past occurrences 

                                                
133 C. Fogu. Italiani brava gente..., 2006. 
134 C. Fogu, W. Kansteiner, 2006, pp. 301-302. 
135 A. Orla-Bukowska, 2006. 
136 C. Fogu; W. Kansteiner, 2006, p. 298. In Lebow's collection of essays, collective memory formation in Italy, 
Switzerland and Poland appear to be determined more by archetypal images of the remote past, and in Germany, 
Russia and France, by the succession of different political generations. No single causal factor seems to account 
for the similarities and dissimilarities, as they presumably depend on specific combinations of social, cultural 
and political factors that cannot be generalised. For example, the revolutionary temporalities that Wolfe 
identifies for Russia were not completely absent in socialist Poland, but Polish Catholic paradigm came to 
temper the generational dynamics. T.C. Wolfe, 2006; A. Orla-Bukowska, 2006. 
137 See, for example, A. Gupta, J. Ferguson. Beyond Culture: Space, Identity and the Politics of Difference. 
Cultural Anthropology 1992, 7(1): 6-23. Relying on Peter Burke, we could conceptualise physical spaces as one 
of the five main channels of mediation that the social construction of collective memory depends on: verbal, 
written, visual, performative (rituals, parades, meetings), and spatial. P. Burke. Kultuuride kohtumine. Esseid 
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– something took place [il a eu lieu] – is not accidental.138 Events are usually associated with 

a certain location, just as a specific memory is inseparable from the memory place that keeps 

the particular episode alive, which in turn forms part of a larger scale “memory landscape”139, 

conveying different constitutive meanings to different mnemonic communities.140 The 

reorganising of the physical memoryscapes provides a way of altering memories and 

identities, for they lose some of their reference points and are thus driven to adapt to the new 

spatial elements, be they renamed squares or relocated, restored, dismantled, newly erected 

monuments.141 The mnemonic functionality of space, similarly to memory itself, is realized 

through contemporary social interaction.142      

 

As Olin and Nelson observe, memory and monument are to each other as process and product, 

though not necessarily as cause and effect, functioning in a circular rather than a linear 

relation.143 Monuments constitute both expressions of and appeals to memory. Though the 

idea of “monumentality” seemingly subjects them to associations with remoteness, inertness 

and the kind of permanence that threatens to render them invisible, along the lines of Musil’s 

famous dictum144, the monuments’ power and value as social agents lie precisely in their 

being neither permanent nor static but alive, immediate and accessible, participating in a very 

real, present-oriented network of relationships, and renegotiating ideals, attitudes and 

entitlement.145 Monuments emerge and endure as multidimensional meeting points for 

symbols and rhetoric; their study requires a particular appreciation for the equivocal blend of 

social, political and art-historical aspects of commemorative space. This project draws on and 

hopes to continue the work of a number of scholars in different academic cultures, addressing 

the discursive and physical presence of monuments in the construction of collective memories 

                                                                                                                                                   
uuest kultuuriajaloost. Tallinn, 2006.; P. Burke. History as Social Memory. History, Culture, and the Mind. T. 
Butler. New York, 1989. The current project feels a stronger affinity towards articulations of a more fundamental 
and reciprocal relationship between memory and place, thus proceeding rather along the lines suggested by Joel 
Candau in that memory is, in its very essence, “topophilic”. J. Candau. Anthropologie de la mémoire. Paris, 
2005.   
138 P. Ricoeur. La mémoire, l'histoire, l'oubli. Paris, 2000, p. 49, quoted in M. Tamm, S. Halla, 2008, p. 21. 
139 R. Koshar, 2000. 
140 M. Tamm, S. Halla, 2008. 
141 See: ibid., S. Radstone, K. Hodgkin. Regimes of Memory. London, 2003. See also: D. Cosgrove. Social 
Formation and Symbolic Landscape. Madison, 1998, for observations on how different societal formations 
produce their own spatial vocabulary. 
142 R. Koshar, 2000, p. 9. 
143 R. S. Nelson, M. Olin. Monuments and Memory, Made and Unmade. Chicago, 2003, pp. 4-7. 
144 From his essay “Monuments” (1927), pointing to the remarkable unnoticeability of commemorative art: 
“There is nothing in this world as invisible as a monument”. R. Musil. Posthumous Papers of a Living Author. 
London, 1995, p. 87. 
145 R. S. Nelson, M. Olin, 2003, pp. 5-7. 
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as they relate to national identities and self-perception, but also domestic interethnic dynamics 

and power. 

 

The most influential connection between memory and space for contemporary academic 

literature has undoubtedly been Pierre Nora’s notion of the French lieux de mémoire, which, 

however, is not an initiative informed by scholarly curiosity alone, but rests upon an 

assumption of a crisis in French national identity, thus excluding topics that could question 

national heritage and complicate the goal of identity preservation. Nevertheless, it is Nora’s 

voluminous work that has inspired a variety of terminological renewals and adaptations in 

reference to mnemonically charged spaces in different national contexts, and even if there is 

little disagreement that Nora’s memory places may also be interpreted in metaphorical terms, 

the spatial dimension remains of central importance in the national approaches that have 

followed.146  

 

An interesting and constructive critique of Nora’s concept has been presented by Peter Carrier 

in his treatment of Holocaust memorials and post-cold war memory cultures in France and 

Germany, where he argues that when dealing with the interpretations and uses of 

contemporary monuments one cannot really speak of national memory as unified and shared 

but should rather consider the monuments’ ambiguous nature and the ways in which they 

cater to multiple viewpoints.147 He investigates the role of artistic memorials in the 

articulation of new national, yet unconventional historical identities, focussing on the debates 

leading to the monuments’ creation, and analysing the convergence and conflict between 

historical information and interpretations, aesthetic forms and political interests that all 

contributed to the discursive existence of the monuments prior to their materialisation as 

commemorative art. He concludes by making a terminological suggestion to improve 

scholarly insights into mnemonic processes involving monuments, and introduces the concept 

of “dialogic sites of memory”, denoting the debates and the rhetorical construction of 

contemporary monuments as sites of memory.  

 

Carrier’s analysis of the verbal narratives and collective discursive codes that predated the 

physical construction of monuments provides insights into the processes of symbolically 

                                                
146 E.g. M. Tamm, P. Petersoo, 2008; M. Isnenghi. I luoghi della memoria: Simboli e miti dell'Italia unita. 1996. 
147 P. Carrier, 2005. 
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integrating a nation’s crimes, – genocide, deportation, collaboration, – and thus potentially 

subversive memories, into the repertoire of national commemorations, resulting in non-

conventional narratives of national heritage. It shows such monuments as focal points of a 

complex dialogue between the past and the present, between historical events and successive 

generations of spectators, which forms a platform for negotiating the rhetorical codes of 

national self-understanding in the respective countries. The planned monuments and 

commemorations thus functioned as triggers for what James Young calls memory work – 

writing of the discussions surrounding the memorialization of the former Gestapo 

headquarters, he points to the drawn-out debate and extended competition for the memorial 

design as an exemplary, ever-expanding memorial text, for the proposed designs and the 

responses of the jury as well as of the public, constitute a dialectical model for the memory of 

these events, suggesting that the memorial is not, in this case, comprised by material space but 

by the unresolved nature of its message. The memorial flourishes precisely because it contests 

memory, and thus catalyses memory work, bringing the contemporaries into dialogue with 

their past.148 The concept of memory work has particular relevance to the Estonian case, and 

the confusion reflected in its “War of Monuments”, as well as to the motivations and interests 

of the “history of present time”. 

 

Whereas the generic role of public monuments in focussing and consolidating collective 

identity and traditions has remained reasonably consistent over different periods of time, the 

forms, icons and their meanings have not. In fact, the lack of formal consistency of 

monuments at any one time is even manifested in the alternative patterns of periodisation 

opted for by historians investigating the evolution of sculptural styles and monumental 

iconography: periodisation is deducted from the monuments’ functions in providing social 

cohesion in the present,149 or the monuments’ pedagogical efficacy in the specific political 

and historical contexts.150 However, there is little disagreement among monument specialists 

that the historical rupture of 1945 marked a watershed in both the style and aims of public 

monumental art. Michalski, perhaps affected by his nostalgia for the French Belle Epoque, 

has termed it the culmination of the 20th century “crisis of figuration”151; Aleida Assmann 

                                                
148 J. E. Young. The Texture of Memory. Holocaust Memorials and Meaning New Haven, 1993, pp. 89-90. 
149 R. Koselleck, discussed in P. Carrier, 2005. He further defines the different periods based on the role or 
capacity in which the dead were remembered. See also: R. Koselleck. The Practice of Conceptual History : 
Timing History, Spacing Concepts. Stanford, 2002, pp. 285-326. 
150 S. Michalski. Public Monuments: Art in Political Bondage. London, 1998. 
151 Ibid., pp. 8, 154. 
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detects an advent of a new “grammar” of collective memory, one ensuring that memory 

cultures be increasingly based on universal ethical standards and critical self-reflection152; 

Young coins the concept of “counter-monument” to denote a conscious departure from the 

conventional monumental iconography and offer an artistic criticism to static memorials that 

seek to monopolise our historical understanding153; Carrier speaks of the post-war era as 

presenting an innovative challenge to conventional forms of symbolic public 

communication.154  

 

Following the lead of Koselleck’s analyses of commemorative art until the end of World War 

I, where monuments are not simply approached in terms of form and style but also their social 

and political impact, Carrier offers a reading of contemporary monuments in which 

monumentality does not present itself as just an architectural quality but a social entity 

comprising political expediency, ritual commemorations, media interest and public debate.155 

It would appear that the monument’s form and style are of lesser importance in the formation 

of its specific social and political functions than the context in which it is erected and later 

perceived. However, it is often precisely the formal and stylistic solution of the memorial that 

contributes to its strength as a social agent, for it renders the political agenda less obtrusive by 

also standing for another, artistic-aesthetic agenda. In the case of new or planned memorials, 

it is often the questions pertaining to style and form that instigate the debates of memory work 

and trigger the discursive existence of the monument prior to its materialisation in city space, 

emphasizing the importance of the aesthetic solution as not just the artist’s creation but as a 

means of gaining further insights into how the past is remembered and which representations 

are considered to adequately convey that shared mental image in space.   

 

As discussed above regarding collective memories in general, the meaning of a monument 

shifts and varies to the dynamics of social and political contexts, and the reinterpretations of 

successive generations of spectators, subjecting it to historical relativism. Monuments are 

equipped with a threefold interpretative framework – the historical moment or episode 

referred to, the moment of production, and the moment of reception.156 As the meaning of a 

                                                
152 P. Carrier, 2005, p. 20. 
153 A. Gordon,A. Goldberg. Holocaust Monuments and Counter Monuments. 1998. Interview with Prof. James E. 
Young.  
154 P. Carrier, 2005, p. 19. 
155 P. Carrier, 2005, p. 81. 
156 Ibid., pp. 32-35. 
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monument is located in the communication between these three moments, the mechanisms of 

mediation and the specifics of reception need to be considered.157 The mass media, especially 

that of the 1990s, has monitored the debates involving the building, displacement and 

demolition of public monuments with such zeal, that its discretion over the mediation of their 

messages has far surpassed that of their immediate effect, and contributed to the tendency that 

some monuments remind us rather of their own complicated origins than the historical 

moment they refer to.158 According to Nora, mass media actually negate the intended function 

of commemoration by reducing the historical events to the status of spectacle and 

information, hindering the formation of unfettered opinions and fostering historical 

indifference rather than participation, perhaps due to the casual familiarity with the subject 

that they invoke.159 One might go even further to argue that, while heavily conditioned by 

contemporary needs and thus entailing an interesting contradiction, commemoration in itself 

acts to separate the historical reference point from its contemporary consumers, providing 

evidence of its passing into the irretrievable, and locating the conflict in a past that is too 

distant to render participation possible, even if that very conflict or episode forms the basis for 

the community’s contemporary identity-building.160 

  

                                                
157 W. Kansteiner, 2002. 
158 E.g. the bronze soldier in the new location acquired a new layer of meaning: the two communities' difficult 
road to understanding. M. Ehala. Etnogenees Eestis (internet resource, see Bibliography) 2007.  
159 P. Carrier, 2005, pp. 40-41. 
160 For example, Carrier’s discussion suggests that memory cultures in general and Holocaust remembrance in 
particular, sustained as it is by commemorative rituals and monuments, reinforce the notion that the remembered 
culture is no longer part of the present, possibly even hampering the accommodation of Jewish culture in present 
day cultural practices and the construction of a positive German-Jewish tradition. See: P. Carrier, 2005, pp. 27-
28. As Sander Gilman puts it, “Living Jews are not seen, as they are not understood to be present, even while 
their presence is the means by which other groups are constructed.” S. Gilman. Jews in Today's German Culture. 
1999, p. 32.  
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Chapter II 

Small nation memory – the Estonian ‘type’ 
 

This section strives to outline the Estonian memory constructed in monuments as an example 

of a particular small nation memory in Europe, and thus articulate its comparative potential on 

grounds of size, ideological encounters and geopolitical imagination. The national 

particularities and potential cultural convergences of the Estonian mnemonic construct within 

Europe suggest two mutually constitutive, but analytically distinguishable backgrounds: the 

border-character of the country, which accounts for the outcomes of the interactions between 

German and Russian domination, between Nazism and Stalinism; and the geographical aspect 

of national identification, which includes a specific relationship to land and sea. While the 

former places the country’s mnemonic behaviour within the European memory-political 

sphere through its belonging into the broader borderland or ‘bloodland’ region of ‘Europe but 

not quite Europe’,161 the latter invokes potential similarities with ‘small nations’, the sizeist 

categorisation of which becomes meaningful in their socio-spatial pursuits of demarcation and 

belonging.    

 

Size, land and sea 
 

Geopolitical theories, particularly those adhering to the classical model, tend to be criticised 

and discarded for their associations with the taints of hegemonic aggression, and its forced 

legitimation in the arena of nationalistic great-power politics, as well as the vague, invented, 

self-deceptive character of territorial visions in general. However, the inspiration that small 

nations draw from geographical facts serves the very basic purpose of delimiting ‘ours’ from 

‘theirs’, and connecting or regionalising the surrounding international space to fit the nation’s 

ideals of cultural belonging. While the focus here is not on foreign policy or international 

relations, the impact of location, position, and the contours of land appears equally relevant to 

national mnemonic production, as the meanings these physical features are given not only 

condition the overall resonance of socio-political ruptures, but affect the nation’s interactions 

with space as such.  

                                                
161 Mälksoo, The Politics of Becoming European: A Study of Polish and Baltic Post-Cold War Security 
Imaginaries  (London: Routledge, 2010). 
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The category of ‘small nation’162 has mainly been invoked with an eye towards comparing the 

social conditions of national development, or investigating region building patterns. Miroslav 

Hroch has demonstrated the usefulness of distinguishing between the social formation of 

smaller and larger European nations, and included Estonia's path to national awareness in his 

comparison. For Hroch, the adjective small or smaller denotes qualitative rather than 

quantitative features, and points to the development of a non-dominant ethnic group towards a 

fully-fledged modern nation.163 Based on the actualization of the three phases of national 

movement (the narrow scientific interest of activists, the agitation phase, and the mass 

movement phase), Estonia was placed in the ‘integrated type’ along with Finns, Norwegians 

and Bohemian Czechs, but also close to the ‘belated type’ of Slovaks and Lithuanians.164 The 

Estonian ‘national awakening’ or phase B is dated to have ended either in the 1880s or 

1905,165 giving way to the mass movement phase. While Hroch’s model suggests a greater 

similarity between Estonia and Lithuania than Estonia and Latvia, it is the latter duo that has 

been constructed as an historically distinct sub-group within the East European model by 

Baltic States’ scholars.166 From the perspective of mnemonic constitution, the Estonian and 

Latvian cases bear similarities with the Slovenes and Slovaks, for in all these cases the 

nation’s elites had been declassed or assimilated in earlier centuries, and the nation had no 

                                                
162 The concept and discourse date back to T. G. Masaryk’s articulations in reference to the Czech nation at the 
beginning of the 20th century, defining smallness as not just an issue of size and power, but culture, and 
maintaining that rivalry with bigger statal entities will only lead small nations to actively endeavour towards 
proving their separate cultural worth. Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk, The New Europe. The Slav Standpoint  (London 
1918). Discussed in: Jörg Hackmann, "From "Object" to "Subject": The Contribution of Small Nations to 
Region-Building in North Eastern Europe," Journal of Baltic Studies 33, no. 4 (2002). 
163 Miroslav Hroch, Social Preconditions of National Revival in Europe. A Comparative Analysis of the Social 
Composition of Patriotic Groups among the Smaller European Nations.  (New York 2000). 
164 For the nations of the ‘integrated type’: in model 1 the agitation phase begins before the industrial revolution 
and is followed by the bourgeois revolution, which is more or less simultaneous with the mass movement phase 
(the Estonian case); and in model 2 the bourgeois revolution predates the industrial revolution. In the ‘belated 
type’, however, the political revolution predates the working class movement and mass movement phase.  
165 According to Hroch’s models, Estonia accomplishes the mass movement phase after 1905, but in certain 
passages he suggests otherwise, placing the start of phase C in either the mid-1880s (pp. 77, 159) or the 1880s 
and 1890s (p. 80). Hroch, Social Preconditions of National Revival in Europe. A Comparative Analysis of the 
Social Composition of Patriotic Groups among the Smaller European Nations.  (New York2000).  
166 Comparative work has, however, been hindered due to linguistic barriers and the lack of ethnic ties between 
the neighbours. Intra-Baltic currents were further neglected in Soviet scholarship which privileged investigations 
of the interactions between Russians and non-Russians, highlighting the non-Russian appreciation of Russian 
leadership skills and constructing a friendship retroactive to czarist times. Toivo U. Raun, "The Latvian and 
Estonian National Movements, 1860-1914," The Slavonic and East European Review 64, no. 1 (1986). See also: 
Lowell Tillet, The Great Friendship: Soviet Historians on the Non-Russian Nationalities  (Chapel Hill 1969). 
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historical memory of an independent political or cultural existence.167 However, unlike the 

small Slavic nations, Estonia and Latvia were uninfluenced by a pan-movement, and, 

constituting the smallest of the small nations, their mnemonic constellation came to reflect a 

particularly permeating fear for cultural survival. The only nearby ethnic kin-groups for both 

Estonia (Finland) and Latvia (Lithuania) were only slightly bigger than themselves and, at the 

time of ‘national revivals’, equally subjugated.168 Further comparisons with Lithuania, 

however, would need to take into consideration the nation’s memory of an historical past, and 

the Polish influence it carries.169 Within the Russian empire, certain parallels justify the 

comparison of Estonia and Finland (e.g. the empire’s repressive policies towards the native 

languages),170 but the historical differences of context and status appear more cogent – the 

absence of institutionalised serfdom and declassed elites,171 by which the national population 

would have been relegated to the lowest social strata; a lesser geographical accessibility, 

contributing to a higher ethnic homogeneity;172 a differently charged ‘constitutive outside’ – 

unlike the other non-Russian regions of the empire, Finland (along with Poland) was not 

regarded as an uncompromisingly integral part of Russia, but rather, its right to a separate 

existence was accepted by the majority of Russians, regardless of their political 

convictions;173 not to mention Finland’s altogether different path through the subsequent 

ruptures of the 20th century. It would follow that Estonia and Latvia shared the most similar 

background and attributes for the construction of independent national remembrance in the 

interwar era. Even their mutual competitiveness and occasional antagonism signals their peer 

status, and the lack of comparative and mutual scholarly interactions suggests a similar west-

ward orientation in the two cases.174 The countries form a mnemonic group with a shared 

                                                
167 Raun, "The Latvian and Estonian National Movements, 1860-1914," The Slavonic and East European Review 
64, no. 1 (1986). See also: Toivo U. Raun and Andrejs Plakans, "The Estonian and Latvian national movements: 
An assessment of Miroslav Hroch's model," Journal of Baltic Studies 21, no. 2 (1990). 
168 Raun, "The Latvian and Estonian National Movements, 1860-1914," The Slavonic and East European Review 
64, no. 1 (1986), 68. 
169 Ibid. 
170 Wayne Dowler, "The Politics of Language in Non-Russian Elementary Schools in the Eastern Empire, 1865-
1914," Russian Review 54, no. 4 (1995). See also: Edward C. Thaden, ed. Russification in the Baltic Provinces 
and Finland, 1855-1914 (Princeton: 1981). 
171 Raun, "The Latvian and Estonian National Movements, 1860-1914," The Slavonic and East European Review 
64, no. 1 (1986), 67. 
172 Toivo U. Raun, "The Revolution of 1905 in the Baltic Provinces and Finland," Slavic Review 43, no. 3 
(1984). 
173 Dowler, "The Politics of Language in Non-Russian Elementary Schools in the Eastern Empire, 1865-1914," 
Russian Review 54, no. 4 (1995). 
174 The interwar era witnessed occasional comparative initiatives only in the more mature years, or the “twilight” 
of the statal construct: Hans Kruus, "Eesti ja Läti rahvusliku ärkamisliikumise kokkupuuteist [On contacts 
between Estonian and Latvian National Awakening movements]," Eesti Kirjandus 32(1938). Published also in 



 

 
 
 

46 

combination of enemy construction, independence rhetoric, sea-bound western cultural 

ambitions, a ‘lack’ of history, and fears of liminality. While Hroch implies that the deficits of 

social structure and grievances over the lack of an independent historical unit self-destruct 

once the community becomes a fully-fledged titular nation and turns from the ‘object’ to the 

‘subject’ of history,175 the ‘mental moulds’ that these circumstances have created persist well 

into the period of independence, and beyond.176 

     

An important aspect in the cultural self-imagining of those two ‘small nations’, however, 

binds them geographically, and sets them on a course to seek European belonging together – 

the sea; or more precisely, the Baltic Sea. The emergence of the historical region of North-

Eastern Europe around the Baltic Sea may be viewed in the context of small nations’ drive for 

emancipation, and geographying a stable place for themselves against the shifting power 

configurations of the unpredictable outside. In the case of the Baltic States, their ‘smallness’ 

is accentuated by the proximity to greater geopolitical wholes, either with a negative or 

positive charge. In hopes of moving away from Russia and towards Europe, the Baltic States 

advocated, in what was destined to be a non-reciprocal effort, the conceptualisation of 

Baltoscandia177 – the cultural conjunction of the Baltics, Finland and Scandinavia. Introduced 

in the 1930s, this was an attempt at a regional identity that would allow to assume a place in 

Europe, while still keeping distance from the German culture space and the negative Middle-

European construct. The Estonian dominant national discourse absorbed and reproduced the 

image,178 which, though failing to incite a broader regional identity, had an impact on the 

Estonian self-perception and was to gain new impetus in the context of regained 

independence. However, the historical region built around a more obvious and commonly 

intrusive geographical fact – the sea – had more potential for success among the ‘western’ 

                                                                                                                                                   
German and Latvian. Raun, "The Latvian and Estonian National Movements, 1860-1914," The Slavonic and 
East European Review 64, no. 1 (1986), 66.  
175 A quote from the Estonian historian H. Kruus (1932), used in Hackmann, "From "Object" to "Subject": The 
Contribution of Small Nations to Region-Building in North Eastern Europe," Journal of Baltic Studies 33, no. 4 
(2002). 
176 Ibid. 
177 This was inspired by an earlier notion, Fennoscandia, which arose in the political context of Russian 
oppression in Finland, but was elaborated within the discourse of geography, resting on an argument of a similar 
bedrock under Finland and Scandinavia. Marko Lehti, "Non-reciprocal region-building," Nordeuropa Forum, 
no. 2 (1998).  
178 Writer H. Viires speaks of putting the ‘true Estonianness into effect’ through its Nordic connection. Quoted in 
Toomas Karjahärm, "Eesti intellektuaalide Euroopa identiteet 20. saj. esimesel poolel.," Acta Historica 
Tallinnensia, no. 5 (2001), 61. Aspiring towards international recognition, folklorist O. Loorits writes of 
Baltoscandia as the “strongest cultural bastion of all the world’s small nations”. Oskar Loorits, Oma rada  
(Tallinn 1939). 
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shores owing to their maritime self-perception, even if a shared sense of smallness was not a 

constitutive part of it. To be fair, up until 1945, all countries washed by the Baltic, apart from 

Russia and Germany, were those of small nations, though Polish and Swedish self-

conceptualisation perhaps suggested otherwise.179 Notwithstanding the obvious political and 

economic differences between the ‘Nordic’ and the ‘Baltic’ nations, one could argue for 

certain similarities in their mentality, which derive from the small nations’ particular blend of 

potential and predicament: the lack of power in foreign relations has been characterised as a 

necessary precondition for ‘real freedom’,180 and the socio-structural deficits and peripheral 

position inspire small nations to seek ways in which to create new values and establish 

alternative virtues (e.g. cultural pursuits, education, peacefulness, autochthony).181 In the 

Baltic Sea context, common traces of this include peasant education and cultural orientation 

towards European modernism.       

 

While Russian and German discourses viewed the Sea through the lens of power politics and 

regional dominance, the small nations within the czarist empire saw the Baltic as a source of 

cultural contacts and a means of connecting in general. In both the interwar and the late-

socialist realm, it was the emergent nation states that showed most interest and initiative in 

connecting the shores of the Baltic. If the initial articulations of founding a Baltic League182 

highlighted the defence-political need of the small nations to stand united against Russia and 

Germany, the subsequent interwar discussions of the idea unfolded within cultural rather than 

defence-strategic terms. Looking at regional conceptualisations by politicians and scholars, 

Jörg Hackmann has shown that in the 1920s, the idea of Baltic partnerships was considered 

virtually the same as cooperation between small or young states.183 The term ‘small states’ 

occurred as a synonym for the Baltic Three,184 and though their unity in smallness marked a 

stronger epithet than the common sea, it was the sea that enabled the connection, and 
                                                
179 Hackmann, "From "Object" to "Subject": The Contribution of Small Nations to Region-Building in North 
Eastern Europe," Journal of Baltic Studies 33, no. 4 (2002). 
180 J. Burckhardt (1949). Discussed in ibid., 423.  
181 Ibid., 423. 
182 The League was suggested in 1918, with the Baltic Three, Finland and Scandinavia planned as signatories. It 
also found support in other parts of the Baltic, and in the United Kingdom. Marko Lehti, "The Baltic League and 
The Idea of Limited Sovereignty," Jahrbücher für Geschichte Osteuropas 45, no. 3 (1997). By 1922, the 
initiative had shrunk to include Estonia, Latvia, Poland, and Finland, and to constitute a treaty of “benevolent 
neutrality”. Hackmann, "From "Object" to "Subject": The Contribution of Small Nations to Region-Building in 
North Eastern Europe," Journal of Baltic Studies 33, no. 4 (2002), 418. 
183 Hackmann, "From "Object" to "Subject": The Contribution of Small Nations to Region-Building in North 
Eastern Europe," Journal of Baltic Studies 33, no. 4 (2002), 418. 
184 Marko Lehti, A Baltic League as a Construct of the New Europe. Envisioning a Baltic Region and Small State 
Sovereignty in the Aftermath of the First World War  (Frankfurt 1999), 209. 
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independent existence in general to be presented as something organic and natural. For the 

small nations, the term ‘Baltic’ became juxtaposed with ‘freedom’, and the creation of such a 

group came to be seen as a vital precondition for the expression of sovereignty for countries 

such as Estonia and Latvia.185 This kind of smallness was associated with youth and freedom, 

and though as such it perhaps distanced the Scandinavian countries as established 

democracies, it was an open concept that occasionally accommodated even Poland and 

Ukraine for the realistic reasons of creating a grouping whose credibility would actuate the 

members’ separation from Russia and Germany. The Western rhetoric implying the return of 

the Baltic States to Russia led Estonia and Latvia to further stress their right to independent 

existence, and their disconnection from Russia, and thus define their smallness against the 

imperialism of great powers. Vaba Maa (Free Land) in 1920 expressed the potentials of 

smallness as follows: ‘the power of a small nation is in its uniting with other small nations’.186 

The ideas of Baltic Sea connectivity were thus an important part of nation-building and self-

imagining for the small nations, whose location in the New Europe was to be defined through 

the constellations of unity. The Baltic League was a means of understanding and putting into 

effect national sovereignty.187 The nature of the different political groupings discussed 

reveals, however, that full international sovereignty was not considered vital in responding to 

previous power configurations. The idea of Latvia and Estonia creating a free commercial 

zone, the elsewhere suggested Finnish-Estonian union, or even the prospect of Finland’s 

monarchical bonds with Germany – all exposed a readiness on the part of the small nations to 

concede part of their independence (e.g. economic) in order to secure their internal 

sovereignty and national self-determination, which stood at the very core of the national 

discourse. Such concessions appeared minor, even preferable, for they satisfied the prime 

requirement of national self-establishment, and excluded a return to Russia.188 The failure of 

the Baltic Conferences (1925) and the reduction of the various schemes of close cooperation 

to regular bilateral relations did not end the symbolic cultivation of Baltic Sea unity, which 

continued in the form of both civic society initiatives and state visits.189 The Estonian 

construction of identity and freedom in monuments reflects commitment to the ideal of small 

                                                
185 Ibid.. 211-212. 
186 1920, Vaba Maa, 24.01. Translated and quoted in ibid., 212.  
187 Ibid., 212. 
188 Ibid., 120. 
189 It has to be noted, however, that the political developments of the 1930 hindered co-operation with 
Scandinavia. Hackmann, "From "Object" to "Subject": The Contribution of Small Nations to Region-Building in 
North Eastern Europe," Journal of Baltic Studies 33, no. 4 (2002), 420. 
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nation unity – the Boy stood on Finnish granite just as Estonia’s emergent independence 

gathered its strength and vigour relying on Finland, and the grand project of the national 

monument at Sõjamäe Grove featured a lighthouse tower, an upward construction 

symbolising a reach for freedom and light, high enough to be seen from Finland, thus 

symbolically (and visually) bridging the gulf between the two nations.190  

 

The idea of Baltic Sea unity and cooperation appears to emerge as particularly salient at times 

of epochal ruptures – in the aftermath of World War I and again at the end of the Cold War. In 

times of socio-political upheaval, the sea connection has been perceived to provide 

coordinates for ‘relocating’ the Eastern Baltic nations, Estonia and Latvia in particular.191 The 

sea has served as a fluid geographical fact, employed as an internalising unifier (the 

‘Germanic Sea’), a connecting link and cultural field of belonging (the interwar ‘cultural 

bastion’ of small nations), or a bulwark and securitiser (the Soviet ‘Sea of Peace’). As a 

means of shifting oneself geographically in the direction of one’s cultural kin and away from 

the subordinate past, the sea has been a powerful symbol and tool for a broader sense of 

freedom in the Estonian national self-perception. It has been discursively constructed and 

spatially imagined as a connection and not a separator, a solution to security concerns and an 

escape from sizeist self-doubt. The sea has been the source of cultural contacts and knowledge 

transfers (e.g. peasant education, Northern Romanticism)192 that have rectified the peripheral 

position of the country and included it in the European space. The sea has been the source of 

hope and liberation (e.g. the British fleet arriving in the War of Independence).  In the Soviet 

and late-Soviet ruptures, the Baltic acquired an even stronger equivalence with freedom – the 

occupation era was depicted as particularly harsh due to the population’s forced separation 

from one of the main carriers of its mentality and culture over the centuries, the sea.193 The 

sea returned the freedom lost to those who managed to escape on fishing boats. It has also, 

particularly in the post-Soviet setting, provided a specific definition of border that runs along 

land territories and is embodied in the physical markers of range poles and barbed wire, or 

monuments (e.g. in memoryscapes of Narva). In the two eras of independence, the collective 

                                                
190 1934, Eesti mets (Estonian Forest), no. 10. 
191 Lehti, A Baltic League as a Construct of the New Europe. Envisioning a Baltic Region and Small State 
Sovereignty in the Aftermath of the First World War  (Frankfurt1999). 
192 Hackmann, "From "Object" to "Subject": The Contribution of Small Nations to Region-Building in North 
Eastern Europe," Journal of Baltic Studies 33, no. 4 (2002). 
193 This does not just refer to restrictions on travel, and abstract notions of cultural connectivity – the very access 
to the sea of the coastal dwellers and others (for swimming, fishing, etc.) became limited as the seafront in many 
locations was sealed off and turned into a military border zone for fear of escapes to the West. 
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geopolitical imagination strongly visualised the border between Estonia and Russia, whereas 

there was no mention of the country’s western frontier, which mentally did not exist.194  

 

For any ideology, the Baltic has supported the invocation of the desired power configuration 

as natural, constructing the geographical reality as a link or divide. It has increased the 

fluidity of the location of the Baltic borderlands and allowed for the changing of distances 

between political entities, large or small. But it also conditioned and rendered meaningful the 

nation’s autochthonous ties to the ethnic territory and the later political unit. 

 

Awakened Estonians, like most other small nations, were described to possess a particular 

connection to their land, granting them primordial right to inhabit the territory, and 

highlighting the cultural invasiveness of any later arrivals.195 The eventual alignment of the 

political reality to the ethnic-territorial imagination triggered a nation-wide spatial 

manifestation, where monuments served to mark the domain and its micro-spaces with 

physical metaphors for independence and nationhood. These markers served to retroactively 

semiotize the territory and specific sites as the spatial equivalent of the national psyche, and 

thus an expression of its durability. The best example and summary of the national statement 

towards space is provided by the Sõjamäe Grove project – one of the options considered for 

Tallinn’s national memorial, which, though not realised in the interwar years, contributed to 

the debate and discursive construction of monumentally solidifiable nationhood. The design 

was proposed in the beginning of the 1930s, when the issue of the missing national monument 

had risen to greater public salience. It envisioned a larger area outside the city centre 

comprising several, emphasizedly Estonian elements, ‘amalgamating’ nation and nature: (1) a 

horseshoe-shaped clearing with room for 1% of the Estonian nation to congregate; (2) a burial 

of a ‘national hero’, i.e. a fallen in the War of Independence; (3) a lighthouse tower, visually 

accessible from across the Gulf of Finland; (4) a ‘heroes’ cemetery’ providing space for the 

burials of ‘epochal individuals’, as well as sites for general, nationally-inspired memorials; (5) 

four ‘kings’ oaks’ referring to the four Estonian kings killed in St. George’s Night Uprising 

                                                
194 Eiki Berg, "Local Resistance, National Identity, and Global Swings in Post-Soviet Estonia," Europe-Asia 
Studies 54, no. 1 (2002). See also: Eiki Berg and Saima Oras, "Writing Post-Soviet Estonia on to the World 
Map," Political Geography 19, no. 5 (2000). 
195 Steady and permanent settlement is known to date back 5000 years. The first president of the post-Soviet 
republic L. Meri suggested that to be a fundamental aspect of Estonian identity, as the “bones of a hundred 
previous generations rest in this soil”. Berg, "Local Resistance, National Identity, and Global Swings in Post-
Soviet Estonia," Europe-Asia Studies 54, no. 1 (2002), 111.  
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(1343); (6) a small secluded lake for quiet reflection; and (7) stretches of forest that surround 

and connect the other elements – the ‘nature’s embrace’.196 This grand initiative occupies the 

‘originality’ end of the national monument debates that seek to establish a balance between 

values derived from the cultured heritage of foreign landlords and European influence on one 

side, and values found in a search for uncompromisingly ‘own’, if rustic and peasantly, 

elements as the groundwork for a proud national existence. The rhetoric around the 

monument made the nation’s ‘mental fortification and ascent’ conditional upon its 

‘unification’ with the land. A truly national monument was required (other projects for 

Toompea hill mentioned this as well) to occupy a site with a correspondingly expressive 

geography – an uninhibited view of the Sea, the ‘witness of our past might, and the vein of 

life for our future’. A nation that lacks ‘solemnly cultivated ties to its forefathers’ land’ was 

premonitorily described to be incapable of executing perpetual authority on its lands, and 

bound to fall back into slavery. Spaces that are ‘consecrated in the national soul’, however, 

were suggested to be immune to any foreign ideology, and thus guarantors of the nation’s 

cultural endurance as even occupationist powers would not dare to take them down.197 If one 

discards the deliberately provocative aspects of the project’s rhetoric that belong within the 

dynamics of the ‘foreign–indigenous’ debate,198 the site interestingly combines the spatial 

saliences of the small autochthonous nation – the sea, small nation unity, and concern for 

keeping the territory. In several interwar debates, it is the location of the monument, rather 

than style or form, that stirs most controversy in the public space.                  

  

The independence of a small nation at the geopolitical crossroads of great powers is a potent 

discourse unit as threats to survival loom particularly large. The Estonian interwar 

independence was constructed as the culmination of different types of struggle that the nation 

had to deal with from the very beginning – a fight against the tough northern nature, a fight 

for its own space, and a fight against the ever-acquisitive neighbours.199 The freedom thus 

achieved was related to broader currents of power, and part of the nation’s success rested on 

its elites’ wise and timely intervention in what the international scene presented. Even though 

                                                
196 1934, Eesti mets, no. 10. 
197 1934, Eesti mets, no. 10. 
198 The site is constructed in sharp contrast to the Toompea hill, where authorities ‘are not brave enough’ to tear 
down the “historical” buildings, referring mainly to the parliament buildings that served as both the German and 
Russian seat of power. 
199 This perpetual yearning for freedom is sometimes depicted in the image of a peasant with a plough in one 
hand and a weapon in the other. 1937, Eesti Noorus (Estonian Youth), no. 6. 
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the ‘national enemy’200 was traditionally seen in the Germans, the plurality of historical 

adversaries in combination with internal self-doubt rendered the perceived threat to national 

survival more diffuse, and the views on sovereignty more flexible (possible trade zones, 

unions, etc.). Commemorative statuary in this small borderland state thus had a different 

charge – in addition to conveying grief and rendering death meaningful, the national 

monuments stood to convince the viewer of the substance and viability of the nation, of its 

roots and established qualities, and its capacity for surviving.  

 

When placing the interwar (and later) commemorations of Estonia and Latvia in Europe, one 

of the significant differences that emerges, is in the dynamics of meaning and 

meaninglessness. In Western Europe, both World Wars shifted the imagery and language of 

mourning away from expressions of patriotism and idealised images of death as glory. By the 

1930s, the concepts of honour, duty, and country had a hollow ring for many.201 Even though 

the survivors of World War II tried to use the mournful forms and languages familiar from the 

memory of the Great War to grieve fallen soldiers and the names were added to earlier war 

memorials, 1945 marked an advent of an entirely new ‘grammar’ of collective memory – the 

logic of remembering as a basis for honour was challenged by calls for ensuring that memory 

cultures be increasingly grounded on universal ethical standards and critical self-reflection.202 

The commemorative path of the newly independent states in the Eastern Baltic was to be very 

different. The meaningless, morally unwarranted death did not emerge and revolutionise the 

commemorative realm, even in the subsequent ruptures of the 20th century, as death for a 

small border nation was always construed as meaningful and honourable. The diverging 

interwar rhetoric of grief can be observed in the context of armistice commemorations – 

November 11 for the nations whose battles ended with World War I, and January 3 for 

Estonia’s War of Independence. At the beginning of January, Estonian press seeks to share in 

the broader European grief, and publishes reports and photos from November 11 

commemorations in England, Germany, France. The rhetoric is unifying and sorrowful as the 

numbers of the fallen in all participating countries are listed, and their ritual practices are 

described (e.g. the custom of placing a wreath on ‘enemy’ graves, which deepens the sense of 

anguish over meaningless mutual killings). However, the articles point to an important 
                                                
200 O. Mertelsmann, Everyday life in Stalinist Estonia  (Frankfurt 2012). 
201 Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: the Great War in European Cultural History  (Cambridge2000), 
8-9. 
202 A. Assmann (2000), discussed in: Peter Carrier, Holocaust Monuments and National Memory Cultures in 
France and Germany since 1989  (New York 2005), 20. 
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departure from these perceptions in Estonian war memory – the 3540203 Estonian fallen were 

not killed in vain: ‘With the price of their lives the nation redeemed its independence.’204 The 

date combines grief with a sense of victory, pride and even elation: ‘We grieve, but we also 

feel deep joy on the day of triumph for the nation’s immemorial longings’.205 Throughout the 

20th century ruptures, the Estonian memory did not acquire a particularly self-reflexive 

undercurrent and continued to valorize dying for fatherland. The Soviet rupture is 

reconstructed in the 1990s as a shameful one, since ‘Estonia was given away without one shot 

fired’ – a fight for freedom, even if destined to fail, was the only honourable path to take. 

Soviet repressions, deportations and forced labour camps added a powerful layer of 

victimisation to the identity discourse, along with embellished Manichean mis-memories of 

the victim–perpetrator dichotomy, but the debate of the impossibility of lending the 

insufferable past a meaning to which people could collectively relate, never gained ground. 

Estonian monumental language has demonstrated an equally enduring character throughout 

the ruptures206, and has, if anything, become more closed and obsessed with freezing an image 

of the past rather than exploring or rethinking its historical complexity (e.g. the debate and 

erection of Victory Column on Tallinn’s main square in 2009). Monumental form does not 

take precedence over context in determining the memorial’s social presence, but the very 

inexistence of abstract reflective monumental thinking in a memory culture in general, serves 

as a broader indicator of the patterns of relating to the past.  

 

Border 
 

The border-quality of the Estonian memory ‘type’ is best observed in the combination of all 

three 20th century ruptures, viewed as successive yet entangled. Border represents both 

physical and ideational reality, with the actual land boundary between the East and the West 

imagined as a near paradigmatic fault, giving rise to a sense of ‘border-guard’ pride on the 

one hand, and cultural and political liminality on the other. Estonia is an example of European 

borderland memory that comes to life as a combination of cultural conceptualisation, and 

historical experience in the ‘bloodlands’. 

                                                
203 The figure refers to those killed in action. 1932, Postimees, 03.01. 
204 1932, Postimees, 03.01. 
205 1932, Postimees, 03.01. 
206 The monumental production of interwar Estonia retained a guiding ‘umbilical cord’ with the canons of 
Czarist Russian art, and the second independence reproduced the visual ideals of the first.  
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In geographical thinking, Estonia was placed on an intersection between the ‘major parts of 

Europe’, where Eastern Europe meets Western Europe and North Europe borders on Central 

Europe.207 However, its regional identity was that of Western Europe, standing not just for 

ideological endorsement and modernising aspirations, but also for the nation’s cultural 

distance from what was considered the antipode of the West – the Slavic or Russian Orthodox 

civilization. Interwar texts construct the Estonian borderland position as the nation’s greatest 

threat, placing the country ‘at the mercy’ of stronger political currents. The precarious 

location, however, presents the nation with its particular ‘historical mission’ – keeping the 

Eastern and Western cultures apart. Even though the 13th century witnessed the nation’s 

defeat, this task was upheld – the east and the west remained separate, granting the latter its 

unique cultural climate for development. Similarly, the Estonian War of Independence is seen 

to have kept the West safe from the perils of Bolshevism and thus to have written the nation 

into the European family. Victory Day (June 24, observed since 1934 in honour of the battle 

against Landeswehr in 1919) was popularised as both an updated and historicised version of 

the ancient midsummer bonfire night, and a celebration of the safeguarding of old Western 

cultural traditions.208 At the same time, the borderline location invoked associations with 

insignificance and self-doubt as to whether or not the nation is worthy of a European 

belonging.209  

 

The memory of the border nation acquires a particular resonance in the subsequent ruptures of 

the 20th century, as World War II and the dissolution of the Soviet Union cast their retroactive 

impressions on the encounters between the German and the Russian sphere, and between 

Nazism and the Soviet power. While Western Europeans have attempted to form a common 

European identity by drawing a line under World War II, this initiative has met with 

mnemonic militancy on the part of the East, whose collective recall has inspired comparisons 

between Nazi and Stalinist crimes, contesting the singularity of the very pillar of ‘European 

memory’ – the Holocaust. What is seen to carry a universalistic message in the West, is 

ultimately linked to just the Jewish minority in the East, and occluded by national victimhood. 

Estonia, in this regard, constitutes a particularly interesting case, for it poses a challenge even 

                                                
207 J. G. Grano, Eesti. Maa. Rahvas. Kultuur  (Tartu 1926). 
208 1937, Politseileht (Police Gazette), no. 12. 
209 Helen Rits, "Rahvusliku identiteedi konstrueerimine Eesti päevalehtedes 1920. aastatel [The Construction of 
National Identity in Estonian Daily Newspapers in the 1920s]" (Tartu University, 2011). 
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to the generally accepted understanding of how the Holocaust was carried out in Eastern 

Europe: the country was spared the Nazi atrocities and public humiliation that occurred in 

other East European countries, even in neighbouring Latvia and Lithuania (e.g. no anti-Jewish 

ghettos, no death squads managed by natives). Particularly in the post-Soviet context, Estonia 

represents a rather extreme case of Eastern-type historical consciousness, whose defining 

features conflict with those of both Russia and Western Europe, and thus contrast the nation’s 

desire to ‘return to Europe’ with its insistence on a ‘right to memory’.210 The Independence 

War memorials offer insights into the provenance of this mnemonic border. The German 

occupation during World War II was described through a vigorous liberation rhetoric after the 

first year of Soviet occupation, and numerous monuments were restored, as the new power 

contrasted itself to the previous invasion, and Russians began to occupy the place of the 

Estonian ‘national enemy’.211 The use of the liberation vocabulary continues in the writings 

of the expatriate community during the second Soviet occupation, and strongly reappears in 

the course of the third rupture to contradict the Soviet liberation myth. The life and hardships 

of the memorials are likened to those of the Estonian republic, alluding to the German period 

in restorationist terms. The Estonian memory illustrates the post-Cold War (or, more acutely, 

the post-EU Eastern enlargement) rifts between old and ‘new’ European countries – the latter 

seeking official recognition of Soviet crimes at EU level while the former hesitate. The 

discord fits into the broader ambivalence of Europe's social change, which manifests both an 

emphasis on unique culture within national narratives and a celebration of the virtues of 

common humanity.212    

 

The ‘new’, East European memory along with its monumental expressions contradicts the 

European mainstream, but resents its liminality and pursues recognition. The statements of 

Estonian elites and the initiatives of memory agents present a curious combination of aspiring 

towards European belonging and resisting the mnemo-political authority of the West. Similar 

contradictions can be detected in the cases of the other Baltic States and Poland. The nations 

insist on their special situation in reference to World War II, and challenge the role assumed 

by the West to act as a model for the whole of Europe. The Estonian ‘war of monuments’ 

featuring the recurring erection of a monument to the ‘freedom fighters’ bearing Nazi 

                                                
210 Mälksoo, The Politics of Becoming European: A Study of Polish and Baltic Post-Cold War Security 
Imaginaries  (London: Routledge, 2010). 
211 Mertelsmann, Everyday life in Stalinist Estonia  (Frankfurt2012). 
212 Siobhan Kattago, Memory and Representation in Contemporary Europe  (Tallinn 2012), 27-47. 
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insignia, the loud removal of the Soviet war memorial in downtown Tallinn, and the polemic 

counter-initiative of the Estonian Victory Column are all representative of Eastern Europe’s 

ideological decolonisation after becoming part of institutionalised Europe via EU accession. 

Western Europe’s objectification of the East as ‘Europe but not quite Europe’213 in a perpetual 

state of becoming, learning and catching up, has produced an enduring sense of ‘liminal 

Europeanness’ in the latter. Europe’s practice of stressing its common heritage of reason and 

humanity against the background of the Holocaust whose formerly unseen atrocities the 

Soviet power helped put an end to, along with the post-Cold War discourse on East Europe’s 

role as ‘students’ of democracy, invoked struggles on the part of the Baltic States and Poland 

for gaining recognition of their European ‘subjectivity’ in the mnemo-political realm.214  

    

Conclusion 
 

The Estonian monumental landscape can be analysed as part of a small nation memory that is 

defined by its borderland location and Baltic Sea access, both of which contribute to its sense 

of security or jeopardy. The seashore represents an open border and an embodiment of 

freedom, allowing for the shifting of the nation's geography and the compressing of distances. 

While the experiences with empires caused the recognition of ‘enemy’ in both Germany and 

Russia, the sense of threat and fear for survival was more complex, magnified by the 

occasional domestic lack of nationalist fervour and confidence in local leadership skills, 

criticised by the public message makers as servility and slave-mindedness. The mnemonically 

constitutive geographical position drove the nation to seek partnerships and strength in small 

nations’ unity, and imagine its independence goals as national self-determination rather than 

total and absolute sovereignty, as it was, for example, willing to forfeit economic self-rule and 

endorse the idea of limited sovereignty, as long as it provided cultural and political distance 

from the power configurations of the past. The monuments to the War of Independence 

needed to respect such small nation mentality and, at the same time, convince the nation of its 

historical past and future viability. Given the endangered character of the culture and the 

political unit, provided by both the smallness and the precarious location, freedom was seen 

as something that constantly needed to be defended, and death in the name of fatherland (or 

                                                
213 Mälksoo, The Politics of Becoming European: A Study of Polish and Baltic Post-Cold War Security 
Imaginaries  (London: Routledge, 2010). 
214 Ibid. 
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even just the honour of fatherland) was never meaningless. The national discourse did not 

internalise the universalistic message relating to mass killing in Europe’s post-war 

commemorations, but continued to construe death in battle as sorrowful and honourable. The 

memory constructed and represented in Estonian monuments is best viewed as representative 

of the East Baltic small nation subgroup comprising Estonia and Latvia, or, in the broader 

context of the 20th century upheavals, as part of the European ‘bloodlands’.            
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Chapter III 

‘Foreign’ memoryscapes 
 

In order to trace the meanings and understandings that a socio-historical ‘rupture’ severs, 

transforms, or builds upon, it is essential to map what went before, and how the national 

public positions itself in reference to the previous social order. It is thus important to 

articulate the pre-rupture meaning and significance of monuments and commemorative 

statuary as such, and examine the prior attitudes and experience in interacting with spaces that 

anticipate acquaintance with certain codes of public visual literacy. This can be approached 

through interwar debates over what to do with ‘foreign heritage’ and previously erected 

symbols of power. The dynamic that appears in press debates is far less clear cut, and more 

dialogically constitutive than what the post-Soviet rendition might inspire one to expect. In 

addition to providing insights into the collective consciousness’ relationship to ‘others’ and 

‘others in self’ (e.g. minority groups, or own problematic pasts), a look at previous 

experiences with memoryscapes and monumentalisation reveals the significance (and 

potential semantic capital) of monumental public art, and provides a starting point for future 

cross-rupture comparisons (including, for example, how the Soviet legislature altered the field 

of meaning for monuments as such).  

 

The statue of Peter the Great and the memory of Czarist Russia 
 

A statue to czar Peter I had been erected on Tallinn’s central square in 1910 to celebrate the 

200th anniversary of the city’s incorporation into the empire, and the end of the Swedish rule 

in the Great Northern War. With the coming of the monument, the former hay market square 

was renamed Peter Square (Peterplatz, Петровская площадь). In 1908, a competition had 

been held for the design of the monument with two Estonian sculptors taking part (A. 

Adamson and A. Weizenberg). Czar Nicolas II, unhappy with the design selection provided 

by the contestants, chose to have the monument devised and modelled by the prolific Peter the 

Great renderer L. Bernstamm in France.215 The monument came to feature a monolithic 

granite block, about three metres in height, and a further 5-meter statue of the czar atop. The 

                                                
215 Peeter Suure ausamba lugu, Tallinn City Museum, [http://linnamuuseum.ee/peetrimaja/huvitavat/peeter-
suure-ausamba-lugu/], accessed August 9, 2012. 
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standing czar’s decisive glance was directed north (toward the old town and centre of the 

city); he had a monocular in one hand, and the act of Tallinn’s capitulation in the other. 

 

After Estonia declared independence and while the War was still in progress, public 

comments began to appear against the statue’s symbolic domination over the city, at first in 

light fiction format as part of feuilletons,216 followed by emotional accusations towards the 

Russian ‘plundering czar’ by public figures.217 One of the first published pieces against the 

monument was a feuilleton describing a dream that the author had had about the fate of Peter 

the Great. Setting the stage for the debate to follow, the story combines the memory of the 

golden Swedish era, the hardship inflicted by the Russian conquest, and the self-doubt and 

insecurity of the new small nation. (At the end of the dream as the statue, the ‘horrific symbol 

of the past pain’ lies on the carriage, ready to be taken away, it says: ‘My dear Estonians. So it 

is that my Fatherland no longer manages to stand on its own feet. But how are you going to 

make do without Her?’)218     

 

Studies of the Estonian public sphere in the first independent decade generally detect a low, if 

at all noticeable, hostility towards associations with Czarist Russia. The language of former 

hardship and Russification pressure is not nearly as emotional and menacing as the discursive 

relationship to the new, Red Russia. The first encounters with the Bolsheviks prior to and 

immediately after the declaring of independence had provided material for constructing a 

public image of this new political configuration as an unquestionably brutal and destructive 

force,219 enhanced further by the attempted bolshevist coup in 1924. In the social reality of the 

young republic, there was no heated ‘othering’ of the Russian minority as a czarist legacy. 

There was prejudice against Germans, but a much more neutral attitude towards the 

Russians,220 who did not become the ‘national enemy’ until the 1940s-1950s.221 The majority 

                                                
216 E.g. 1919, Postimees, 10.07. 
217 E.g. a short address by the Commander of the Estonian Marines in the War of Independence, Johan Pitka in 
1920, Paevaleht, 04.03. 
218 1919, Postimees, 10.07. 
219 The results of the LCA analysis in Rits, "Rahvusliku identiteedi konstrueerimine Eesti päevalehtedes 1920. 
aastatel [The Construction of National Identity in Estonian Daily Newspapers in the 1920s]" (Tartu University, 
2011).  
220 Kalervo Hovi, Kuld Lõwi ja Kultase ajal  (Tallinn 2003). This was related to the fact that social conflict ran 
along ethnic lines – the Baltic Germans historically formed the higher class and this enemy-image thus combined 
class and ethnicity-based animosity. The Russians in Estonia were mainly workers or peasants, and as such, they 
were even occasionally looked down on by the titular population. The new small Russian elite that appeared in 
Estonia after siding with the Whites in the civil war were feared and respected, as not everybody believed in the 
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of the Estonian national elite had received their education in Russian universities,222 and the 

newly established republic demonstrated considerable continuity with pre-war times in the 

political, social, and economic spheres – even more so than the bolshevist Russia proper.223  

 

The debate about Peter’s monument, however, reveals a set of additional antagonisms, which 

proved their potential for high popular relevance and public mobilisation. The dialogue 

attests, once again, to the contradictory nature of monuments – their physical presence and the 

spatial appropriation it performs instigate confrontation in a way that mnemonic constructs 

unbound by fixed physicality could not. In a way, it is their seeming durability, and the 

perceivedly passive-aggressive permanence of their message that renders them alive and 

involved. Their physical presence supports the genesis of a polarising discourse, in the frame 

of which the monument demands a response from everyone, pitting one opinion against the 

other in the Manichean spirit of essential oppositions. 

 

A broader debate around Peter’s monument began to unfold in the spring of 1920 after two 

Independence Day (February 24) parades had taken place on the square around the statue. The 

opinions of politicians, artists, writers, journalists, and others appeared on the pages (or even 

front pages) of the various daily newspapers of Tallinn, either calling attention to the 

inappropriateness of the hurtful monument’s continued presence, or defending its preservation 

as a display of magnanimous spirit and reverence for history. The statue’s opponents merged 

their claims with other available questions to be publicly decided, such as the fate of Russian 

orthodox churches and Russian words in spoken language, thus expanding the debate to 

include and even demand taking a stance about all things Russian.  

 

The young republic inherited its historical thinking from the time of National Awakening and 

the triple model of light, darkness and dawn elaborated by Fichte-influenced C. R. Jakobson. 

According to the three-fold division of historical time that was meant to consolidate national 

identification, the period of ancient freedom (up to the 13th century Danish-German conquest) 

and the subsequent struggle against foreign domination were the epitome of the Estonian 

                                                                                                                                                   
Estonian state’s potential for survival, and foresaw the restoration of the Russian Empire. Mertelsmann, 
Everyday life in Stalinist Estonia  (Frankfurt2012), 57. 
221 See chapter “How the Russians turned into the image of the “national enemy” of the Estonians” in 
Mertelsmann, Everyday life in Stalinist Estonia  (Frankfurt2012), 53-66.   
222 Raimo Pullat, Lootuste linn: Peterburi ja eesti haritlaskonna kujunemine kuni 1917  (Tallinn 2004). 
223 Mertelsmann, Everyday life in Stalinist Estonia  (Frankfurt2012), 57. 
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historical path, and thus dictated the worthy angle of any past-related investigative endeavour. 

For independent Estonia, however, the 700 years of slavery were not a homogenous dark 

whole, but inspired further periodization based on different shades. The Swedish rule in 

particular merited historiographical attention as a prosperous period, and the Swedish 

authorities were described in benevolent light for their role in the development of the Estonian 

culture and society.224 The opponents of the Peter the Great monument derived considerable 

rhetorical clout from contrasting this image of the ‘good old Swedish time’ with the rigours of 

serfdom that were to follow, thus demonising this monarch in particular for putting an end to 

what the articles term the First National Awakening and the ‘dawn of freedom’.225 The czar is 

described to have created a window to Europe, while pushing the Estonians ‘away from that 

window and into the dark basement’. 

  

As an antithesis to the ‘liberating’, ‘beloved and cultured governance’ of the Swedes, the 

czarist era is portrayed in increasingly gruesome terms, with some articles resorting to 

excruciating detail as they describe the various monstrosities that left the land covered in 

‘streams of blood’. As the debate progresses and the opposition between the two sides 

sharpens, the wording and imagery become stronger and more emotional. Peter’s person falls 

under attack as readers are reminded of his own frightful misdemeanours.226 He is labelled the 

‘rapist of Estonia’227 and the ‘murderer and destroyer of our land’228. Such calls for the 

dismantlement of the monument also point to the poor artistic value of the work – it is deemed 

a large scale rendition of small plastics, better suited among museum items than 

complementing a cityscape. Looking back on the opening ceremony of the monument on 

September 29 (o.s.) 1910, the articles recall the reluctance and outrage of the assembled 

public, ‘forced’ to witness the unveiling of a ‘foreign’ statue. 

 

                                                
224 E.g. Villem Reiman, Eesti ajalugu  (1920) (“Estonian History” – the first comprehensive attempt at critically 
describing the past and its legacy).  
225 1920, Tallinna Teataja 18.05. The Swedish era is repeatedly described through words denoting imminent 
liberation, the freedom that was about to arrive, (already on the ‘horizon’, about to ‘dawn’) had it not been for 
the Russian conquest in the Great Northern War, in celebration of which the monument had been erected.  
226 For example, one of the articles from May 1920 recounts the discovery of two human heads preserved in 
spirit bottles in the cellar of the Russian Academy of Science, some 60 years after Peter’s death. The heads are 
known to have been those of Peter’s mistress Mary Hamilton, and William Mons, the suspected lover of 
Catherine I. 1922, Tallinna Teataja, 18.05. 
227 1920, Paevaleht, 04.03.   
228 1922, Tarapita,  no. 4, 123. 
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The proponents of the monument emphasized both ideational and practical aspects of the 

situation. Politician and literary critic Anton Jürgenstein, representative of the centre-right 

Estonian People’s Party (the political opponent of the social democratic Labour Party that 

held the majority of seats in the Tallinn city government whose administrative domain the 

monument issue belonged to) publishes a piece against ‘nationalistic intolerance’, invoking 

piety towards history and the czarist legacy.229 He points to the unfeasible expenditure that the 

removal would entail for the city, and mentions the more pressing concerns of everyday 

existence that deserve investments instead. At the same time, he stresses the importance of 

acknowledging the past’s continued participation in present developments, and underscores 

that it is the legacy of this ‘great man’ that the nation is now in charge of. Responding to the 

attacks on Peter’s person, the proponents invoke his cultured, ‘respectful’ choice to not 

resettle the conquered nations, and construct his time as ‘raw’ and ‘brutal’ instead.230 This 

history is said to form part of the nation’s present, and the monument is presented as a carrier 

of both the pride of having acquired independent rule over such worldly heritage, and 

admonition to always be vigilant about powerful neighbours’ advances, coming from the east 

or the west. An alternative claim in the monument’s defence, bound to be impotent and 

marginal, was that every educated nation aspiring to be ‘truly great and honest’ should respect 

its enemies.   

 

The opinionated articles on both sides reveal certain episodic information about the 

monument’s fate. Before the Independence Day parade on February 24, 1920, a group of 

soldiers, acting on their own initiative, placed a cloth over the statue’s head to avoid having to 

‘honour’ the czar in the parade. In the respective debates, the incident was either applauded or 

condemned as a dishonourable act against the administration and police forces. In June, the 

city’s construction commission discussed the matter and sent their suggestion to the city 

government to remove the monument and rename the square. The city government, 

comprising different political forces and opinions, chose to postpone the decision until a 

suitable replacement for Peter had been proposed, after which the square would be named 

accordingly, i.e. corresponding to the meaning of the new statue. It is also evident from the 

articles that the statue still attracted private wreath-layings and celebratory attention, as some 

                                                
229 1922, Postimees, 10.05. 
230 This is emphasised, for example, in the writings of August Weizenberg, an Estonian sculptor who had also 
taken part in the design competition for the monument. 1920, Tallinna Teataja, 01.06. Also, 1920, Postimees, 
10.05. 
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surprised observers describe the continued floral presence in the space.231 It did, to some, still 

invoke associations with celebrating political achievement, or power and access to it, 

transposed onto the new political configuration.232 There was even a marginal trend of seeing 

the statue as a depiction of Lembitu, an esteemed Estonian elder in the Ancient Battle for 

Freedom.233 This resonates with the concerns of the city administration over finding a suitable 

replacement for the statue before taking it down – the statue, while not mnemonically ideal, 

appeared as an acceptable interim solution, capable of providing people with a continued 

sense of belonging, of a common history and common goals.234 The capital’s prime 

mnemonic space could not be left unoccupied at a time when the national community was still 

articulating itself.  

 

However, in the beginning of 1922, the debate returned with new dynamism, as the daily 

Vaba maa (Free Land, affiliated with the Labour Party heading the city coalition) launched a 

campaign against the monument. The alleged impetus came from readers’ letters to the 

editorial staff, demanding the removal of Peter’s monument alongside Russian Orthodox 

chapels and the Alexander Nevsky Cathedral, Tallinn’s most visible religious edifice on 

Toompea hill accomplished in 1900. What followed bore astonishing resemblance to the 

Bronze Soldier imbroglio and eventual removal from downtown Tallinn in 2007. A group of 

citizens delivered a threat to the city government, stating their intention to take matters into 

their own hands, and dismantle the statue before Independence Day (February 24) that very 

year. The authorities reconfirmed their earlier decision to wait until an alternative plan for 

decorating the square emerges. As a compromise solution, however, they did agree to change 

the name of the area to ‘Liberty Square’ (Vabaduse plats).235 Nevertheless, during the night 

of February 23rd, a group of people attempted to topple the statue in the course of what 

appeared to be a thoroughly premeditated intervention. The police forces were there to stop 
                                                
231 E.g. the travelogue written by someone from outside the capital, visiting the square in the summer of 1921. 
1921, Postimees, 01.07.  
232 E.g. 1921, Tarapita, no. 4. (The article itself is strongly anti-Peter, and describes such tendencies in negative 
light.)  
233 On the pages of a literary magazine Tarapita, an artist and writer Aleksander Tassa describes a situation 
where local Tallinners would explain the statue to foreign visitors as a rendition of Lembitu. 1922, Tarapita, no. 
4. 
234 Potential for mnemonic appropriation was also manifested in the discursive relegation of what the statue 
symbolises to the realm of ‘mere history’ as opposed to the communicative memory and thus the sphere of 
relevance for the existing generations. E.g. 1920, Vaba Maa, 01.03. 
235 During a special session held at 6.20 p.m. on February 22 (1922) the city council voted against the immediate 
removal of the monument, and disapproved the proposed initiatives to cover the statue with a blue-black-and-
white or red cloth for the duration of the celebrations. The motion to change the name of the square is approved 
without debate. A detailed overview of the session is printed in 1922, Tallinna Teataja, 23.02. 
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them. After the city leadership had demonstrated their continual indecision in coping with the 

conflict, the central government took over – the Ministry of the Interior issued a command for 

the monument’s displacement, which came to be executed between April 28 and 30. The 

works were conducted at night, so as to avoid spectators and allow for the daily traffic to 

proceed uninterrupted. The statue was taken to the outskirts of town, where it lay for a while, 

in close vicinity to the Kadriorg Palace that had been built by Peter the Great and now housed 

the State Elder’s residence. In 1925 the figure was dismembered, some of it was melted and 

cast into new monuments, some of it was declared to have been used to coin money. The bust 

was preserved and later (1935) displayed near the palace. The heavy granite base stood on 

Liberty Square for another year following the monument’s removal, and was then demolished 

and taken away.   

 

These events and a similarly polarising political-emotional discourse were to be replicated in 

the Bronze Soldier saga of 2007.236 Even the timing of the episodes’ unfolding bore 

similarities. The European political community had recently acknowledged Estonia's 

membership, thus completing its formal phase of becoming European.237 The context had thus 

become more enabling for independent “memory work” and an unconstrained moulding of 

the national self. The press debate became increasingly loud and overbearing. A respected 

novelist M. Metsanurk expressed his annoyance with the state of affairs on the pages of 

Tallinna Teataja (The Tallinn Gazette), practically inciting public vandalism and jokingly 

advising entrepreneurs to steal the statue in the interest of obtaining the recyclable metal. The 

campaigning newspaper Vaba maa (Free Land) revealed that in addition to the readers’ 

letters, the editorial board was receiving donations to have the monument dismantled. Due to 

growing public disorder surrounding the site (ink bottles were thrown at the statue as the 

Orthodox chapels elsewhere in town were desecrated with paint), the monument went into 

police custody. The press debate becomes increasingly politicised as the rightist Tallinna 

Teataja accuses Labour Party’s Vaba Maa of organising the nightly vandalisms it later writes 

about, and of criticizing the police.238 Two different approaches to patriotism clash: one that 

                                                
236 This refers to the conflict over a Red Army memorial unveiled in 1947, and removed overnight by the 
government to the backdrop of rioting, and interethnic intolerance. The monument was later reopened at the 
Garrison Cemetery on the outskirts of Tallinn.   
237 In 1921, the Western European countries recognised Estonian independence de jure, and in September, 
Estonia became a member of the League of Nations.  
238 At the same time, the former editor-in-chief of the Tallinna Teataja (The Tallinn Gazette), K. Eenpalu, is 
considered to be the very founder of the Estonian police force. 
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values the struggle against any ‘threatening’ symbol of a different political ideal as indicative 

of true Estonianness, and one that thinks of national loyalty in terms of supporting the new 

regime along with its choices of governance and structures of law enforcement.239 The 

rebellious acts against public order and the ‘hysterical’ refusal of some young scouts divisions 

to march in the Independence Day parade under the ‘statue of shame’240 further polarised 

media opinions.   

 

The monument discourse and the implications of the Peter debate 
 

As the debate unfolded, both lines of argumentation developed and changed in response to 

each other. It thus seems best to avoid the analytic pit of competitive memory – the logic of 

scarcity it stands on and the zero-sum pattern it proposes – for the benefit of a 

multidirectional, dialogical approach, which sees the discursive threads of mnemonic 

production as interactive and responsive, changing each other and producing new ‘paths’ of 

association for the public images discussed. The diverse semiotic baggage of the term 

‘dialogue’ is perhaps dominated by its associations with virtuousness in today’s democratic 

political culture,241 but invoked in the service of memory discourse, it does not strive to carry 

evaluative connotations, referring rather to the processual, interrelated and mutually 

constructive nature of mnemonic narratives. 

 

The debate around Peter the Great demonstrated such dialogue between the two 

argumentative sides, which at first derived their power from opposing each other, growing 

stronger and more radical in their language. As the statue’s proponents wrote the memory it 

invoked into Estonian history (‘It is our history, even if it is a sad history’),242 the opponents 

stressed the ‘foreignness’ and ‘imposed’ nature243 of such memory, and the misnomer 

                                                
239 The latter type is sharply contrasted with the condemnable ‘nationalistic brutality’, ‘cheap patriotism’ and 
‘nationalistic unruliness’ of the vandalisms. 1922, Paevaleht, 28.02. 
240 1922, Tallinna Teataja, 14.03. 
241 Mälksoo, The Politics of Becoming European: A Study of Polish and Baltic Post-Cold War Security 
Imaginaries  (London: Routledge, 2010). 
242 Emphasis added. The full quote goes: ‘If we want to destroy all markers that remind us of the injustice and 
violence inflicted upon the Estonian people throughout history, we would have to destroy all older buildings and 
decorations which are all the fruit of slavedom. This is our history, even if it is a sad history. With the same piety 
must we commemorate our forefathers’ sadness and joys.’ 1920, Vaba Maa, 01.03.  
243 Similarly, the construction and unveiling of the monument are depicted as forced and humiliating, with the 
assembled audience ‘grinding their teeth’ in anger. 1920, Tallinna Teataja, 16.02.; 1922, Paevaleht, 22.02. 
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attributed to the ‘conceited-disdainful’244 figure – for Estonians, Peter was not, by far, 

‘Great’.245 The advocates of the monument recount architectural destruction and the renaming 

of places as unfortunate occurrences associated with turbulent times and aggressive regimes: 

‘our country’s current master – democracy – should not have need for vandalism’.246 The 

challengers then respond by claiming that the misguided Russophilia that manifests itself in 

the monument debate hinders the Estonian pursuit of cultural proximity to the democratic 

West. Some writings even resort to denouncing the value of Russian culture or scientific 

endeavours: ‘the phenomena, on which we base our evaluation of Russia, are not really 

Russia, but only her façade.’247 

 

As the debate develops, the significance of place becomes central. The inappropriateness of 

the statue is increasingly associated with where it is located, and the rituality of that space. 

The most visited square and the venue of national celebrations,248 complete with the 

monumental rendition of the ‘idea of threat’,249 is ‘hurtful’ to anyone’s ‘feelings of 

fatherland’,250 especially to those of the War heroes. The monument is likened to that of the 

devil on the congregation site of the clergymen. The desired scenario for the monument’s fate 

thus moves away from the image of destruction and towards that of dislodging, followed by 

the monument’s potential exposition at a different, more suitable location or a museum. Even 

though the opponents’ stance becomes less compromising as to the urgency and significance 

of the removal, the focus on place serves to create common ground between the debating 

parties – something that the renaming of the square additionally contributed to. Even the pro-

Peter articles condemning the displays of ‘nationalist hysteria’251 and ‘cheap patriotism’252 

come to regard the eventual displacement of the monument as ‘obvious’.253 Tallinna Teataja 

                                                
244 1921, Tallinna Teataja, 28.07. 
245 This is a very popular assertion in the opponents’ writings, occurring in most newspapers. E.g. 1920, Vaba 
Maa, 09.04. 
246 1920, Vaba Maa, 01.03. 
247 An article entitled ‘Let us free ourselves from Russian influence!’ (Lahti Vene mõju alt!) by a classical 
philologist and Tartu University professor P. Bauman in 1922, Postimees, 28.02.  
248 The Estonian word for holiday or celebration (püha) has retained a stronger semantic tie and a more 
immediate association to its etymological roots than its English language counterpart (holiday as deriving from 
holy day). The Estonian noun püha has the exact same spelling and sound as the adjective denoting both ‘holy’ 
and ‘sacred’ (püha). This adds to the strength of claims about the national significance (and holiness) of such 
celebratory space. ‘This is where we celebrate our national holidays (pühasid – plural) and in the same place 
there stands on granite the enslaver of our land.’ 1920, Vaba Maa, 09.04. 
249 1922, Paevaleht, 22.02. 
250 1922, Postimees, 28.02. 
251 1922, Tallinna Teataja, 14.03. 
252 1922, Paevaleht, 28.02. 
253 1922, Tallinna Teataja, 14.03. 
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writes: ‘Peter’s monument needs to be moved from its present location. […] It is entirely self-

evident that one of our own monuments must, sooner or later, stand to decorate Peter’s 

Square. So entirely self-evident, that we need not lose our calm over this.’254 After the name 

change, and the turbulent public happenings, most supporters of the monument thus agree, if 

only for reasons rooted in conflict theory and in hopes of removing the cause of violent 

hassle, to the displacement of the statue to a less contradictory space, while still discarding the 

museum option as petty.  

 

The debate itself came to be conceived of as one last battle before the onset of ‘permanent 

peace.’255 Even in the early stages of the dispute, some proponents of the statue and adherents 

to the ‘historical piety’ reasoning (such as the senior sculptor A. Weizenberg), changed their 

rhetoric to include the image of the ‘angel of peace’ that will eventually crown the square as 

the last and permanent ‘victor’256 (referring to the planned independence monument). The 

lasting nature of the achieved independence was something that both debating sides 

envisioned and adhered to. The dominant nation building model in the broader press discourse 

of the time was the future-oriented political identity,257 and the future, in a way, brought the 

different opinions closer to each other in this monument dispute. References to the statue as 

‘standing there as if waiting for the more advantageous times to return,’258 and recallings of 

its erection as an act ‘believed to secure Russian dominance for good,’259 struck a chord with 

the monument’s defenders, for the durability of political independence was the general 

assumption (as well as taboo) of the discourse, colliding with the perceived durability of the 

monumental form represented in the statue. The future-oriented outlook and the hopes of 

lasting independence marked the main ingredient as well as the border and outside of the 

monument discourse. The subtle undercurrents of self-persuasion and self-doubt as to whether 

or not Estonia can last as an independent state do not develop into explicit articulations of fear 

for survival, settling instead in the space of silence and taboo. The unarticulated idea of ever 

being part of the Russian empire again becomes the threatening ‘outside’ that keeps the 

discourse in place. 

                                                
254 1922, Tallinna Teataja, 14.03. The old name Peter’s Square is used throughout the article. 
255 1920, Vaba Maa, 18.07. 
256 1920, Vaba Maa, 18.07. 
257 The LCA results in Rits, "Rahvusliku identiteedi konstrueerimine Eesti päevalehtedes 1920. aastatel [The 
Construction of National Identity in Estonian Daily Newspapers in the 1920s]" (Tartu University, 2011). 
258 1921, Tallinna Teataja, 28.07. 
259 1922, Paevaleht, 22.02. 
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The small nation’s concern over whether or not it fits into Europe or is worthy of being 

included in the family of established cultural nations is more expressly present in the 

newspaper debates. Simultaneously, and with even greater zeal, the published pieces seek to 

prove that, despite its small size and young age, the country is taken seriously and viewed as 

equal by its partners in the European community.260 On the one hand, the discourse is 

characterised by insecurity and inferiority arising from the ‘lack of a long tradition of national 

sentiment,’261 exerting self-inflicted pressure to constantly prove the nation’s viability to the 

world. On the other hand, there is a sense of self-congratulatory pride in having risen above 

the mighty oppressors and declared independence, feeding feelings of superiority and a desire 

to ‘educate’ the European countries about the realities of the Estonian difficult road to 

independence. This contradiction results in a curious combination of resistance and pursued 

recognition vis-à-vis Europe. 

 

Europe262 constituted an important factor in Estonia's mnemonic self-construction. Toomas 

Karjahärm observes the salience of narrating the nation into Europe, but also the relative 

confusion over how Estonian myths should be synchronised with the image of the nation’s 

participation in Europe – discourse analysis reveals the perceived need for clarifying local 

imagination before attempting to convince Europe.263 Images of the nation’s Europe-

connection range from that of the ‘oldest cultural nation in Europe’ to a ‘rural nation whose 

arrival in Europe was delayed’.264 West Europe’s perception of Estonia is a pressing public 

concern in the 1920s with overviews of what Western press writes about the country, or how 

Baltic Germans shape the nation’s international image, appearing on front pages. In the 

monument debate, both sides express concern over what the Western public will think of the 

situation – they either worry about Europe not approving that ‘in a democratic state stands 

victoriously the one that trod on its rights,’265 or that, given the czar’s positive reputation,266 

the removal might be interpreted as a disrespectful act of nationalistic discretion.267 

                                                
260 Rits, "Rahvusliku identiteedi konstrueerimine Eesti päevalehtedes 1920. aastatel [The Construction of 
National Identity in Estonian Daily Newspapers in the 1920s]" (Tartu University, 2011), 76. 
261 1922, Tarapita, no. 4. 
262 Mostly the West appears in the articles as a generalized ‘Europe’. In case of more concrete examples or 
comparisons, Paris and Berlin are among the most frequent references.  
263 Karjahärm, "Eesti intellektuaalide Euroopa identiteet 20. saj. esimesel poolel.," Acta Historica Tallinnensia, 
no. 5 (2001). 
264 M. Kivimäe, quoted in ibid., 51. 
265 1922, Tarapita, no. 4. 
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The debate reveals some general characteristics about the meaning and significance of 

monuments as such, prior to the appearance of the first properly national commemorative 

statuary. The most conspicuous aspect regarding the function and career of a monument is 

that it is not considered a work of art: ‘A monument is a memorial, a symbol, a gesture of 

gratitude; […] a monumental expression of duty. […] The artistic side is of secondary 

importance.’268 The art-character of the work is not invoked by the advocates of the statue, 

and the opponents assert that a necessary prerequisite for the creation of artistic value is 

‘sovereign artistry’.269 The monument is seen as representative of a certain kind of history, 

and of how the new societal configuration positions itself in reference to this history, but it is 

not regarded as historical; its placement in a museum setting is considered dishonourable, and 

in the vicinity of the Kadriorg Palace – inaccurate, as the Palace, though suitably connected to 

Peter I and his rule in Estonia, is an historical complex, the authentic integrity of which 

should not be compromised. The meaning of the monument as conveyed in the press 

discourse also depends on a subtle linguistic variation – the Estonian language of the day uses 

two different words for ‘monument’, each of which habitually (and thus almost unnoticeably) 

specifying its function: ausammas (honorary monument, monument erected in the ‘honour’ of 

something) and mälestussammas (memorial monument, monument erected in the ‘memory’ 

of something). In common parlance and in neutral press language, the two terms are used 

interchangeably, as if their meanings were expected to coincide. However, in the polarising 

debate around Peter I, the term “honorary monument” became a tool for inciting anger and 

patriotism in the reader (since it would be unacceptable to “honour” such a figure in the centre 

of town), whereas ‘memorial monument’ was employed as a reconciliatory title for a statue 

whose presence does not imply national self-negation through explicit tribute paid to the czar. 

The differentiation between these designations, and the fervour of the opposing sides in 

general, signals a phenomenon that can be conceptualised as mnemonic abjection.270  

                                                                                                                                                   
266 “Peter the Great’s historical figure is known as one of the biggest admirers of Old Europe’s education, one 
whose goals reach beyond centuries. This makes it clear enough what we should think of this monarch”. 1922, 
Tallinna Teataja, 08.02. 
267 Tallinna Teataja writes: “We are not alone in Europe. Why have the agents of the monument’s removal never 
posed the question if this could be used against us in the international community.” 1922, Tallinna Teataja, 
08.02.  
268 1920, Vaba Maa, 09.04. 
269 1922, Paevaleht, 22.02. 
270 This notion draws on J. Kristeva (2006) and M. Mälksoo (2010). Julia Kristeva, Jälestuse joud. Essee 
abjektsioonist  (Tallinn 2006). Mälksoo, The Politics of Becoming European: A Study of Polish and Baltic Post-
Cold War Security Imaginaries  (London: Routledge, 2010). 
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An abject, placed in mnemohistorical context, is a part of the nation’s past that is inescapably 

interwoven with its selfhood, and somehow tantalising for that, but otherwise disturbing and 

even despicable as it hinders the nation’s functioning and development.271 An abjection, like 

all of memory, is actualised in the circumstances of the present, but it incorporates both the 

past that is being remembered, and this memory’s path and conditions of arrival in the current 

moment. An abject, however unwelcome, is embedded in the nation’s history and self-

perception, and thus carries considerable potential for passionate collective mobilisation and 

political instrumentalisation. Its outright denial and elimination are complicated, since the 

blend of allure and repulsion often amplifies public responses to the point of severely 

polarising and melodramatic rhetoric, one that is bound to develop an equally enthusiastic 

counter-argument. Rather than the dichotomous self/other nexus, the abject belongs in the 

domain of ‘liminar’ identity formation where the self and the other ambiguously overlap.272 

The eventual decisive placement of the abject outside of the nation’s accepted symbolic order 

can serve as a ritual clarification of the borders between selfhood and the other.  

 

It occasionally seems that the abject (which in the Estonian case is, for example, the Baltic 

German minority, the czarist past, the Soviet era) and its material manifestations carry more 

weight and urgency in debating a small nation’s selfhood than the essential parts of the 

positive articulation of the self and its memory. As such, the abjectified spaces and how they 

are dealt with deserve consideration in the treatment of titular commemorative statuary. The 

monument to Peter the Great can be regarded as a symbolic abject for the Estonian interwar 

self-conceptualisation, reflecting both its post-czarist predicament, and the history and 

heritage that are, ineluctably, its own. The debate includes suggestions to keep the monument 

intact as a ‘cautioner–rebuker’273 that reminds the nation of its weaknesses and alerts it 

against its enemies. Another frequent assertion in the defence of the monument is that such 

reminders of the sad past ‘deepen the joy from the national celebratory times’274 that have 

arrived. Calls for removing the statue include suggestions to replace it with a monument that 

                                                
271 The czarist memory and Russophilia as manifested in the Peter I debate is described as ‘detrimental to the 
development of our national characteristics.’ 1922, Postimees, 28.02.  
272 This bears affinity to the emphasis on examining ‘boundary markers’ in social anthropology. Iver B. 
Neumann, Uses of the Other. "The East" in European Identity Formation  (Minneapolis 1999), 4-7. 
273 1920, Postimees, 10.05. 
274 1920, Vaba Maa, 01.03. 
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would depict the suffering inflicted by this very czar.275 The appreciation of the self is thus 

intensified through the sweet-painful contrast to what it was (or what it was forced to be) 

before. 

 

A different aspect of the czarist past – less internalised and thus not abjective in the sense 

referred to above – is also present in the monument debate: the Orthodox Church and its 

buildings. The Russian Orthodox constructions, whose demolishing was planned, included the 

small chapels downtown, and the elaborate Nevsky Cathedral occupying the most 

conspicuous location in Tallinn, next to the parliament building on Toompea hill. The 

opponents of Peter’s monument initially put ‘all things Russian’ on a par in their arguments 

against such mnemonic heritage, but the Orthodox culture failed to attract defenders. All the 

articles examined for this paper, even the most zealous invocations of ‘historical piety’, agree 

to the removal of the religious markers from the cityscape. Whereas Peter I is placed within 

‘our history, however tragic’, the onion domes of the Nevsky Cathedral are described as 

‘violence against history itself’.276 The Orthodox monuments are believed to misrepresent the 

history and essence of the nation. No vehement debate ensues since this alien ‘other’ is not 

anchored in the nation’s selfhood – neither as a prominent signifier of past suffering, nor as a 

nodal point for former collective identification.277 

 

Another reason for the relatively unproblematic ‘alienation’ of the Orthodox heritage, and the 

‘abjectification’ of Peter I can be found in the social dynamics of interwar Estonia, and the 

depiction of the Baltic German elite as the primary adversary since the National Awakening. 

The Russian minority in Estonia was small in numbers and economically insignificant (except 

for the new small White elite), whereas Baltic Germans remained over-represented among the 

higher class. And just as the anniversary of the Võnnu battle, where the Estonian army 

defeated Landeswehr, became the prime national holiday to commemorate the war weighed 

against Russia, the struggle against the statue was, to a considerable extent, meant against a 

past of Baltic German dominance. Articles occasionally blame the Russian conquest on 

German barons: ‘The manor lords […] played Estonia and the rest of the Baltic land into the 

hands of Peter, and, as reward, complete power over peasants was granted to the manor lords 

                                                
275 1920, Vaba Maa, 09.04. 
276 1920, Vaba Maa, 01.03; 1922, Tallinna Teataja, 08.02. These examples are all from pro-Peter articles. 
277 The Estonian Parliament discusses the motion for demolishing the Cathedral in 1928, but does not pass it on 
grounds of international protests from the Orthodox community. The Cathedral still stands. 
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again.’278 This opposition with the Baltic Germans becomes most sharply articulated around 

the removal of the statue – they are described to lament the departure of the statue, and of 

their own privileges along with it. Commenting on the nightly dismantlement, Tallinna 

Teataja writes: ‘[The local Germans] are known to be bigger patriots of Great-Russia than 

Russians themselves. […] It was difficult for them to watch in silence the wiping away of 

Estonia’s biggest plunderer. They strode restlessly around Liberty Square, and kept 

powerlessly exchanging comments laden with fury or scoff.’279 Several articles deride the 

Baltic German behaviour at the statue’s removal – they are said to have laid wreaths and 

engaged in loud name-calling.280 The press discourse around the dismantlement maintains the 

Baltic Germans as the ‘national enemy’ and fuses the two historical ‘others’, aligning them to 

the one that is continually problematic in the present. 

 

The monument dispute, thus connected to the greater ‘battle for freedom’ narrative, evolved 

to include a critique of the Estonian people’s national characteristics. The ever-humble, 

compliant, oppression-tolerating Estonian came under attack – the voices against the 

monument suggested the nation finally stand up for itself, now that it has the chance, and stop 

condoning ‘injustice and violation.’281 The small nation’s vengeance had always been a proud 

image (and an adaptable justification) in Estonian historical thinking, particularly in reference 

to the battles held in the idealised era of ancient freedom (up until the 13th century).282 Such 

spirit was invoked again in the monument debate as the ‘lukewarm patriotic feelings’283 and 

submissive character of the Estonians was conveyed as a threat to independence, equal, in 

harmfulness, to the outside ‘other’. Such articulations (along with the various possible 

encroachments of an abject onto the self) signal the necessity to revisit the concept of ‘other’ 

for small nations, and not limit it to geographically or nationally defined entities, but envision 

a different kind of other, one that includes a broader fear for survival, and a dread of more 

obscure ‘enemies’ from within (such as the indifference or indignation of certain groups of 

                                                
278 1920, Tallinna Teataja, 18.05. Estonian historiography occasionally refers to the post Northern War 
administrative arrangement as a contractual deal between the Russian empire and the Baltic German nobility, 
which would call into question the moral and juridical premises of the Russification campaign of the 1880s. 
Andrei Hvostov, Mõtteline Eesti  (Tallinn 2005). The latter was directed mainly at the Baltic Germans, who were 
able to remain in power, but lost their influence. Mertelsmann, Everyday life in Stalinist Estonia  
(Frankfurt2012), 55. 
279 1922, Tallinna Teataja, 03.05. 
280 1922, Vaba Maa, 02.05. 
281 1920, Vaba Maa, 09.04. 
282 Hvostov, Mõtteline Eesti  (Tallinn2005). 
283 1922, Postimees, 28.02. 
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people). This new kind of ‘other’ grows in relevance as the 20th century progresses and the 

small national identities articulated in reference to land seek to cope with the increasingly 

fluid borders of the populations and their communication. 

 

The memory of Vater Rhein and the Baltic Germans 
 

If the perception of Russian mnemonic remnants includes an indirect evaluation of the Baltic 

German experience, the following will briefly examine the discourse around the spaces 

immediately associated with the German existence, both nation and class based, on these 

lands. Even though the statue of Vater Rhein in Tartu was removed from public display 

before the coming of independent statehood, its discursive invocation and subsequent projects 

for the site provide a good starting point for discussing the relationship of Estonian memory 

to German representations. In addition to explicit monuments, the broader, potentially 

unaccommodating German memoryscape encompasses manor estates, castles, fortifications, 

churches, as well as city halls and ordinary dwellings of townsmen. The dynamics of negation 

and appropriation here were all the more complicated due to the established mnemonic 

position of the Baltic Germans as the ‘national enemy’,284 and the equally mobilising 

prospects of cultural membership in the ‘European family’ that the German material heritage 

served to legitimise. Invoked in fierce competition with aesthetic and practical considerations, 

memory and belonging provided alternative premises for the evaluation of buildings and 

entire cityscapes after the gaining of independence, eventually clarifying the idea of 

monuments and spatial remembering as such. 

 

The statue of Vater Rhein was erected in Tartu in 1880 to occupy the north-eastern part of 

Toome Hill, the favourite strolling area for the townspeople. It was a bronze rendition of an 

elderly, Neptune-like man with a trident, and three small sons playing at his feet, aspiring to 

depict a fatherly river Rhein and its main tributaries – the Neckar, the Main and the Moselle. 

Among local Estonians, however, a different reading of the statue gained ground – it was seen 

to reflect the barons’ undying affection for their Fatherland. The old man thus stood for 

Germany, and the three youths were taken to represent the Baltic provinces of Estland, 

Livland and Kurland, casting in bronze the latter’s dependence on the former, and the gross 
                                                
284 See: “How the Russians turned into the image of the “National Enemy” of the Estonians” in Mertelsmann, 
Everyday life in Stalinist Estonia  (Frankfurt2012). 
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gap between the respective expectations of culturedness. This interpretation mobilised 

resentment among Estonians, who allegedly then resorted to blemishing the composition with 

tar, or mocking it by placing a rope around the Father’s neck as if hanging him from a nearby 

tree.285 Another popular initiative resulted in a midnight detonation of explosives at the foot of 

the statue, just three years after its arrival, causing it to fall askew, only to be removed by the 

Tartu chief of police, and exhibited in the university library.  

 

With the coming of independence, a memorial committee was formed with the aim of 

overwriting the meaning of the space with a new monument to Villem Reiman.286 With this 

project underway, the site and the memory of the anti-German heroics it had witnessed were 

kept alive in the press,287 with new ‘participants’ occasionally coming forth with information 

about the night of the explosion.288 On the morning of Holy Thursday in the spring of 1931, 

as the completion of the new monument was still pending, the city woke up to another 

spontaneous memorial performance – a monument to Reiman composed of wood and 

cardboard had been erected overnight.289 The memorial committee had it removed by the end 

of the day, and a durable bronze statue was unveiled in September that same year. During the 

decades of independence, the space retained its associations with bottom-up mnemonic 

revolts and retaliation for historic injustice, partly because it was one of the very few Baltic 

German sites to undergo such explicit confrontation and replacement. In general, the gaining 

of independence in Estonia did not result in the physical destruction of the mnemonically 

alien. 

 

The question of the nation’s relationship to the local Germans and their heritage was 

omnipresent in all fields of public life, from politics and law to the emerging discourses on art 

history and science. The German past was invoked in correspondence to daily political 

dynamics and social realities, seeking to strike a balance between its claims of cultural 

influence and antagonism, and articulate national selfhood in this discursive blend of 

inferiority and pride. The German material markers assembled their layers of meaning and 

significance in the context of very real social needs and decisions. The most conspicuous legal 

                                                
285 1928, Postimees, 27.02. 
286 V. Reiman (1861-1917) was one of the celebrated leaders of the national movement in the 19th century and an 
Estonian ecclesiastic. 
287 E.g. 1928, Postimees, 06.02. 
288 1928, Postimees, 27.02. 
289 1931, Vaba Maa, 04.04. 
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expressions of the new relationship to what now constituted a minority population, were the 

land reform (starting in 1919) and the official abolishment of social statuses (1920), followed 

by a law granting cultural autonomy to national minorities (1925). The Baltic German 

‘betrayal’ of the emergent nation states in the Landeswehr war had compromised their 

potential for loyal subjecthood, and provided a context for invoking a history of precedents 

for such ‘insolent self-interest’.290 Dealing with the Baltic German responses to the legislative 

changes, which effectively resulted in the loss of their land and position,291 the newspapers 

similarly refer to recent as well as more distant history as evidence of the ‘threat among 

ourselves’ – the ‘treacherous baron’,292 thus rekindling collective anger, cancelling out the 

opposing arguments, and legitimating the innovations introduced.  

 

The German and Estonian language press entered into a battle against each other, and for the 

broader European public. The front pages of Estonian newspapers were dedicated to reviews 

of Baltic German press and quotations from Revalsche Zeitung, Rigasche Zeitung, Dorpater 

Zeitung, etc. The moulds of interpretation for these ‘anti-state’ utterances were so firmly in 

place that the quoted articles did not require any additional commentary on the editor’s part, 

and were expected to be homogenously placed within derisive quotation marks by the readers. 

The Baltic German press is cited to accuse the Estonian government of ‘unjust pressure 

politics’ towards the minorities, and a ‘police-state order’293 in the making. The Estonian 

press mocks the Baltic German character and tendency to change their minds and loyalties 

according to what is currently beneficial;294 the German press observes the Estonian 

newspapers’ blind hatred of everything German, and the general incrimination of German 

                                                
290 1919, Postimees, 16.07. 
291 The land reform nationalised 2,346,494 hectares of manor property (1065 estates), which made up more than 
a half of the country's arable land. These areas were then cut into new farms for Estonians, privileging war 
veterans and the families of the fallen. The law did not conclusively specify the mechanisms of compensation for 
the nationalised land. By 1925, 70% of the land had been handed out to new owners, and more than 41 000 
farms had been created, which served to reduce social tension and establish an extensive, loyal rural population. 
Küllo Arjakas, Eesti Vabariik 90. Sündmused ja arengud  (Tallinn: Eesti Entsüklopeediakirjastus,  2008), 36-37. 
292 1919, Postimees, 14.06. The Baltic Germans are described as the embodiment of “medieval intellectual 
crudeness”, “extreme demoralisation,” and “lack of higher cultural interests”. 1919, Postimees, 16.07; 1919, 
Postimees, 14.06.  
293 1919, Postimees, 04.06. 
294 E.g. 1919, Paevaleht, 30.05. 
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cultural orientation.295 The Estonian press attempts to keep a close eye on the Baltic German 

discourse and behaviour, even publishing its own readings of the minority’s ‘moods’.296  

 

The focal point of confrontation (both domestic and international)297 was the manor – its 

buildings, estates, and the lifestyle it represented. While the acquired lands were destined for 

redistribution, the manor ‘hearts’, i.e. the former residential buildings of the barons, elicited 

more complex considerations. According to the historical thinking inherited from the national 

awakening discourse, manors (hereinafter denoting exclusively the buildings) stood as the loci 

of oppressionist injustice.298 The manor houses, along with the fortifications built by the 

German Order in earlier times, were not immediately deemed worthy of preservation.299 The 

country’s art intellectuals and legislators took steps towards establishing heritage protection 

traditions, but similarly to the overall historical imagination, such preservationist undertakings 

were mainly directed at the era of ancient freedom.300 Interestingly, even the Estonian word 

for ‘heritage protection’301, used nowadays to neutrally denote all historical conservations, is 

era-specific and literally translates as ‘the protection of ancient302 objects’, delimiting its 

original concerns to archaeology.303 Manors fell outside the confines of mnemonically 

comfortable heritage, and became the space of negotiation for national pride, and cultural 

membership in the European ‘family’. A great deal of the German architectural heritage 

consisted in the dominants of city planning (churches, city halls, old town wall), which 

                                                
295 E.g. Revalsche Zeitung as quoted in 1919, Postimees, 30.01. 
296 E.g. observations such as ‘The mood of our historical enemy is improving’, (1919, Postimees, 06.06) and 
‘Based on their recently improved humour, we can assume that something is about to take place, that they are 
counting on’. (1919, Postimees, 05.06). 
297 The League of Nations discussed the Baltic German protest against the radical land reform in 1921. The 
Baltic German publications abroad used this legislative decision as an example of Estonian ‘bolshevism’. 
Estonia defended its course of action as economically motivated, and not against any one nationality (57 of the 
expropriated manors belonged to Estonians). E.g. 1921, Postimees, 02.11. 
298 In 1905 they were attacked and damaged as such. 
299 In some radical articles, even in the 1930s, dynamite was suggested to be the best remedy for the aging 
historical buildings, particularly the older forts. 1937, Paevaleht, 19.11. 
300 Research conducted in the field of humanities was overwhelmingly ethnicity-based in general. The areas that 
merited most attention and reward were: the Estonian language and its Finno-Ugric relatives, archaeology 
(excavations, ancient forts, stone coffin burials, etc.), folklore, and history (that of the Estonian people, and of 
the period of ancient freedom). Albert Pullerits et al., eds., Eesti: 20 aastat iseseisvust sõnas ja pildis (Tallinn: 
1939). 
301 Muinsuskaitse, in Estonian, or muinasvara for ancient heritage. 
302 ‘Ancient’ is used in Estonian historical periodization to mark the era before the Ancient Battle of Freedom in 
the 13th century. 
303 The first heritage protection law (1925) does not explicitly mention manors, but allows for their inclusion in 
the ‘nationally, scientifically or art-historically valuable’ spaces. By 1931, 53 manors had been placed under 
protection. Gottlieb Ney, La protection des antiquites en Estonie  (Tallinn 1931). 
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Tallinn, for example, having risen from a provincial town to a capital, definitely needed. 

Manors, however, did not have such functional protection.    

   

The manor debate activated nationalistic accusations of sacrificial ‘self-colonisation’,304 and a 

‘mortgage of gratitude’305 to the occupationist foreign elites that the Estonians are willingly 

taking on. The defenders of such architectural ‘ghosts of the past’ were said to succumb to the 

‘slave blood’ in their veins, if they deem such reminders of the nation’s ‘foregone sad 

predicament’ valuable.306 These concerns fit into a broader fear and agitation over the small 

nation’s potential weakness. ‘Slavery’ is dreaded to have left ‘heavy wounds in the national 

soul’ that render it inconceivable for the nation to feel free307 – the manor servants seem to 

reminisce about the old days, some Estonians choose to enrol their children in German 

schools (granted to the minority under the cultural autonomy legislation), foreign languages 

(German, Russian) are described to be spoken as preferential in certain instances of 

bureaucratic communication. Baltic German descriptions of local conditions in European 

press are followed and naturally refuted. (For example, in 1919 the Morning Post published 

pieces on how the Estonians are not fit to run their own country,308 and as such, without 

‘ambition’ or ‘skill’, and prone to drinking, will always be ruled by some other culture.309 In 

1921, Estonian press is still concerned that such Baltic German ‘expert’ opinions are listened 

to in the West.310 The flow of nationally minded articles thus increases, as if responding to 

threat.) At the same time, these outside attempts on the country’s reputation resonate with the 

self-doubt symptomatic of national identity articulated against a complex ‘other’ – a 

combination of foreign forces and own deficiencies (e.g. a ‘lasting mental slavery’ and the 

‘disease of self-humiliation’).311 In the early spring of 1921, the Baltic Germans emerge as 

victors of local elections in many towns, signalling popular distrust in the leadership skills of 

their ‘own kind.’ The press launches a counter-attack: ‘We would rather watch indifferently 

and turn the other side while sleeping’ than take charge, or ‘Without grovelling Estonians 
                                                
304 The term comes from Tiit Hennoste, "Postkolonialism ja Eesti. Väga väike leksikon," Vikerkaar 4-5(2003). 
305 This expression is taken from G. Meri (1936), quoted in K. Joekalda, Tallinn, 2009, 92. 
306 Quoted in an overview of the press discourse around German landscapes and ruins in: 1937, Akadeemia. As 
for the German medieval fortifications, an alternative scenario was offered to counter that of “slave-minded” 
acceptance: the abundance of such ruins is seen to speak of the bravery of the natives, and the constant need for 
vigilance on the part of the oppressors, to secure their power amidst the people’s relentless efforts to regain 
freedom. E.g. Oskar Kurvits, ed. Vabadusmonument, I (Tallinn: 1933), 34. 
307 1921, Postimees, 26.09. 
308 Article quoted in 1919, Postimees, 14.03. 
309 Entire article quoted in 1919, Postimees, 26.03. 
310 1921, Paevaleht, 15.09. 
311 1921, Postimees, 26.09. 
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would obviously be bored’.312 Such mobilising calls and intolerance towards the outside 

(including the architectural outside), were, in a way, a young nation’s key to surviving the 

rocky start, and injecting pride in collective self-perception.  

 

Attacks on the manors’ value were partly an attempt to counter the submissive arguments of 

the country’s ‘aesthetic poverty’ that otherwise (disregarding manors, that is) catches the 

eye.313 However, another important aspect of national identification entered the debate – the 

Baltic German architectural heritage as a connecting link between these countries and the 

European culture. The agency advancing this line of argumentation is identifiable in the art 

intelligenza of the day.314 As the ‘healthy instinct of the people’ was invoked as ‘hostile’315 to 

Baltic German heritage, the art-historian argument placed itself in conscious opposition with 

the discourse of the ‘masses’, yet expressing equally keen concern for national self-

imagination. The Estonian intellectuals were generally believed to be estranged from ‘simple 

people’, owing to their education that was based on ‘foreign information’ and the resulting 

suspicion it aroused in those less educated.316 Discursively undoing this preconfigured 

distinction, the pro-heritage articles present a clear moralising divide, in the course of which 

the reader should realize that he does not wish to be part of the uneducated crowd that the text 

is directed at.317 Their claims aimed at a broader appreciation for foreign architecture and 

heritage – a positive attitude towards local European, albeit colonial architecture helped 

legitimise the general ambitions of Europeanness.318 In order to fully belong in the cultural 

space of the ‘European family’,319 the nation needed to comply with the requirements of ‘high 

culture’, which did not accept mnemonically esteemed rural architecture as an example.320 

                                                
312 1921, Postimees, 08.02. 
313 1920, Kaja, 26.11. 
314 The Art History chair established in 1919 at Tartu University and the related intellectual currents had an 
important role.  
315 Quoted in 1937, Akadeemia, no. 6. 
316 1919, Postimees, 09.11. 
317 E.g. ‘Are we barbarians or are we carriers of culture, worthy of independence?’ Laipman (1925), quoted in: 
Kristina Jõekalda, "Eesti muinsuskaitse ja võõras pärand. Muinsusteadlikkuse kujundamine 1920.-1930. aastatel. 
Estonian Heritage Protection and Alien Heritage. Shaping Public Awareness in Relation to Heritage in the 
1920s-1930s" (Estonian Academy of Arts, 2009), 68-69. 
318 K. Kodres. Sada aastat ehitamist Eestis. Ideid, probleeme ja lahendusi. Ehituskunst, 1999, no. 24-26, 7-31. 
319 Contrary to the othering tone of ‘neighbour’ for denoting Baltic Germans, Northern and Western Europe is 
constantly called by familial metaphors such as ‘the family of cultural nations’.   
320 Jõekalda, "Eesti muinsuskaitse ja võõras pärand. Muinsusteadlikkuse kujundamine 1920.-1930. aastatel. 
Estonian Heritage Protection and Alien Heritage. Shaping Public Awareness in Relation to Heritage in the 
1920s-1930s" (Estonian Academy of Arts, 2009). 



 

 
 
 

80 

The invoked European connection struck a chord with the collectively cultivated need for 

westward belonging.321  

 

Through this connection, and the importance of discourse to spaces (convincing discursive 

associations occasionally outweigh the ideological agenda of the material form) the Old Town 

of Tallinn and the manor houses were domesticated. The rupture of independence thus 

involved a first occasion to publicly ‘other’ the Baltic Germans and have discretion over the 

spaces conveying this alterity, as well as the internalisation of those very spaces to represent 

the ‘self’ instead. The manors were given a particularly domesticating function – by 1934, 

345 (out of over 800) had been assigned as awards to the leading figures of the War of 

Independence. 222 had been turned into schools, several others served as retirement homes or 

recreational facilities.322  

 

Memory is adaptable. As circumstances would have it, Vater Rhein remained one of the very 

few material markers of Baltic German dominance whose removal was accomplished and 

then discursively relived in the interwar decades. It was remembered as a heroic episode of 

resistance, a cunning feat over the authorities, and an uncompromising stance against the 

German self-positioning vis-à-vis the nation. As most of German architectural heritage was 

domesticated, Vater Rhein provided a rare memory of a physical space being rejected and 

altered in accordance with national pride.323 The newspaper recollections in the ‘20s and ‘30s 

associate the act with local patriotic minds, bringing the incident closer to the moment of 

writing than is documented, and greatly exaggerating the scope of destruction caused by the 

explosion.324 During World War I, the statue is said to have been evacuated to Moscow, 

where, in the course of the Bolshevist revolution, it was recycled into bullets and ‘sent back to 

the Germans’.325 

  
                                                
321 Europe was actively present in the Estonian articulation for the national self. Newspapers intently followed 
what the international public thought of the country and the nation; at the same time, Europe was the judge that 
the nation had to defend its history to in the framework of the League of Nations proceedings on Baltic German 
property.    
322 34, Vaba Maa, 11.12. 
323 The similar replacement of German spaces with Estonian monuments is suggested as a powerful symbolic act 
on several occasions in the monument debates, but it is never accomplished. E.g. the plans to create a monument 
to the major-general E. J. Podder in the place of the old German weighing house on town hall square: ‘We would 
be performing a beautiful and uplifting symbolic deed by placing the monument in a space that was first freed of 
something old – something that never brought any joy to our nation’. 1932, Paevaleht, 11.08. 
324 1928, Postimees, 06.02; 1928, Postimees, 27.02; 1931, Vaba Maa, 04.04. 
325 1934, Vaba Maa, 04.04. 
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Chapter IV 

Monuments to the War of Independence, 1918-1939 
 

The three ruptures invoked as a structuring network for this project are potentially more 

diverse sources of identity-formative remembrance and meaning creation than their 

conclusive designations (construction, destruction and reconstruction) would suggest. The 

following paragraphs discuss the first event (the gaining of independence and the interwar 

period of statehood) as it unfolds in its graduality: the monuments that come to life as local 

documents of grief are elevated into community symbols, and finally evolve into grand 

national decorations of public space.326 Each development casts additional associations onto 

previously erected memorials and conditions their rhetoric to match that of the current 

commemorative ideal. One of the theoretical assumptions here is that rhetorical and spatial 

communication plays a defining role in the formation and transmission of public memory 

about the War of Independence and its paradigm-shifting consequences – political 

independence and cultural freedom. The spatial depends on the rhetorical to render it 

meaningful and subject it to a certain kind of ritual reception, but also to negotiate the relevant 

mnemonic threads into collectively readable physical representations, thus selecting and 

institutionalising particular interpretive positions in reference to the nation’s history. The 

rhetorical precedes, surrounds and follows the spatial. At the same time, the discursive relies 

on the spatial and the visual (or even just the idea of the spatial and visual) for presence and 

territorial appropriation. 

 

The chapter unfolds in the following parts. At first, the monuments’ initial significance of 

communal grief is briefly addressed, and the cases of Pärnu and Torma are employed as 

examples (the early 1920s). As the monuments move out of the cemeteries and assume 

broader collective connotations, the discussion settles on the discursive constructs that 

dominate the monumental creations and practices. The statue of The Boy (the Monument to 

the Students and Teachers of Tallinn) serves as an example of the development and 

perpetuation of the concepts of ‘freedom’ and ‘youth’ (late 1920s). The chapter closes with 

                                                
326 M. Tamm, 2011, 6. 
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comments on the problematic materialisation of the Kalevipoeg monument in Tartu as an 

example of the conceptualisation of ‘nation’ in patriotic statuary (the 1930s). 

 

 

Communal grief         
 

Already during the War and immediately after, ideas for memorial monuments were voiced at 

grass-root level with the aim of expressing grief and perpetuating the memory of the fallen 

compatriots in their home town or parish. The initiators were mostly local authorities and 

clergy, commemoration committees created on parish or commune level, the unions of 

demobilised soldiers and recipients of the “Cross of Liberty” (the decorations of honour in the 

War of Independence). The early monuments came to life as local expressions of mourning 

and communal solidarity.327 The first one was erected at Kuusalu in 1921, and dedicated to 

the fallen of that parish. 328 This example was vigorously followed by other parishes striving 

to honour their fallen heroes. Even though both churches and lay communities contributed to 

commemorative efforts, grief mostly found expression within familiar frameworks of 

religiosity, as crosses, obelisks, plaques and statues were placed in churchyards and Lutheran 

cemeteries. Such memorials would typically bear the names of the fallen from the particular 

community, and employ the image of Latin cross.329 National sentiment was present in the 

early church-adjacent monumental rhetoric, complementing the notion of grief with 

explanations of what the dead had died for (monuments bore inscriptions such as “Sweet is 

the death for Fatherland” – Laiuse cemetery, 1925).330 Still, the solidarity and patriotism tied 

to the honouring of the dead were very much a communal concern, as evidenced by their 

conception, funding schemes as well as early commemorative activity and rhetoric, all of 

which spoke of and to the integration of community. 

 

                                                
327 This can be likened to the new kind of collective commemorative practices spreading in Europe after 1918. 
See: Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: the Great War in European Cultural History  
(Cambridge2000), 78-116. 
328 René Viljat, Eesti Vabadussõja mälestusmärgid  (Tallinn 2008), 21. 
329 In the years 1931-1935, the image of Latin cross would be broadly replaced by the “Cross of Liberty”. Tamm 
and Halla, "Ajalugu, poliitika ja identiteet: Eesti monumentaalsest mälumaastikust," in Monumentaalne konflikt, 
ed. Petersoo and Tamm (Tallinn: Varrak, 2008), 24. 
330 M. Tamm, 2011, 5. 
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Pärnu 

The plan for a memorial monument in Pärnu was described to go back to July 1919, when the 

county’s battling division was being moved from the Riga front to the Narva front. As they 

passed through the town of Pärnu, the local ‘high society’ organised a festive reception for all 

involved, in the course of which thoughts were exchanged regarding the maintenance of the 

home defenders’ graves.331 Military doctor J. Kukk and Lieutenant J. Paas were reported to 

have articulated the need for not just organising the collective graves but also erecting a 

lasting monument in the honour of the fallen. Shortly after, ‘awakening articles’ began to be 

published in the local press with the aim of attracting attention, and donations, for the cause. 

At the end of August, 1919, a commemorative committee was formed around the two men, 

comprising members of the ‘society’ – doctors, military officers, businessmen. In order to 

gain the rights of a legal entity, the committee joined the local branch of ‘Uhistoo’ – a union 

of associations and organisations brought to life during the War of Independence.332 After an 

unsatisfactory design competition, the committee turned to the renowned Estonian sculptor 

Amandus Adamson with the personal proposition to design and complete the monument. The 

sculptor agreed, but the realization of the work was delayed due to the complicated financial 

position the project was in – the local governments refused to support the undertaking, and its 

accomplishment depended solely on donations.333 Due to the difficulties in raising the 

required funds, the committee was forced to revise the conditions agreed upon with the 

sculptor, and order a new, smaller design from the artist. The monument was conceived as a 

grave marker, and in this unifying, yet solemnly uncontroversial, function, it incited no 

particular public debate prior to its materialisation. The grand opening ceremony was held on 

July 16, 1922. The monument was placed on Alevi cemetery (later known as the garrison 

cemetery), where 87 soldiers had been buried.334 Their names were inscribed onto plaques on 

graves around the monument. 

 

The unveiled monument’s statuary and accompanying rhetoric underscored grief, personal 

loss, and communal strength, combined with state allegiance and death thus beautified. Owing 

to the shortage of funds and the lack of experience (both in terms of aesthetic and ‘climatic’ 

expectations – the material developed cracks and showed signs of decay in just a few short 
                                                
331 1922, Postimees, 07.07. 
332 The union contained a department for helping the sick and the wounded, which came to provide sanitary 
personnel for the military. “Uhistoo” was the predecessor of the Estonian Red Cross.  
333 Strauss, Vabadussõja mälestusmärgid I  (Keila: ETPV trükikoda, 2002), 24. 
334 Eduard Ahas, Vabadussõja kangelaste mälestussambad, I  (Tartu 1928), 62. 
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years), the body of the monument was cast of concrete. It was a quadrangular pyramid-shaped 

construction with an arched top and a cross,335 nearly four metres in height.336 On all four 

sides, the monument featured bronze statues and reliefs conveying different scenes. The 

figure group on the front aimed at the highest prominence – it represented two soldiers and 

their guardian angel. The viewer can see the profile of a fallen soldier, lying on his back next 

to a cannon, and his comrade in battle, lethally wounded, collapsing next to him as he kisses 

the Estonian flag.337 The composition has also been referred to as the ‘soldier’s last hour by 

the broken cannon’,338 further stressing the imminence of the sad conclusion, and the 

protagonist’s defencelessness in the face of it. Above the men in uniforms, there is an angel 

holding a wreath of victory in the right hand and a palm branch in the left, casting a righteous 

and comforting spirituality over the realities of death.339 (See: Figure 1.) Beneath this group of 

three, the plaque reads ‘To the heroes that fell in Estonia’s War of Independence’. 

 
Figure 1. The monument on the common grave of the fallen in Alevi cemetery, Parnu, from 
1922. Front relief. Sculptor A. Adamson (1855-1929). Source: osta.ee (ID 72566749). 
      

                                                
335 The cross on top was a stylised version of Liberty Cross. 
336 Ahas, Vabadussõja kangelaste mälestussambad, I  (Tartu1928), 62. 
337 This scenario is not immediately obvious from the visual arrangement and thus required discursive 
elaboration, particularly as regards the flag. 
338 1922, Postimees, 20.03. 
339 The soldiers were often depicted as realistically as possible with committees prescribing the very type of 
weapon or uniform they wished to see rendered. 1938, Akadeemia, no. 7.  
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The four corners of the monument featured cast iron cannon directed upward, while two 

bronze eagles emerged from the monument’s sides, depicted as detaining and smothering 

snakes. Though rather unusual symbolism for the country (the small and “lucky” Estonian 

nation has never particularly associated itself with the image of a powerful eagle), the age-old 

confrontation of the two opposites was invoked to further stress the greater cause of the 

sacrifice – the eventual triumph of the right and worthy. The back panel of the monument, 

opposite the soldiers’ group, was to attract the most renown over the decades, owing to the 

emotional elegance of the composition. It portrayed the fallen soldier’s family in mourning – 

his wife and his two children at the cemetery, about to enter a chapel (the concrete back of the 

monument represented the chapel door). The mother places her arm around the daughter as 

they go up the stairs; the son sits on the steps of the chapel, weaving a flower wreath and 

looking into the distance.340  (See: Figure 2.) 

 
Figure 2. The mourning family on the Pärnu monument as recast and reopened in 1993. High 
relief on the back of the monument, bronze. Sculptor A. Adamson (original from 1922). 
Source: The National Registry of Cultural Monuments (national monument 27148), 
register.muinas.ee. 
 

                                                
340 Later, the author was revealed to have modelled the statue group after his own wife and children, and he had 
asked to be buried in the vicinity of the monument after his death. His wish was granted in 1929. Sirp. Eesti 
vabadussojas langenute monument, Amandus Adamsoni koige armsam too. 11.11.2005. 
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The opening ceremony (July 16, 1922) and the newspaper reportings conveyed the spirit of 

personal, very tangible loss that the audience was beckoned to identify with. The audience 

was arranged correspondingly: the families of the fallen were standing in a semi-circular line 

around the monument, and the rest of the audience was farther away behind them. The 

monument was said to be the material confirmation to the last words of a soldier rushing into 

battle, recalled as: “I’d rather my kids become free fatherless orphans than slaves to foreign 

rule.”341 This thought resonated with the visual imagery – the young son remembering his 

father as he arranges the flowers that have grown out of his free home soil. The loss was 

inscribed in individualised experience, or rather, the shared meditation about the individual 

cases of broken family ties. The monument was referred to as the “home defenders’” 

monument, and the procession bringing the crowds to the cemetery for the ceremony was 

described as the walk of grief. The special edition of the local branch of “Postimees” 

newspaper (printed and circulated exceptionally on a Sunday on the occasion of the 

unveiling), calls upon the visitors to descend to their knees in prayer on the “precious graves 

whose flowers are watered by the crying Estonian mother, and woven into a wreath by the 

rising youth, while the eagles keep the guileful snakes locked in their claws, as the angel of 

peace spreads its wings over Estonia.”342 The described configuration was considered to have 

been the service of the fallen in those graves. While the discursive access to the visuals was 

dominated by the sensation of intimate grief that ultimately binds the collective,343 the 

national element was also represented in the ceremonial proceedings.  

 

The state was present at the unveiling in the form of Interior Minister Karl Einbund, the 

Minister of Agriculture B. Rostfeldt, parliament speaker Johann Kukk, deputy speakers, 

secretaries, and several members of the parliament. Military presence was realised by the 

representatives of the ground troops and the marines, as well as the arrival of the battleships at 

the Pärnu marina and on the river next to the cemetery grounds.344 The parliament speaker’s 

address included references to the difficult past of the nation. To counter the weight of the 

currently felt loss, he described the nation’s former path as the “slave night” during which a 

“black veil of grief covered the whole of Estonia”.345 In a more forward-looking statement, he 

                                                
341 1924, Sodur, no. 33. 
342 1922, Pärnu Postimees, 16.07. 
343 The accounts of the opening ceremony emotionally communicate the atmosphere and the tears on the faces of 
those present, touchingly involving the readership in the spirit of the occasion. E.g. 1922, Paevaleht, 19.07. 
344 1922, Paevaleht, 17.07. 
345 1924, Sodur, no. 33. 
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referred to the present unveiling as the symbol of that night ending, as “rays of light begin to 

dawn upon homeland”.346 As if to continue the fight of the fallen and do justice to their 

legacy, the speaker involved the pressing political aspirations of the day, and stressed the 

importance of radically carrying out the land reform already underway.347 The death that 

attracted communal grief and religious compassion was thus offered not only a justification 

and cause, but a worthy future.       

 

Torma 

As evidenced by the cannon and soldiers in Pärnu, the genre of communal grief had a military 

component. The monument of Torma348 is another example of early church-adjacent 

commemorative statuary that prioritised grief, but contained the necessary elements for a very 

different field of meaning to be activated in case of discourse shifts.  

 

The idea of the monument was first expressed in 1919, and the nearby municipalities of 

Laiuse-Tähkvere and Roela joined in on the cause. The organising impetus came from the 

local leadership of the Farmers’ Assemblies, the nation-wide agrarian-conservative political 

party.349 As it frequently happened, the design contest did not present the organisers with 

solutions, the “idea and form” of which would have been “acceptable.”350 A direct offer was 

then made to the Finnish architect prof. I. Anttila, whose creation was used for the monument 

site.  

 

Erected on Torma cemetery, the monument depicted Kalevipoeg, the sturdy protagonist of the 

Estonian national epic. He appears as a warrior, “kneeling in prayer”,351 holding a sword in 

his right hand, but resting it calmly on the ground, in a manner that strikes as vigilant rather 

than militant. With his left hand, he leans onto a shield that displays the coat of arms of 

Torma parish – an oval sun encircling an anchor-cross. (See Figure 3.) The text on the base of 

the statue, right above a small cross, reads: “1918-1920. In memory of the fallen Estonian 

heroes, the Torma community.” The names of the 42 fallen were written on the other three 

sides of the base. The figure was carved of whitish pink granite, and the shield was dark. As 
                                                
346 1924, Sodur, no. 33. 
347 1922, Paevaleht, 19.07. 
348 Torma is a rural municipality in the eastern part of the country, in Jogeva county. 
349 Ahas, Vabadussõja kangelaste mälestussambad, I  (Tartu1928), 44. 
350 Ibid. 44. 
351 1923, Paevaleht, 20.06. 
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such, the visual reading of the site started at the image of the anchor-cross whose light shape 

on the dark background in the centre of the construct attracts the glance – an effect further 

ensured by the direction of the sun beams around it. The emblem appears as if it is being 

cared for and ‘held’ by the soldier, but the shield also stands to be relied upon if need be. 

Other than producing homely associations for its status as a local administrative symbol, an 

anchor-cross in a religiously charged environment provides various consolatory connotations 

around the theme of hope and celestially guided navigation through trying times. A spatial 

element that adds to the impression of endurance, eternity and all-encompassing notion of 

peace, is an alley of trees behind the monument, extending into the distance and creating a 

particular perspective for the monument site.     

 
Figure 3. Torma monument as opened in 1923. Author: I. Anttila (Finland). Source: osta.ee 
(ID: 73941898). 
 

The opening ceremony (June 17, 1923) began with a procession of the military and the wreath 

carriers (representatives of organisations and societal associations) to the churchyard where 

the monument stood. Lieutenant H. Daavel, head of the local Defence League division and a 

participant of the 1918 Torma battle, spoke of the significance of the fighting activity on this 
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front.352 After the departure of the German troops in November 1918, Torma, with its easterly 

location close to Lake Peipsi, was the first to fall under bolshevist attacks. As such, the 

municipality prided itself in the defence of the entire nation, but the rhetoric of bravery and 

loss thus endured was mostly local in orientation and character. In November-December 

1918, the Torma volunteers are described to have launched resistance units without waiting 

for orders from the central administration.353 After recounting the circumstances of the heroic 

death, funeral march was played, and a Lutheran service was conducted by the local minister. 

The government representatives, the Minister of the Interior K. Einbund and a deputy from 

the Ministry of War (the later Ministry of Defence) colonel A. Siimon, gave speeches on the 

lives lost and independence gained. The use of Kalevipoeg as the protagonist of the 

commemorative undertaking provided a link to the nation’s grand narrative of perseverance, 

and thus a connection to existing memory sites outside the funereal churchyard setting. For 

example, when the unveiling function came to a close, the minister and other guests from the 

capital were taken to visit the Linnutaja Hill nearby – one of the folkloric ‘beds’ of 

Kalevipoeg.354     

 

The collective mnemonic identification offered in the early national monuments set out from 

the genre of grief, and made use of the familiar framework of the Lutheran church, even if the 

iconography employed had secular implications. Religious hymns were sung at the openings 

and subsequent gatherings, sermons were held, and prayers were voiced. The image of an 

enemy was not discursively constructed within the genre of grief, even though the statuary 

included hints that could, in the service of changed mnemonic needs, be accentuated and 

contextualised (e.g. the snakes on the Pärnu monument; the direction of Kalevipoeg’s 

defensive glance in Torma). Even though the ideas of freedom and national elation were 

obviously present in the rhetoric of the commemorative projects, they were primarily invoked 

to provide solace and relief for the defining ingredient of the impulse – loss, and the collective 

nearness of self-sacrificing death. Growing out of such local contexts, the collected and 

collective spheres of remembering were in close interaction with each other, and the broader 

institutionalisation of the commemorative discourse was still to occur. Even though the 

consolidating language of national victory and future cast certain updates on existing 
                                                
352 1923, Paevaleht, 20.06. 
353 1923, Vaba Maa, 21.06. 
354 Kalevipoeg’s “beds” are moraines (oval hills of glacial origin) formerly developed into and used as 
fortifications. Half-natural, half-manmade, the two ends of the elongated hill are higher than the rest, giving it 
the appearance of a bed.   
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spaces,355 the location and surroundings of monuments continued to play an important role in 

the traditions of commemoration.356 Mourning and respect for the dead as the dead remained 

a viable aspect in the scenarios of collective identification, and depended, increasingly, on the 

social composition of the groups in possession of access to creating mnemonic messages and 

congregating people. 

 

Social Constitution 
The local construction of collective commemorative traditions as viewed in previous 

paragraphs signals the necessity to pay attention to the groups of people that stand between 

the sites and the experience – the groups that act and mediate between topoi and collective 

remembrance.357 Memory, as noted above, is conceptualised here as a process that comes to 

life through an interaction between the past episode, the present moment, and the path of the 

knowledge of the past episode as it arrives in the present moment. As such, the approach does 

not necessarily prioritize present circumstances (and their ‘puppeteers’) or award them 

undisputed authority to override the imperatives of the other two actors involved. It is 

reasonably self-evident that the elites of any particular moment attempt to establish top-down 

instructions for comprehending certain pasts and thus orchestrate the cultural activity around 

them. It does not immediately follow, however, that they fully control the space in which 

commemoration and its associations develop. As the Estonian interwar monuments 

demonstrate, the effective agency of memory work falls on a group that mediates between the 

state and the families. Winter refers to such social agents as ‘fictive kin,’ as they tend to form 

powerfully united groups, bound by experience – a shared imprint of history on their lives.358 

These ‘kinship’ groups are the tangible reality behind how communities remember, and how 

the codes of national memory come to be. The gathering together of such memory activists 

predates and launches the public reception of commemoration, and reveals its particular 

importance at times of social rupture, when the transfer of knowledge between the different 

                                                
355 Already in 1924, the magazine Sodur (Soldier) writes of the Pärnu monument: “[It is not erected] for the 
threnodial grief of the fallen heroes, but rather as a sacred oath and promise that we – the future generations – are 
always ready to defend this freedom that they won with their lives”. 1924, Sodur, no. 33. 
356 In the 1930s, the anniversary of the Defence League, for example, was continually celebrated as a church 
event in Torma. 1930, Eesti Kirik (Estonian Church), 07.08.  
357 Winter, Remembering War: the Great War between Memory and History in the Twentieth Century  (New 
Haven2006), p. 135. 
358 Winter employs the familial simile to portray the groups as acting together, supporting each other, and 
quarrelling if need be. They are bonded by ‘thick relations,’ made possible by the modest size of the cohort. Ibid. 
pp. 136-137. See also: Avishai Margalit, The Ethics of Memory  (Cambridge 2002).  
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levels of remembering (individual, group, cultural, etc.)359 occurs at a faster, more motivated 

pace. These agents ‘congregate on the borderline between the private and the public,’360 and 

though their particular motivations may vary, their actions speak of a broader tendency of the 

‘ordinary people’ to seek ‘togetherness’ in the aftermath of significant ruptures. 

Paradoxically, then, the nation is not the level on which national remembrance begins.  

 

On November 8, 1920, the Estonian Prime Minister A. Piip assembled a first meeting for the 

discussion of ‘perpetuating the memory of the fallen in the War of Independence.’361 The 

meeting welcomed representatives from the Red Cross, the union of societal organisations 

“Ühistöö”, the “Estoonia” (an association specialised in theatrical production), the military, 

etc. At the event, a temporary organising committee was nominated, in order to arrange the 

war graves across the republic, to initiate local monument buildings, and to create a national 

monument in the heart of Tallinn. The regional departments of “Ühistöö” were asked to 

establish local committees to carry out the work, and a government order was issued for the 

observation of a 2-minute silence every January 3rd to commemorate the war dead.362  

 

Many towns and municipalities had, however, already begun preparation works for a local 

monument (e.g. Pärnu, Narva, Torma), and for several others, the decisive impetus was yet to 

come from different groups altogether, such as churches or demobilised soldiers. The areas 

that had suffered severe combat were particularly active. The government initiative thus 

remained marginal for the local setting, and found its realisation in the planning of Tallinn’s 

central monument instead. The committees that did come to life through this arrangement 

reorganised themselves, in practice, to mediate between the military and the local society.  

 

                                                
359 Following A. Assmann’s “formats of memory”, individual and cultural memory can be visualised as 
occupying the opposite ends of a directional downward parabola. The bottom-up interactions of mnemonic 
material form the following sequence: individual memory – family memory – interactive group memory – social 
memory. The downward succession (representing institutionalised, transgenerational memory) would be: 
political memory – national memory – cultural memory. Aleida Assmann, "Transformations between History 
and Memory," Social Research 75, no. 1 (2008). See also: Eva-Clarita Onken, "Memory and Democratic 
Pluralism in the Baltic States - Rethinking the Relationship," Journal of Baltic Studies 41, no. 3 (2010).  
360 Winter, Remembering War: the Great War between Memory and History in the Twentieth Century  (New 
Haven2006), p. 150. 
361 Ahas, Vabadussõja kangelaste mälestussambad, I  (Tartu1928). This lingual image became the norm for 
expressing the goals and duties of all the municipalities and commemorative committees. 
362 Much like the British practice for November 11, the work and movement of everyday life was arrested for 
two minutes, regardless of the weekday. January 3, 1920, was the day that fighting activity ceased on the 
Estonian–Russian front, and it came to be observed as the “Remembrance day for the fighters in the War of 
Independence”. The armistice took effect at 10.30 a.m., which became the hour for the 2-minute silence.  
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The work of the committees was arduous as it involved reconciling the lacking finances with 

often highflying commemorative ideals. Their tasks included finding a suitable location for 

the monument, organising a design competition or negotiating a solution with a particular 

sculptor, gaining support for the choice of both space and sketch with the local authorities 

(later also with the Architectural Committee at the Ministry of Infrastructure), and raising the 

necessary funds. The committees’ activities were closely followed by the local newspapers, 

though occasionally the transparency of their fund raising schemes was called into question. 

Quite often the debates around the messages underlying specific aesthetic solutions, or the 

appropriate city-planning alternatives were carried out in press, with artists, writers and other 

public opinionists actively commenting on the developments.363 The task of soliciting 

contributions to monument funds was accomplished through different undertakings meant to 

invoke collective enthusiasm: song festivals (some lasting several days), market days (people 

were invited to sell their craftwork or produce, and donate the profits), speech meetings 

(evenings with entrance fees where musical performances could be enjoyed, and public 

figures would speak about the importance of the War), concerts and galas, door-to-door 

collections, and lottery ticket sales. Fundraising was a popular means of building up a budget 

for many different undertakings (e.g. erecting buildings, arranging cemeteries, renovating 

churches), and the monument committees had to compete with several other causes for the 

support of the struggling populations. The speech meetings and newspaper columns were a 

good way of setting the imperatives of honour and commemoration apart from the 

ideologically weaker initiatives.  

 

The key concept in the composition of public enterprises was the ‘society’364 – the national 

higher class and intelligentsia, comprising doctors, lawyers, professors, politicians, artists, 

architects, writers, entrepreneurs, city councilmen, heads of the societal organisations and 

associations. Any initiative had to seek their approval, and if some issue was unresolved or 

pending (e.g. the commemorative standstill at Halliste in 1928 for which the national press 

shamed the municipality), it was the ‘society’ that was expected to react. The Defence League 

members and demobilised soldiers are often referred to by separate, ‘combatant’ categories, 

but the high officials and division heads do form part of the ‘society’ in the broader sense.    

 
                                                
363 On rare occasions commentators would complain that newspapers were biased to the Committee’s choices 
and refused not publish pieces written against the chosen monument design. 
364 This is meant to refer to the local “high society”, seltskond in Estonian. 
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The monument initiatives were also believed to be the ‘society’s’ affair. The Torma ‘society,’ 

for example, was commended in the national newspapers for the well accomplished statue and 

unveiling ceremony. The remembrance committees were made up of the members of this 

(wealthy and/or intellectual) higher class, and most donors came from its ranks. The ‘society’ 

was thought to ‘owe more’ to the fallen, for the lives they now get to lead in the conditions of 

independent statehood. The class was discursively constructed to exclude non-compliant 

view-points – if a businessman’s contribution to the monument fund did not correspond to his 

publicly known wealth, or if he had allowed himself to be rude or negligent towards the 

fundraising initiative or its executer, he was disgraced in the press. The society was also 

constructed along ethnic lines – the Jewish lawyer or the Baltic German that turned down the 

lottery sales girl appointed by the committee, would provoke discursive exclusion based on 

the ‘inherently alien’ nature of the ethnic group, or, conversely, its age-old antagonism with 

the titular population. Another social group that was actively involved in the commemorative 

undertakings was the ‘emergent youth’ – the older school children that carried out the door-

to-door collections and lottery sales. In Tartu, the lottery tickets were sent out to all the high 

schools, and the newspapers prepared the public to not let the youngsters leave the homes or 

work places empty-handed. 

 

In many cases it was the war veterans – demobilised soldiers, Defence League members or 

local heads of military units – that initiated the monument building, and assembled the 

committee. They were the core of the organisation, acting out of common experience and 

grief, looking to offer symbolic compensation for the dead. This core, along with the local 

community, and particularly the families of the fallen, provided an organic link to the lived 

history – a link, which the later relay of generations and the shifting of the mnemonic frame 

of reference more decisively onto the nation, stretched to connect a broader, more 

metaphorical kinship group. To become a successful collective memory, the local collected 

memory was to be adorned with notions that did not have an expiration date. 

 

The rupture towards a new, national memory was thus largely performed by the new 

developing local ‘elite,’ whose composition and demeanor sheds light on the core values in 

the new public sphere – perpetuation of the war sacrifice, national-mindedness, ethnicity, and 

class-based responsibility. In the ‘bottom up’ perpetuation of memory, the society’s role was 

to represent the interests of the population (e.g. in Tartu’s Kalevipoeg debate, the society is 
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shown to repeatedly read and respect popular ‘moods’). At the same time, the society 

connected the veterans’ experience to the local public opinion, and to the population’s 

national sentiment. This mediation plays an increasingly important role as the monuments 

move from cemeteries to community centres and their messages become more complex.  

 

Freedom and youth: The Monument to the Teachers and Students of Tallinn 

The development and discursive perpetuation of the closely related concepts of ‘freedom’ and 

‘youth’ is best observed in the monuments emerging in the second half of the 1920s, such as 

the Kuressaare monument or the Monument to the Teachers and Students of Tallinn (The 

Boy). The elements of loss and grief were incorporated into a different, future-oriented 

rhetoric and spatial arrangement. The following section will look at the discursive, visual and 

ritual construction of the congregating national notions of ‘freedom’ (or ‘independence’) and 

‘youth’ through the inception of The Boy – a monument in downtown Tallinn that came to life 

as a small niche memorial by the Teachers’ Society in 1927, and eventually served as the 

capital’s prime visual reference to national sovereignty365 until the completion of the Victory 

Column in 2009. As a modest, unassuming site, it came to stand for the ‘genuine’ quiet 

feelings of national unity, and grew ‘painfully close’366 to the population in its simplicity. 

 

The idea and the agents 

While talk of a worthy memorial to the fallen students and school staff had already started 

during the War,367 the creation of the monument was decided and initiated by the Tallinn 

Teachers’ Society on November 20, 1923.368 The first fundraising campaign took place in the 

following year, 369 and continued in Tallinn’s schools throughout 1925, producing more than 

one third of the total amount needed to cover the cost of the design eventually agreed upon. 

The Teachers’ Society was an all-Estonian teachers’ trade association (1917-1940) that united 

most representatives of the profession, reaching a membership of 3000 by 1921.370 It played a 

                                                
365 Other memorials in Tallinn were either far from the centre (e.g. the Garrison Cemetery) or on privately owned 
plots (e.g. Kohtu Street 6 in Tallinn Old Town – a monument to the Estonian Army’s Baltic Regiment). Märt 
Karmo, Ühe vabadussamba lugu  (Tallinn: Huma,  1993), p. 23. 
366 Kaljo-Olev Veskimägi, Kuidas valitseti ENSV-d. Eestimaa Kommunistliku Partei Keskkomitee büroo 162 
etteastumist 1944-1956  (Tallinn 2005), p. 147. 
367 Karmo, Ühe vabadussamba lugu  (Tallinn: Huma, 1993), p. 6. 
368 Tallinn City Archives (TCA) f. 82, n. 1, s. 483, I. 59. 
369 The annual report of the Teachers’ Society, 1925. Estonian National Library. 
370 1927, Kasvatus (Upbringing), no. 7. 
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key role in modernising the school system in the early 1920s, and advancing the relevant 

legislation. The trade lost five of its representatives from Tallinn in the War, while many 

others participated, and the growing community now sought to commemorate the teachers 

that had guided their students on the precarious mission. The monument was to be erected in 

the centre of Tallinn, in honour of the teachers and students that left their “work and loved 

ones behind”, and “gave their lives to freedom”.371 The efficacious theme of young sacrifice 

allowed for a broader resonance of the initiative outside the professional ranks, and for its 

inclusion in the mainstream of the national commemorative traditions.  

   

The Teachers’ Society convened a committee for the planning of the monument, combining 

its own members with arts specialists in city and state functions: O. J. Kiesel (a member of the 

Teachers’ Society and the headmaster of the Tallinn Boys’ Secondary School of Commerce), 

G. Ney (a member of the Society, and head of department at the Ministry of Education), A. 

Kärk (a member, and a former head of a municipality school in Kuusalu, Harjumaa), R. 

Kangro-Pool (head of Arts and Museums at the Ministry of Education, and an outspoken 

opinionist on commemorative aesthetics), A. Soans (architect affiliated with the city 

government), and J. Prümmel (a representative from the Journalists’ Union).372 Tallinn city 

government allocated a free plot for the project in the centre of town, in a quiet one-way street 

between the drama and music theatre “Estonia” and Tallinn Boys’ Secondary Science 

School.373 The city government’s construction department found three other locations to be 

suitable – the end of Nunne Street in the Old Town, next to the high natural edge of the 

limestone plateau of Toompea Hill, the historic centre of power; the area next to the medieval 

city gate tower Fat Margaret, suitable for a larger architectonic monument; and the wooded 

stretches of land between the central train station and Swedish era bastions, guarding the 

entrance into Old Town, a site that would also require grander scale architectural planning.374 

                                                
371 1924, Vaba Maa, 30.09. 
372 The Society’s decision from May 28, 1945. TCA, f. 82, n. 1, s. 483, I. 58. I was directed to this source in 
Karmo, Ühe vabadussamba lugu  (Tallinn: Huma, 1993), p. 6. The composition of the committee was subject to 
occasional changes and substitutions. For example, when the different monument designs were being considered, 
the director of the State Applied Art School, V. Päts was included. However, the representation of the mentioned 
institutions remained in place. 1926, Vaba Maa, 30.12. 
373 City government decisions no. 6569 from May 27, 1924, and no. 962 from January 23, 1925. TCA, f. 82, s. 
483, I. 36.  
374 1925, Vaba Maa, 24.01. At first, the Nunne Street location in the Old Town with the impressive limestone 
backdrop was considered most suitable. Already in December 1924, Vaba Maa (Free Land) introduced a design 
by J. Koort intended for this space. The monument was to be included in a larger architectonic site, and depict a 
sarcophagus with a lying soldier, and a symbolic figure of independence or victory above it. The design, 
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The decision that was eventually taken further defined the undertaking as a central, yet 

intimate, unintrusive tribute tied to a particular demographic, and the spaces of education and 

growth.      

 

The funding of the project reflected both the traditional work of young money-collectors, and 

the willing involvement of the authorities. The materialisation of the Society’s initiative was 

financially supported by city government, the State Elder, and the Culture Capital (a 

government-affiliated agency created in 1925 to allocate stipends and subsidies for cultural 

projects). Owing to the theme of the monument, the active participation of high school 

students in soliciting contributions was to be expected, and rewarded – the 500 letters of 

petition for donations sent out to schools in 1924 returned 330,402 marks by January 1, 1926 

(in comparison: the total budget was to be 932,292 marks).375 A report by the Teachers’ 

Society reveals the main contributors as follows: 

Culture Capital 200,000 
The City of Tallinn 200,000 
The State Elder  55,000 
Aserin Ltd. (also: Asserien or Asseriin; cement factory) 10,000 
Credit Bank 10,000 
Mr. O. Kilgas (private person, owner of textile factories) 10,000 
Silva Ltd. (board and cardboard factory) 5,000 
Union (leather industry) 5,000 
Kartuli Ühisuste Liit (Union of Potato Associations: producers of 
spirit and starch) 

5,000 

Private donations through petitions distributed by schools:  
Ms. R. Kelder (collector, student) 16,410 

Mr. V. Orav (collector, student) 15,000 
Ms. A. Dreving (collector, student) 12,000 

Mrs. L. Einbund  
(donor; politician, women’s rights activist, and wife of parliament 

speaker K. Einbund) 

10,600 

Figure 4. The donations for the creation of the monument in Estonian marks. The total costs 
were 937,977 marks. Sources: TCA, f. 82, n. 1, s. 483, I.60; I.61; and I.62.  
  

As the data suggest, students’ efforts produced significant results, occasionally surpassing the 

donations of established enterprises, referring to the successful reception of the 

commemorative ideas prior to their materialisation in monumental form. The next section 

turns to the construction of the discursive space around the memory site, which, it can be 
                                                                                                                                                   
however, found very little resonance in the press, and was probably considered inadequate as a rendition of the 
core idea. 1924, Vaba Maa, 16.12. 
375 Karmo, Ühe vabadussamba lugu  (Tallinn: Huma, 1993), pp. 6, 14. 
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assumed from the patterns of funding, evolved as a meeting ground for bottom-up and top-

down mnemonic insights. 

  

The discursive construction of ‘freedom’ and ‘youth’  

The Teachers’ Society initiated the discursive creation of a public image around the 

monument in 1924. The announcements for the fundraising campaign depicted the fallen 

teachers and students as “martyrs” for freedom, and called for the erection of a “worthy 

memorial”.376 The school community was recalled to have decisively left their “work and 

loved ones behind, and rushed to confront the enemy”.377 The young “set an inspiring 

example”; their “bravery incited the participation of the masses”.378 The early discourse of the 

monument described the young fighters as key to achieving independence – they were the 

first to believe that armed resistance in the given power configuration was even feasible, and 

they were the ones that started the fight, setting an example that others would soon follow. It 

was the fearless young that made the “sun of freedom” rise – “it rose, but no longer shone on 

all of them.”379 The recollections fastened into mnemonic discourse the image and phrase of 

the young that “sacrificed their lives at the altar of fatherland”, and associated the slogan 

Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori with young death in particular. The notion of “war hero” 

was equated with “teachers and students”, since they provided the state with its first 

independent battling units.380  

 

Freedom was the strongest discourse image at the disposal of memory makers in interwar 

Estonia. The entire historical thinking as it developed in the National Awakening era of the 

19th century was grounded in the idea of freedom from which it remained inseparable. The 

nation’s history was periodized as the “age of light” (the ancient independence up to the 13th 

century), the centuries of “darkness” (the foreign rule that started with the German-Danish 

conquest), and the promise of a new “dawn.” This ternary pattern, articulated through images 

of light and shade, night and sunrise, assumed an unexpected effectiveness in shaping 

Estonian memory and historical imagination. The past came to be imagined and analysed 

from the perspective of losing and gaining independence, and the sporadic uprisings against 

                                                
376 1924, Vaba Maa, 02.07. 
377 1924, Vaba Maa, 30.09. 
378 1924, Vaba Maa, 30.09. 
379 1924, Vaba Maa, 30.09. 
380 E.g. 1926, Vaba Maa, 30.12. 
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the Germans were narrativized into one great struggle for freedom.381 The attained freedom 

provided a culmination and endpoint for the narrative thread, and the survival image 

outweighed that of unjust ‘darkness’ and victimisation. Freedom was seen as both a victory 

and a right that the nation had earned through its own active efforts to persist, fuelled by an 

inherently strenuous spirit. The rhetoric around The Boy combined the established ideal of 

freedom with the active and engaging concept of youth – a union that rejuvenated the former, 

and nominated the latter as the country's brand and source of pride, charging the young nation 

image with future oriented promise. 

 

In addition to commemorating the fallen and tangibly perpetuating the value of the freedom 

they accomplished, the monument was intended as an element in city planning – its aesthetic 

and spatial solution was to become a ‘lasting decoration’ to the material fabric of urban life. 

The monument committee turned to the Visual Arts Department of the Culture Capital to 

declare a design competition, or alternatively commission sketches from selected artists 

directly. Permission was needed from the Ministry of Education whose administrative sphere 

the Culture Capital belonged to, and the decision was then taken to order tentative designs 

from two sculptors – J. Raudsepp and J. Koort.382 In December, 1926, the press presented the 

chosen composition by J. Koort, and opened up the preliminary public visual imagination for 

the hitherto abstract commemorative idea. 

 

The planned monumental rendition of young heroics was described as follows: 
On a quadrilateral base, a young man awakens to face battle, pushing himself up off the ground on his right 
hand, and holding a sword in his left hand. The fighter is still naked, but his muscular body and sapient glance 
strike as encouraging and powerful, inciting hope. This is also how our young army started out at the beginning 
of the War – half naked, poorly dressed, with few weapons. The artist’s creation reflects the arduous beginning 
of the arduous battle for freedom.383  
    

The monument was thus going to feature a young man, unclothed, in an upward motion. As 

the ‘emergent youth’ and the bare figure representing it were mainly associated with different 

beginnings – that of the War, of military confidence, and of independence, – the dates and 

                                                
381 Marek Tamm, "History as Cultural Memory: Mnemohistory and the Construction of the Estonian Nation," in 
Contested and Shared Places of Memory: History and Politics in North Eastern Europe, ed. J. Hackmann 
(London: 2009), p. 122. 
382 Estonian National Archive (ENA), f. 3978, n. 1, s. 16, I. 18. Newspapers, however, report the eventual 
consideration of 10 sketches at the competition. 26vm3012. Since the archives of the Teachers’ Society have not 
survived, no information remains as to what the alternatives where like.   
383 1926, Vaba Maa, 30.12. A tentative image of the design was published on the front page of Esmaspaev 
(Monday) in 1927, Esmaspaev, 10.02. 
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deadlines invoked in reference to the initiative followed the same theme. The monument was 

associated with the ‘dark and uneasy’384 autumn of 1918, particularly November, when the 

first units from Tallinn headed to the Narva battle front. The completion of the memorial was 

thus pronounced to aim at the tenth anniversary of the start of those battles. The image of a 

‘beginning’ is what contained the bridge from group grief and lived experience to a broader, 

nationally relatable concept of ‘emergent freedom’ – the youngsters perished at the ‘dawn of 

their lives’ were transposed, partially by the memory agents soliciting popular support but 

more decisively in the statements of city and government representatives, into the realm of 

‘dawning independence.’ Young heroes were paralleled to the young republic, and thus stood 

for not a future lost, but a future gained. Both freedom and youth became open-ended, 

forward-looking concepts – opportunities that the nation can build on, and experiences that 

provide strength in times of doubt.  

 

The media paralleled the monument’s genesis and early life to that of the Estonian Republic. 

The Boy was depicted as coming to life along with the republic, as the proof and product of its 

independent existence and development. The statue was the first monumental metal casting 

performed in Estonia, since all the previous works had been commissioned abroad. 

Newspapers celebrated the successful endeavour as evidence of the young country’s self-

sufficiency.385 The monument project, just as the build-up of the republic, was presented as a 

common undertaking of the people, with the foundry not aiming to make any profit,386 and the 

architect working for free.387   

 

As the unveiling of the monument approached, several propagandist writings appeared in 

written media, fraught with emotion and pathos, and centring the narrative manipulations 

around the major discursive units of ‘youth,’ ‘dawn’ and ‘independence.’ The war was 

described as the ‘heroic dawn’ of independence, the ‘rescue’ of a ‘young’ country, a ‘most 
                                                
384 1926, Vaba Maa, 30.12. 
385 1927, Paevaleht, 06.11. 
386 The material came from the melting of the Peter I statue on Liberty Square – the arms and boots in particular 
were recycled to build the monument. One of the boots was left over, and it was given to the foundry as 
compensation, to further lower the cost of the work. (Memoires of a member of the monument committee, O. J. 
Kiesel, in the possession of M. Karmo.) Karmo, Ühe vabadussamba lugu  (Tallinn: Huma, 1993), p. 11. 
Interestingly, soon after this episode a representative from the Swedish National Museum arrived in Estonia, 
wishing to acquire Peter’s hand – the one that held the act of Tallinn’s capitulation. The price offered would 
have easily covered the entire cost of the monument’s completion, but sadly the hand had already been melted. 
The leftover boot did not interest the Swedes. Strauss, Vabadussõja mälestusmärgid I  (Keila: ETPV trükikoda, 
2002), p. 107. 
387 1927, Paevaleht, 06.11. 



 

 
 
 

100 

heroic prologue to an heroic era,’ ‘moist with young blood.’ The texts glorify the idea of 

young sacrifice, and describe how schoolchildren became men overnight when Fatherland 

called. The articles present the youth as belonging to the new, independence paradigm, 

whereas the older generations were described as coming from previous political settings, 

doubtful and hesitant towards the young zeal for going to war. Most others failed to believe in 

the chances of the state’s survival, ‘only the young took to the battle front with full faith and 

consciousness.’388 The main theme is the beautification of the death suffered – falling at the 

dawn of their lives, and at the dawn of the republic, leaving a young life on the ‘altar of 

Fatherland.’ A periodical from 1927 concludes: ‘How beautiful it is to die a battling hero! But 

it is even twice as beautiful to die a young battling hero!’389 The stylistic tools resorted to bear 

resemblance to those appearing in later attempts to ‘undo’ this rupture and recharge the 

identification-constitutive heroism with Red achievements in the Great Patriotic War. 

 

This freedom constructed in the monument rhetoric was an all-inclusive umbrella-notion for 

everything the nation saw itself as having been deprived of – political sovereignty, economic 

self-sufficiency, cultural autonomy, and the liberty to express its own historical truths. The 

rhetoric of the Teachers’ Society and daily journalism rarely distinguished between these 

aspects, and constructed freedom as a general realisation of an ideal, accomplished mainly by 

the young and the brave, acting on the ‘love for fatherland burning bright in their hearts.’390 

The statements of the governing elites more willingly made a distinction, prioritizing political 

independence as the condition that renders all other development possible, and emphasising 

the statal construct as the goal that the young had fought for.391 However, the role of the 

international power configuration and the well-timed exhaustion of Estonia’s military 

adversaries was not underestimated on either side, allowing for the appreciation of the small 

country’s geopolitical ‘luck.’ The freedom thus constructed was a beautified, grateful 

collective condition that did not express vengeance or articulate an identifiable enemy figure. 

The term ‘enemy’ occurs in the texts as an abstraction, often alluding to both the nation’s past 

and its opponents in combat, but not some established, principled alien ‘other.’ This freedom 

is not an explicit freedom from, but rather a freedom to – an opportunity to realize the 

ambitions of national culture and finally exercise authority on the people’s native land. The 
                                                
388 1927, Paevaleht, 06.11. 
389 A magazine published by the Defence League “Kaitse Kodu” (Defend Your Home), nr. 21, 1927. Emphasis in 
original. 
390 1924, Vaba Maa, 30.09. 
391 E.g. 1927, Sodur, no. 46. 



 

 
 
 

101 

genre of ‘freedom’ does use strong emotional images such as ‘the yoke of slavery’ or ‘blood 

sacrifice,’ but these are invoked rather to add weight to the eventual emergence and value of 

freedom, than to demonise the historical oppressors, particularly in the utterances of the 

school community. The visual solution of the monument captures this ideal – The Boy reaches 

for the sky, and the sword in his hand is broken. 

 

The space and visuals        

Due to conflicts between the artist, Jaan Koort, and the Culture Capital,392 the former left the 

country, and a new sculptor – Ferdi Sannamees, a war veteran himself – was hired to create 

the monument instead. In June, 1927, the new design appears on the front page of Esmaspaev 

(Monday) along with the author’s photo and information about the planned unveiling in 

November.393 The project was affected by the previously circulated design – it depicted a 

male nude with a sword, and a strong upward tension in his posture. It also bore resemblance 

to the German monument planned in Tallinn in 1918, which similarly would have featured a 

male nude on one knee, one arm uplifted and the hand touching his forehead.394 Explicit 

elaborations of nudity were novel to the local memoryscape – even prior to the unveiling of 

The Boy, the mayor’s office received complaints about the ‘amoral aesthetics’ of the 

sculpture, unfit for public space.395 Such bold artistic attempts on the part of the German 

occupationist authorities thus resonated in the media. In 1919, the photos of the intended 

design were displayed on the windows of Paevaleht’s editorial office, and the endeavour was 

deemed artistically masterful in the press. The planned monument received recognition as a 

would-be valuable contribution to the city’s appearance, if only it did not ‘stab every Estonian 

painfully in the heart.’396 The monument site was never realised, but the expressive threads of 

such emotional and immediate artistry continued in the designs of national statuary.  

 

                                                
392 According to M. Karmo, the artist failed to produce his final design on time, which prompted the capital to 
ask for the money back that had been paid as advance. The case ended up in court, where the artist was found 
guilty. In March 1927, he left the country to go to Australia. Karmo, Ühe vabadussamba lugu  (Tallinn: Huma, 
1993), 7.   
393 1927, Esmaspaev, 27.06. 
394 On both sides of the base of the statue, there would be renditions of children as symbols of familial ties. The 
German commemorative initiative would have chosen between three models: the second one featured a granite 
column with a standing nude in its niche, and an Iron Cross on each side, while the third depicted an iron helmet 
on a pillar, with a man in front of it, sitting down as if deep in thought, leaning on his left arm, and on the 
opposite side, one would see statues of little children holding flower wreaths. 1919, Paevaleht, 13.03.  
395 Jüri Remmelgas, Mehed Vabaduse Puiesteelt  (Uppsala 1972). 
396 1919, Paevaleht, 13.03. 
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The new Boy had to correspond to the public reception of the ideals of youth and 

independence already underway. It depicted a single male figure, resting on his right knee, 

and reaching out towards the skies, representing, in the author’s interpretation, an urge for 

freedom and light.397 The figure’s glance is directed up; his entire posture exhibits an upward 

dynamic, as he leans on the small sword in his left hand. His body appears muscular and 

capable, yet unthreatening in its nudity. The artist had, in fact, presented two designs to the 

committee – the alternative suggested a helmet on the figure’s head and a cloth around his 

waist. The committee cast 4 votes in favour of the nude, and 3 against it, suggesting a distrust 

of such bold solutions.398 The posture invokes emotional associations with intense hope and 

prayer to the skies, to fate. The figure seems to remind the viewer of the value of 

independence. Its visuals make references to both the bravery of youth and the support of 

some grander, not easily defined, destiny. Through the emotional rendition of these aspects, 

the artwork creates an effective and touching imaginable space for the opposite scenario – had 

the prayers not been answered. The strikingly muscular figure thus awakens associations with 

the vulnerability of freedom, which is part of the site’s emotional appeal. The sword does not 

dominate the sculpture and rather serves to simply balance the rest of the compositional 

elements. The statue attributes the collective achievements of the nation to will and spirit 

rather than military might. The figure stood on a 2-metre-high granite block which in turn 

rested on a low base of steps. The names of Tallinn’s 21 fallen students and 5 teachers were 

not engraved on the base. The inscription read: “To the teachers and students of Tallinn that 

fell in the War of Independence 1918-1920.” (See: Figures 5, 6.) 

 

                                                
397 1938, Uus Eesti, 12.12. 
398 Remmelgas, Mehed Vabaduse Puiesteelt  (Uppsala1972). 



 

 
 
 

103 

           
Figure 5. The Boy in the interwar years. Source: a postcard, National Library of Estonia.  
Figure 6. The Monument to the Teachers and Students of Tallinn as reopened in 1993. 
Source: pilt.delfi.ee.   
 

The discursive interpretation of the space continued in the mould established by earlier 

impressions of Jaan Koort’s design. The figure was described as ‘powerful and manly-

looking,’399 with a strong symbolic significance. The nakedness was said to symbolise the 

poverty and defencelessness of the young nation, whose weaponry was not up to the task, 

hence the ‘wretched short sword’400 on the monument. In some writings, the sword is 

imagined as broken, symbolising not the exit from warfare towards a peaceful future, but 

rather the difficult conditions and poor military equipment that the battling youth had to 

operate with.401  

 

The raised arm embodied the gesture of ‘turning towards fate to plead for victory,’ 

‘encouraging others to join the fight,’ or ‘reaching for freedom.’ To accentuate the latter 

reading and further animate the monument’s message, the sculptor suggested the later 

                                                
399 1927, Vaba Maa, 09.09. 
400 1927, Vaba Maa, 15.11. 
401 1927, Paevaleht, 15.11. 
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addition of two side figures to the monument, depicting the Boy’s lethally wounded comrades, 

one on each side. The collapsing figure on the left would have been hit in the head, and the 

one on the right – in the heart. The author turned to the press to resonate his conviction – in 

addition to the materialised idea – freedom – it is important to depict the reality behind the 

notion: ‘The idea of freedom is brought to victory through grievous sacrifice.’402 The 

melodramatic descriptiveness of the triple figure and the initiative of adding ‘reality’ to the 

image of freedom failed to meet the support of the teachers or the public.   

 

The Boy was ‘about to stand up,’ leaning on his sword. The granite block that the statue 

originally rested on was brought from Finland, and thus symbolised the help of the ‘brother 

nation’403 in the War of Independence: ‘Our republic’s young fighter stands up and boldly 

straightens himself out with the support of his brother – Finland.’404 The location of the 

monument was also charged with symbolism – its vicinity to the Science School further 

enhanced the image of young boys that stood up ‘from behind their school desks and went 

straight to war.’405  

 

The base of the statue and the space around it was designed by Anton Soans (the city architect 

on the monument board, and an alumnus of the Science School). The area allocated for the 

monument was uncomfortably asymmetrical, lined with a diagonal side street, and thus 

needed visual rectification. It had to be converted into a small square that allowed for ritual 

gatherings and even military line-ups, yet retained the intimate greenery of a quietly genuine 

commemorative statement. Using high vegetation, lower hedges, lawns and flowerbeds, a 

closed festive square was accomplished around the statue, allowing a sightly organisation of 

flag carriers, the military and other participants during ceremonies. However, the other side of 

the street, next to the two theatre buildings (the “Estoonia” and the Drama Theatre), could be 

used by spectators in case of more populous events.  

 

The monument’s vicinity to the Science School enhanced the role of the establishment in 

public view. The school’s physical education teacher became known for having organised 

student brigades in 1917-1918; the involvement of students and schools was further iconized 

                                                
402 1938, Uus Eesti, 12.12; 1934, Paevaleht, 24.12. 
403 1927, Vaba Maa, 15.11. 
404 1927, Paevaleht, 15.11. 
405 1927, Paevaleht, 12.11. 
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through recollections of guns for voluntary combat brigades being hidden in the classrooms of 

the building, and of the Estonian Provisional Government holding its first meetings in this 

particular school. The statue was also incorporated into the everyday discourse of school kids, 

as it provided inspiration to frivolous anecdotes owing to its innovative and hitherto 

unforeseen public visual nudity, and was jokingly christened ‘Teacher, may I be excused?,’ 

interpreting the Boy’s pose as if he were eagerly raising his hand.406               

 

Partly because of the particular nature of the agency, and partly due to the non-

confrontational, powerful theme of young sacrifice that elegantly combined grief with a 

forgiving future-oriented identity, the visual solution of the monument site produced little 

controversy. Some voices appeared against the chosen design after the opening ceremony, 

contending that the depiction of ‘youth’ ought to involve more ‘strength, drive, and passion’ – 

this is how the young rushed into battle, and how they felt about its cause.407 However, these 

remarks remained marginal, and the integrated space of sacrificial youth and forward-looking 

freedom became an effective site for perceivedly ‘kin’-driven, unobtrusively national memory 

perpetuation. Without making claims to represent everyone, the monument stood for values 

that did not divide the population, and thus served as a common conciliatory commemorative 

space, countering the heated debate and disagreement over what the national monument 

should look like.   

 

The opening ceremony and performative traditions  

The unveiling of the monument (November 13, 1927) elaborated the connection between the 

perished youth and state loyalty. The speeches of the representatives of political elites 

employed the concepts of freedom and youth to invoke goal-oriented coherence in the society, 

and trust towards the country’s leadership. The completion of the monument in November 

was likened to the achievements of previous Novembers in the history of the state – in 1917 

the Estonian Provincial Assembly declared itself the sovereign power in the country, and in 

the following year, the Estonian Provisional Government took office. The State Elder Jaan 

Teemant spoke of the perpetual continuation of the struggle for freedom, which, though easier 

for the contemporaries, was similar in importance to the armed battles nine years earlier. The 

Minister of Education Jaan Lattik emphasised the support and guidance the monument will 
                                                
406 Karmo, Ühe vabadussamba lugu  (Tallinn: Huma, 1993), 26. 
407 1927, Sodur, no. 46. 
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provide in defending the freedom attained. The Head of the Defence League Johannes Roska 

seconded that, referring more explicitly to a potential future military clash: ‘If the homeland 

calls his sons again, let us all congregate by the monument. This is the marker that points us 

in the right direction.’408 Taking advantage of the didactic implications of the commemorative 

theme and the location of the memorial, the speeches assumed an educational, even 

premonitory tone, attempting to fixate the future into the memorial.  

 

The head of the monument committee and representative of the group memory mediating 

between the state and the individual, Otto Johan Kiesel, recounted the personal stories of 

youngsters gone to war without their parents even attempting to stop them. He spoke of a 15-

year-old boy, who volunteered to board an armoured train to the battle front, went missing in 

action, and whose final resting place is unknown. He described that student as a leader for the 

rest of the nation, rushing to war and inspiring others to follow. He then addressed those who 

harboured hesitations about the future of the statal construct in hopes that the memorial will 

convince them that the highest meaning in life is to be found in freedom and love of 

homeland, for which even ‘the weakest among us’ have the necessary strength.409 The 

students’ representative J. Poska jun. promised, in the name of the fallen youth, to fight just as 

courageously for homeland if ever need be.410 The national anthem was played, high 

representatives of the Lutheran Church and the Estonian Orthodox Church consecrated the 

memorial, and the Minister of Defence read out the names of the fallen. The audience bared 

their heads for each of those occasions. 

 

Groups of 32 students each represented the schools that had lost their youth in the war, and 

the diplomatic representations of Finland, Latvia, Hungary and Czechoslovakia were present, 

bearing flags. In accordance with the pronounced imperative to defend the freedom attained, 

the ceremony featured a military march by the students, a first of its kind since the 

                                                
408 J. Roska recounts the three choices the Estonians were faced with in 1918: some joined enemy ranks, some 
withheld from combat altogether, and some rushed to the battlefield. “The latter were right”. 1927, Sodur, no. 
46. 
409 1927, Vaba Maa, 13.11; 1927, Vaba Maa, 15.11; 1927, Paevaleht, 1511. The full transcripts of the speeches 
have not survived, the bits that are used here have been quoted in newspapers and strive to be representative of 
what resonated in public imagination. 
410 1927, Sodur, no. 46. 
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introduction of ‘military education’ in schools earlier that year.411 To the command of military 

instructors, students marched past the State Elder, demonstrating the future of state defence. 

 

The military march and the physical presence of the masses temporarily converted the space 

into a parade square, visually undoing the intimate vegetation and hiding the perimetric 

hedges in the crowd. Such embodied spatial manipulations seemingly enlarged the area of 

influence for the statue to include the whole length of the small street and both its sides, 

preparing it for a more national commemorative behaviour. Newspapers report the attendance 

of ‘thousands of people’ at the ceremony, who were expected to still be talking about the 

occasion long after they returned to their homes.412 Alongside reports on the populous 

gathering, the physicality of the experience was further stressed and transmitted through a 

particular emphasis on the weather – an aspect that came to be interpreted symbolically for 

any interwar commemoration, actualizing the experience in reference to the space and the 

land. The participants defying the heavy snowstorm through the lengthy ceremony were seen 

to represent the entire nation, enduring in the difficult days of war. 

 

After the unveiling ceremony, the site continued to attract commemorative activity that 

centred around the idea of patriotic upbringing for youth. The monument committee 

disbanded after the realization of the site, and the commemorative initiative moved into the 

hands of youth organisations, schools, and the veterans of the students’ division. Also, the 

Teachers’ Society continued to uphold the public visibility of the monument. The calendrical 

rituals observed were mainly related to those agents, while attracting a broader audience of 

Tallinners. Annual commemorations included, for example, the general meeting of the 

student-veterans in December, in the course of which 21 candles were lit at the site, one for 

each of the fallen boys.413 The Teachers’ Society commemorated the fallen in the press on the 

occasion of the Society’s anniversary (in April), and tied this mention to the memory of the 

more recently deceased members, and a visit to the memorial. Tallinn’s scout organisations 

conducted annual joint celebrations of Scouts Day and St. George’s Night Uprising414 in April 

                                                
411 State defence classes were started on October 1, 1927. Enn Tarvel, ed. Sõja ja rahu vahel. Eesti 
julgeolekupoliitika 1940. aastani. (Tallinn: 2004). 
412 1927, Paevaleht, 15.11; 1927, Vaba Maa, 15.11. 
413 E.g. 1937, Paevaleht, 17.12; 1937, Rahvaleht, 17.12. 
414 A peasant uprising (1343-1345) in the Northern and Western parts of present-day Estonia against the 
Germans and Danes executing power since the Ancient Battle for Freedom. The start of the uprising (April 23, 
1343) was celebrated in the interwar republic as part of the nation’s struggle for independence. 
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or May, with parades passing by the monument. The latter was treated with quiet respect, and 

the participants lowered their flags as they approached the site.415 These occasions dressed the 

site in flags and wreaths, with an ‘honour guard’ standing on three sides of the monument, 

leaving the front open for ceremonial proceedings.  

 

An important ritual observed at the site was Independence Day on February 24. Students and 

school staff congregated early in the morning to lay wreaths and recount the story of freedom 

and the collective obligations arising thereof. The participants bared their heads to emphasize 

the more solemn parts of the performance, and the national anthem was played. Another piece 

of music that became associated with Independence Day commemorations on the site is 

‘Isamaa ilu hoieldes’ (Nurturing the Beauty of Fatherland),416 a choral work whose lyrics 

invoke the toil and hardship of ancient Estonians attempting to fight enemy dominance over 

the centuries. While alluding to the 13th century and the subsequent sufferings, the words are 

intended to intensify the listener’s relationship to the long-lasting struggle leading up to, and 

increasing the value of, independence.    

 

Conclusion 

Freedom was cultivated as a relatively unpolemical concept in the Boy, whose sculptural form 

was not required to convince. The claim appeared ‘naturally’ unifying, coined by activists that 

were awarded the authority of authenticity in organising and publicly presenting their 

mnemonic material, based on either the teachers’ and students’ collected group memory or 

peer circle solidarity. In contrast, the impetus behind constructing the discursive ‘nation’ 

swings from profound pride to debilitating servility, invoking significantly greater public 

controversy. Freedom, along with youth, provided a commemorative logic that combined 

grief with a broader, brighter ideal for mnemonic perpetuation and belonging. At the same 

time, this combination still failed to include a definition of the nation, and did not become the 

first priority for top-down mnemonic institutionalisation. The categorically collectivising unit 

of ‘nation’ thus further broadened the function of memory places by describing the contents 

of the young and independent nation.   

 

                                                
415 Estonian National Archives (ENA), photo archive (Fotis): April 30, 1933; May 1, 1936; May 23, 1937; May 
27, 1938. Also: 1940, Paevaleht, 29.05. 
416 Composed by Artur Kapp in 1925. E.g. 1928, Paevaleht, 25.02. 
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The construction of ‘nation’ in Tartu Kalevipoeg monument 
The genre of ‘nation’ concerned itself with not just the celebration of the independent national 

construct, but with defining the provenance, contents and goals of the community, and thus 

placed broader, homogenising and inescapably polemicized claims on the titular group of the 

political unit. The construction of the notion in new monuments or in added discursive layers 

to old ones is significantly more top-down and centrally guided than in the case of previous 

images, described to respond to the common need for greater social synthesis in difficult 

times.417 Though also traceable before, the representation of ‘nation’ in monuments and the 

surrounding rhetoric becomes particularly salient in the 1930s when the ideas of a stronger 

central power gain ground. The debates around ‘nation’ allow for clearer enemy construction 

and an invocation of historical adversaries for the purposes of internal unity as well as the 

pursued agreement over representational forms. The top-down messages (central government, 

city governments) co-opted the ‘authentic’ rhetoric of grief and independence and added the 

definition and boundaries of the nation, rendering the monuments’ claims all-encompassing, 

and thus heatedly debated, as monumental imagination only allowed for delineated and rather 

narrowly descriptive interpretations, which meant that in order to accomplish a strong 

mnemonic marker, choices needed to be made. 

 

The Tartu Kalevipoeg (the protagonist of the Estonian national epic) presents an example of 

the ‘nation’ debate. Unveiled in 1933, the monument depicts the mythical hero, a symbol of 

the Estonian nation, standing, resting his arms on a sword, and gazing confidently ahead (see: 

Figure 7). The debate that preceded the materialisation of the commemorative idea was 

thorough and heated, narrowing the definition of the national community down through 

discussions of iconography, subject matter, the location and form of the monument. The 

nation was depicted to have an uninterrupted ‘national’ existence since the ancient freedom 

before the German conquest, with a ‘weapon in hand.’ As such, the unifying concept of the 

nation assumed a militant tone, unlike the discourse cultivated in the Boy. The discursive 

construction of the monument was jokingly said to have been complete to the extent that it 

exhausted the monument’s potential to affect the viewer after materialization, and that nothing 

                                                
417 Kurvits, ed. Vabadusmonument, I (Tallinn: 1933), p. 109. 
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new could be invented to be said in the speeches of the cornerstone ceremony.418 The 

discussion itself was occasionally treated as a monument to Estonianness.419 

 

 
Figure 7. Tartu Freedom War Memorial, referred to as Kalevipoeg. Source: Ajapaik.ee. 

 

The rhetoric of Kalevipoeg emphasized different saliences than the Boy throughout most of 

the discussions. After the onset of the ‘silent era’ regime of State Elder Konstantin Päts, 

Kalevipoeg’s standing for victory and national glory became even more expressly pronounced 

in commemorative practices. The nation and its perseverance since pre-Christian days were 

ritually enacted at the site every June 23, the Victory Day (observed since 1934 to celebrate 

victory over the Baltic German Landeswehr in 1919). The occasion was connected to an 

ancient tradition of lighting midsummer bonfires, which were said to have demonstrated the 
                                                
418 “Tartu langenud sõdurite mälestussamba nurgakivi panek 2. juuni õhtupoolikul,” Nool, no. 17, 1933.  
419 The ‘stubbornness’ that prolonged the debate, for example, was portrayed as something of an Estonian 
national characteristic; the monument saga as the new national epic. Richard Janno, “Traagika ümber Tartu 
mälestussamba ja arhitektooniliste evolutsioonide,” Postimees, 08.10.1932. 
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nation’s ‘natural’ yearning for selfhood and light. However, the focus on national 

characteristics, pride, and honour informed the debate also in the 1920s, owing, perhaps, also 

to the fact that another significant memorial, dedicated to military leader and Tartu’s liberator 

Julius Kuperjanov, had been prioritized and erected at Maarja cemetery as a grave monument 

in 1925, grounding the collective ‘need’ and discursive tradition of ‘mourning’. Furthermore, 

Tartu’s local mnemonic discourse emphasized the importance of the university town as the 

heart and centre of Estonian culture, responsible for leading the way and recording in 

sculpture the nation’s foundation and ‘most burning wishes’ for the future generations to 

see.420   

 

Defining the nation and casting its historical path as victorious involved enemy construction. 

The debate of the Kalevipoeg coincided with the arrival of the first full-length Estonian movie 

‘The Shadows of the Past’ (Mineviku varjud, 1924) in Tartu’s cinemas, and the discursive 

creation of the monument came to interact with this collective experience. The movie includes 

a scene where a character of German nationality (a German Order knight) falls off a coastal 

cliff in North Estonia, and this visual entered into monumental imagination, as the plunge 

became equated with the fall of the ‘bodies of power,’ and the artistic solution of the 

monument was expected to resurrect these emotions in the monument site, crowning the ‘fall’ 

with the nation’s own symbol. While the Germans remain the principle enemy (which is 

further institutionalised in the establishment of Victory Day), an opinion article about the 

planned monument invites the reader to imaginatively broaden the scene of the fall in their 

minds, adding the demise of five more symbols, pushed off a mountain and failing to save 

themselves, plunging to their death: the two headed eagle representing the Russian autocrats, 

the symbol of the Communist International, ‘the Jew’ Grigory Zinoviev, a creature in Red 

Army insignia, and a Landeswehr fighter. Rather than challenge or fragment the image of the 

Germans as the national ‘other’, this suggestion underscores the magnitude of the Estonian 

victory by adding the various forms of Eastern aggression to the list of the defeated.421  

 

Ühistöö, an organisation of associations and unions that was in charge of arranging many 

aspects of civilian life during the war years, and a predecessor of the Estonian Red Cross, 

formed a committee to ‘perpetuate the memory of the fallen heroes’ in Tartu already in 

                                                
420 “Üks väike meeldetuletus suure asja heaks,” Postimees, 10.04.1924. 
421 K. Linnamees, “Isamaa ilu hoieldes…” Postimees, 21.04.1925. 
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September 1919, comprising local members of the society.422 In the first years, the initiative 

evolved as a community affair, much like in the rest of the country. Donations were collected, 

parties were held to raise funds and awareness, uncomplying businessmen and doctors were 

shamed on the pages of the press for their failure to remember and respect who they owe their 

successes to.423 This type of shaming articulated the desired titular identity, and often 

underscored ethnic backgrounds, contributing real-time enemy construction to the image of 

the historical enemy. For example, Jewish dentist Rhan and German attorney Landesen were 

accused of lacking gratitude and a sense of citizen duty, and for that they were placed outside 

the Estonian ideational construct by drawing a parallel to the past betrayals: ‘foreign help was 

always painful to taste.’424 Deviations within Estonian ethnicity were equally shamed and 

national convictions questioned: ‘perhaps they did not want to become free after all?’425 The 

local ‘high society’ was rigorously scrutinised for their behaviour and eagerness to help with 

the monument, as they ‘owed’ the most to the fallen for the lives they were able to lead in the 

new republic.426 A more concrete plan for monumental memorialization formed in November 

1921. The grave monument to Julius Kuperjanov materialized rather quickly – its rather 

straightforward theme appeared also to provide greater opportunity for consensus. The 

‘general monument’, by contrast, failed to receive design suggestions that would satisfy the 

new committee’s expectations. Several competitions were held in the early 1920s, inviting 

submissions from artists for monuments corresponding to the ‘War of Independence and the 

idea of freedom’, considered to stand for the same thing.427  

 

The debate around the design and location of the monument came up with various solutions, 

and the question of whether there was sense in erecting a grand monument without a practical 

function at a time of scarce funds arose from the start. Writer August Kitzberg advances a 

suggestion to tie the monument project to the planned new bridge across the Emajõgi river in 

Tartu – one would help enhance the monumentality of the other, while possibly saving public 

                                                
422 Strauss, Vabadussõja mälestusmärgid I  (Keila: ETPV trükikoda, 2002), 198. 
423 E.g. Postimees. Hommiku väljaanne, 03.02.1920; Postimees, 21.09.1923. 
424 Postimees, 21.09.1923. 
425 The search for the ‘other in self’ and ‘betrayal from within’ was largely articulated after the incident of 
Valguta municipality near Tartu, which sent back empty donation books claiming that no activists could be 
found to execute the collections. A shaming phrase ‘to do like Valguta men did’ went into journalistic parlance. 
Postimees, 24.10.1921; Postimees, 28.10.1921. 
426 Postimees, 20.12.1923. 
427 Päevaleht, 07.11.1922. 



 

 
 
 

113 

money.428 As the discussion progressed, more elaborate solutions surfaced, defending the 

need to celebrate nationhood with an edifice of greater substance – a cultural building with 

libraries and congregation halls. The authors of the grandiose plan no longer proposed saving 

the town some money,429 but took pride in equipping the commemorative agenda with reason 

and function, and thus indirectly assigning the state and the nation the same attributes of 

rationality and substance.430 Town council member Minni Kurs-Olesk speaks for the 

establishment of a library or even a stipend as a better, more ‘practical’ way to record the 

memory of the fallen.431 Support for cultural facilities or even non-material monuments 

develops hand in hand with concerns of the young state’s lacking capacity to produce a 

worthy and artistically solid traditional monument, and to involve the necessary expertise in 

the deciding committees. The cultural institution’s function would more successfully express 

what the inadequate visuals of a figural monument might fail to capture – the magnitude of 

the war’s outcome and the war itself, the event that was conceptualised as the ‘foundational 

walls’ of the state (and state-national) construct.432  

 

One of the early figural monument designs to receive public attention was a grand project by 

Amandus Adamson, author of the Pärnu cemetery monument. The monument committee, 

chaired by Tartu’s mayor Karl Luik, negotiated with the esteemed sculptor outside of the 

design competitions that had not yielded interesting results.433 In the summer of 1923, 

Adamson created his first design and introduced it to the committee that had requested the 

presence of parliament speaker Jaan Tõnisson for the session. The plan envisaged an obelisk, 

adorned with bronze sculptures and reliefs on its four sides, to be erected on Tartu’s Town 

Hall Square. The bronzes would express the following ideas: the front of the obelisk would 

depict ‘free Estonia’, embodied in a young woman, flanked by two soldiers, one holding a 

sword and the other carrying the Estonian flag. The opposite side was to represent ancient 
                                                
428 Postimees, 10.09.1923. 
429 Proposals were nevertheless related to public efficiency as they underscored that fact that no decent museum 
building or public library existed in Tartu at the time, and the commemorative undertaking would have been an 
opportunity to address this lack. Vaba Maa, 08.08.1926.  
430 Such plans were ultimately deemed too costly by the city council. Postimees, 30.09.1926. 
431 Vaba maa, 01.10.1926. 
432 Postimees, 20.12.1923. 
433 The committee was open for all the organisations to join, its plenary meetings were attended by 2 
representatives from each member association – institutions, banks, student societies, etc. Postimees, 06.04.1924. 
In May 1925, for example, the committee comprised 45 individual members and 11 organisations. Päevaleht, 
17.05.1925. The individual members ranged from politicians and intellectuals to those with a personal 
connection to the war. For example, in 1924, the board of the committee included Tartu’s mayor Karl Luik, 
writer Karl August Hindrey, and Alice Kuperjanov, the wife of the fallen war hero and battalion leader Julius 
Kuperjanov. Postimees, 13.04.1924. 
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Estonia in the figure of Kalevipoeg. The two remaining sides would be dedicated to military 

success and present to the viewer two battle scenes – one from the War of Independence, 

featuring Julius Kuperjanov, and one from the days of Lembitu, a legendary elder that fell in 

the battles of the 13th century Livonian Crusade, or the Ancient War of Freedom as it has been 

institutionalised in the Estonian historical imagination. The height of the monument was 

projected to be about 10 metres. To involve the public, the committee held a speech meeting, 

featuring an address by the parliament speaker, and displayed the design at the meeting, after 

which the drawings remained accessible to the public in the Town Hall.434 

 

As the initially planned location – Town Hall Square – raised concerns in some of the town 

council and committee members, owing to the inevitable interaction and visual competition 

between the sizeable monument and its backdrop, the historical town hall building. This 

hesitation switched the issue of location into the debate, the arguments in which contributed 

to the attempt of defining the nation’s essence, goals and key characteristics, as was to be 

materialized in the monument.  

 

The monument committee discussed three alternative locations. One of the proposals was 

Barclay de Tolly square, named after the monument to the Baltic-born Russian Field Marshal 

standing there since 1849, funded by the officers serving in his command (see: Figure 8). 

Opinions were voiced in favour of removing the old, mnemonically neutral marker, and 

reworking the square around to the new monument.435 The relative neutrality and 

inoffensiveness of de Tolly’s person, the overwriting of which was unnecessary as the marker 

had rather shifted into ‘cold,’ cultural memory, meant that it made little sense to alter one of 

the permanences of the town, well habituated into the cityscape and local parlance. Although 

he was German-speaking, de Tolly’s legacy was strongly associated with the Russian 

monarchy and did not lend itself to emotional ‘othering’ or enemy construction.  

 

The location dispute, which even outlasted design-related deliberations, grew more heated in 

the early 1930s as public moods intensified in the context of subsequent government crises, 

and dissatisfaction with indecision heightened. Writer and economist Karl Laagus insisted 

that Barclay Square was ideal for the new monument, since it presented a respectable and 

                                                
434 “Vabadussõjas langenud kangelaste mälestussammas Tartu,” Postimees, 23.09.1923. 
435 “Kuhu püstitada mälestussammas langenud sõduritele,” Postimees, 06.11.1924. 
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well-frequented green space with a suitable architectural frame.436 The bust of the nobleman 

ought, in his view, to have been relocated. Laagus believed that this manoeuvre would not 

have constituted an instance of ‘vandalism,’ ‘chauvinism,’ or ‘desecration from the historical 

or heritage-protective point of view,’ – Barclay de Tolly’s merits had been ‘helpful to Russian 

absolutism, but not to the Estonian people and their aspirations of freedom.’437 While not 

actively imagined as the enemy, czarist Russia is invoked in order to construct the young 

nation against what it is not, and to establish Estonian independence as something that 

expressly dominates other historical periods, causes and ideas, commanding their traces. 

Some commentators associated the architecture of Barclay Square with the shameful Estonian 

desire to self-germanise, a tendency tied to self-doubt and slave-nation mentality, producing a 

mnemonic ‘abject other in self’. The square was implicated as the expression of this ‘other’, 

its entire ‘architectonic hem’ a manifestation of the ‘restless bragging of Tartu’s juniper-

germans, before they fell from the town government.’438 However, this othering remained 

rather marginal and responses to Laagus tended instead to defend the bust, as well as the 

square. Beloved writer Oskar Luts published a short story, detailing a discussion he had with a 

friend of his about the new monument’s location. In the story, the author provocatively 

enquires whether ‘that Barclay, that bald-headed old man should be blown up, to make room 

for our men.’439 His friend replies with near outrage (and the author subsequently agrees) that 

Barclay ‘did no particular harm to Estonia. He is from this neck of the woods, and over time 

has become their own person, so to speak, to Tartuites.’440 Tallinn artist Oswald Jungberg 

recalled the rearrangements of memoryscape in the capital, and emphasised that de Tolly was 

‘no tyrant in the style of Peter I, whose monument should be relocated.’441 The prevailing 

opinion remained that the square itself would indeed present an excellent choice for the site of 

the prime monument, but the existing marker was to be preserved, and thus, the location could 

not merit further consideration.  

 

                                                
436 K. Lgs, “Mälestussamba asukoht. Kas selleks ei sobi Barklai plats?” Postimees, 19.04.1930. 
437 K. Lgs [Karl Laagus], “Mälestussamba asukoht. Kas selleks ei sobi Barklai plats?” Postimees, 19.04.1930. 
438 For this reason – architectonic suitability – the author supports the choice of Town Hall Square. Rudolf Al. 
L., “Kuhu Tartus püstitada Vabadussõja kangelaste mälestussammas?” Postimees, 09.02.1925.  
439 Oskar Luts, “Mälestussammas,” 21.07.1930. Emphasis in original. 
440 Ibid. 
441 Jungberg favoured Town Hall Square as a suitable, dignified site, ‘long awaiting a monument’ to crown it. 
Osw. [Oswald] Jungberg, “Veel mõned seisukohad. Tartu püstitatava ausamba puhul,” Postimees, 25.04.1930.  
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Figure 8. Barclay de Tolly square, 1939. Source: The National Archives of Estonia, photo 
bank ‘Fotis,’ ref. EFA.197.0-40579.   
 

A second controversial candidate for the site, favoured by the monument committee from 

1924, was the Toome Hill in central Tartu, behind the town hall and the university’s main 

building, a higher green area belonging to Tartu University.442 Toome’s nation-mythical 

significance stems from its image as the ‘residence of ancient Estonian gods’.443 The 

University, however, failed to respond positively to suggestions of an Independence War 

marker on said grounds.444 In his feuilleton-style discussion of the monument, writer Oskar 

Luts pointed to a rift forming between the people’s commemorative enterprise and the 

country’s intellectual bastion, the University: the latter supposedly rejected the committee’s 

initiative because ‘in their opinion, there were not enough professors and big men of science 

among the fallen freedom soldiers.’445 A variation on the people and art-specialists’ disunion, 

the debacle distanced the intellectual elite from the bottom-up mnemonic initiative, and added 

to the popular legitimacy of the monument project. The declining relevance of specialist 

knowledge to the monumental undertaking was evidenced by the town council’s decision to 

overlook the recommendations of art-educated professionals and debate the issue within the 

                                                
442 Postimees, 06.11.1924. 
443 Postimees, 19.04.1930. 
444 The university declined repeatedly. E.g. Päevaleht, 17.05.1925; Postimees, 05.06.1930. 
445 Oskar Luts, “Mälestussammas,” 21.07.1930. 
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55-member municipal body instead.446 This opposition continued in the matter of monumental 

aesthetics. As all contributors claimed national passion, the value of which was undisputed 

(and the use of which as rhetorical ammunition was well established), the intellectual art-

critical elite interjected in the public debate from mostly such premises, suggesting that a poor 

artistic delivery signals a lack of faith in Estonia’s future, as if saying: ‘others will come and 

take the monument down anyway.’447  

 

A long, narrow tree-covered area between the Emajõgi River and Freedom boulevard 

(Vabaduse puiestee) became the next serious consideration, even though it had previously 

been dismissed by the committee due to the constructional complications arising from the soft 

and muddy riverside ground. It was, however, deemed suitable for its size and frequentability, 

and the site would not get ‘too much in people’s way,’ as a Town Hall Square monument 

would have.448 Such reasoning triggered complaints and self-critical jokes about the 

monument’s apologetic character and, once again, self-negating tone. One contributor wrote 

that the dimensions of the monument were reduced ‘so that Kalevipoeg, standing on the 

pedestal, would not reach to look over the small houses of Tartu, and would not attempt to 

disturb citizens and surrounding inhabitants in their daily work. He is fine moping in the 

shade of the trees on the Emajõgi shore.’449 The opinions voiced in the making of the 

‘discursive monument’ reflect a clash (and blend) of self-reproach over the instinctive 

belittlement and submissiveness of the national psyche, and small nation pride. Only out of 

the ‘shade’ and in full, constant view, another commentator points out, would the monument 

be able to fulfil its duty – ‘to revive again and again the memory of the heroes that brought us 

free Estonia.’450 

 

Adamson’s statues were cast in bronze in 1927 and a contract was signed between all the 

executive parties and the monument committee to unveil the marker in the summer of 1931, 

                                                
446 “Teist võimalust ei ole,” Postimees, 23.06.1930. Among the ‘specialist’ elite, the town architect of Pärnu, 
Oskar Siiman, for example, strongly suggested the Town Hall Square or the University grounds as the only 
thinkable places for a characteristically Tartuite monument. O[skar] Siimann, “Mälestussamba asetusest,” 
Postimees, 27.01.1930. Already earlier, Tartu art circles had expressed concern over the competence and 
decision-making capacity of the vast governing body, suggesting that a small committee of art specialists be 
appointed for the task instead. Postimees, 21.04.1925. 
447 Tulihänd [Henrik Visnapuu], “Ärgem püstitagem monstrumeid,” Vaba Maa, 14.09.1927. 
448 Postimees, 07.03.1925. 
449 “Mis sündis pühade eel ja pühade ajal Tartus,” Nool, no. 17, 1933. 
450 Postimees, 16.04.1930. From the architects’ point of view, a more generous open space is simply what an 
obelisk-type monument needs to realize its potential in an urban setting. Postimees, 18.01.1930. 
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but the location of the new memory site was far from settled. As the weight of the debate 

shifted onto discussing the vicinity of the Emajõgi River as the appropriate location, the 

Police Square (Politseiplats) by the Freedom Boulevard, which runs along the river, was also 

suggested. At the time, it was serving as the town’s vegetable market, with a further meat 

market attached – both establishments that would have had to be relocated in order to conjoin 

the square into the riverside space to form a representative park.451 Emajõgi had been 

intensely poeticised in the Estonian, and particularly Tartu’s, imagination of homeland – the 

river was construed as something mythical, the ‘Mother of Estonian waters’, a site and spirit 

to be honoured all on its own. Estonian poet Henrik Visnapuu approached the monument 

issue precisely from the angle of providing the river with a worthy frame in the monument. 

The river, he suggested, had long been filthy and off-putting for locals as well as visitors, and 

the celebrated poet Lydia Koidula (1843-1886) must have adopted ‘lyricizing methods 

intended for the Rhine’ to immortalise the image of the river that in reality was run-down and 

neglected by the town.452 Visnapuu considered it imperative that the monument project be 

employed for the betterment of the riverside, even if he was less than enthusiastic about the 

artistic taste behind the design.453 In such reasoning, the river itself carried an important part 

of the Estonian identity, linked to nature and the romantic view of the native homeland as well 

as the cultural awakening, education and self-discovery of Estonians as a nation. These 

attributes were to blend and interact with the monument that would overlook the river from 

the other side, from the felicitous Hay Market Square (Heinaturg), in Visnapuu’s vision. The 

main issues with both the Police Square and the Hay Market Square were the history and 

connotations that came with the spaces – the Hay Market was suggested to be undignified, 

owing to the bargaining and commotion, and the Police Square, with its adjacent meat market, 

was said to be a fitting memory site to a ‘butcher’ or an enemy, criticising once more the 

possible lack of state-nation pride, and the failure to pursue worthy commemorations.454   

 

The design of the monument was somewhat less polemicized, than the location. The 

committee settled on Adamson as the author, but repeatedly asked him to revise his designs. 

                                                
451 Päevaleht, 18.09.1927; Postimees, 30.12.1928; Vaba Maa, 16.05.1930. 
452 Henrik Visnapuu, “Kuhu paigutada vabadussõja mälestussammas?” Postimees, 02.02.1930. 
453 The area in the vicinity of the Police Square, as well as the tree-covered stretches along the river between its 
two (planned) bridges had already been enhanced and thus provided a decent ‘frame’ for the river to flow 
through the city, but many other areas still needed work. This was part of the reason that Visnapuu wished to 
consider the other side of the river for the monument. Henrik Visnapuu, “Kuhu paigutada vabadussõja 
mälestussammas?” Postimees, 02.02.1930. 
454 Oskar Luts, “Mälestussammas,” 21.07.1930. 
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Kalevipoeg was an important figure and symbol from the start.455 In 1925, Adamson 

presented a design that no longer involved a spatially demanding obelisk, but relied wholly on 

sculptural elements. It featured a wounded soldier atop a pedestal, and, further above him, a 

woman waving the flag of victory. Down below on the front side of the monument, another 

soldier was planned, flanked by two women, and the back of the monument would have 

presented Kalevipoeg resting on his sword. The wealth of figures seemed still to inflate the 

budget and distract from a strong central idea.  

 

The press discourse endorsed a monumental vision of a ‘giant warrior’, a ‘symbol of the 

fortitude of Independence War heroes’, that stands as ‘the toughest son of Kalev, risen from 

the dead,’ as if atop the scene of the falling bodies of power in the aforementioned movie.456 

A fallen soldier as a central figure did not correspond to the tonality of the discursive 

construction of the memory site, and the committee failed to support the design.457 The design 

that resulted in a contract with the sculptor was completed later in 1926, and featured 

Kalevipoeg as the central figure, standing on a rock, just as the movie scene had imagined.458 

The monument was to be complete with two soldiers to the side of Kalevipoeg, on a lower 

platform – one wounded, holding a rifle, the other one ready to step in and defend him.459 The 

figure of Kalevipoeg seemed to correspond to the discursively painted picture of an 

appropriate monument to the foundations of the Estonian nation, and to what the subsequent 

generations needed to learn about its bravery. As the use of Kalevipoeg enjoyed a rather 

broad acceptance and attracted few objections, differences of opinion (and thus attempts to 

participate in the creation of the nation as it was to be remembered and celebrated) were 

voiced regarding its presentation – the form and function of the base of the monument, the 

ever-troubling location, the side sculptures. The situation demonstrated a tension between a 

collectively sensed urgency to put up the marker, and the almost ungraspable significance of 

the endeavour, causing the discussion to continue until every possibility for improvement had 

been weighed and exhausted. In the fall of 1927, the bronze of Kalevipoeg, cast in Italy, had 

                                                
455 The broader discourse around the monument project involved numerous references to the mythical hero. For 
example, a fund raiser ‘Fatherland Evening’ held at the Tartu theatre featured a comical play about the history of 
Estonian freedom by Oskar Luts, entitled “The Return of Kalev” (Kalevi kojutulek). Postimees, 16.01.1924. 
456 K. Linnamees, “Isamaa ilu hoieldes… 2,” Postimees, 24.04.1925. 
457 ‘Following the mood of the people,’ it also requested that the author not use concrete for the base of the 
monument, and that the flag be removed from the hand of the woman figure, symbol of Estonia. Postimees, 
04.02.1926. 
458 The height of the Kalevipoeg statue was to be 4,5 metres and that of the soldiers – 2,5 metres. Päevaleht, 
30.10.1926. 
459 Päevaleht, 30.10.1926; Postimees, 13.08.1926. 
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already arrived in Estonian customs, but the discussion had only just turned to potentially 

including a larger base in the design with stairs leading up to the statue, and coloured lights 

adding ‘mysterious shadows’ to the monument site, the location of which remained 

undecided.460  

 

Among those who nevertheless questioned Kalevipoeg as the worthy and apt embodiment of 

the national triumph was poet Henrik Visnapuu, whose arguments always fought for the 

prominence of the most authentically Estonian representations, refusing the influences he 

traced as foreign. Opposed to the ‘grotesque’ that results from combining a nude figure with 

fully clothed soldiers,461 Visnapuu asked what it was that the monument was intended to 

commemorate – was it the distant past, which he saw revived in Kalevipoeg, or the then-

contemporary moment presented through the scene with the soldiers? He argued that the 

recent event of the war was the more important commemorative cause, and suggested to steer 

the project towards the ideal of war memorialization by prioritizing the soldier group, which 

did not need Kalevipoeg to complete it.462 Visnapuu recommended placing the soldiers on the 

highest level in the monument, while Kalevipoeg, symbolising the Estonian nation, could be 

located beneath the central group, as if holding them. The disagreement, thus, did not lie so 

much in how best to represent the nation but what the commemorative focus of the monument 

should be. The general rhetoric of the Tartu monument, however, had moved away from the 

war (and the other monuments in the mnemonic landscape of the 1920s) quite early in the 

process, owing largely to the university town’s identity as the cultural heart of the country, 

and now, of the nation. War victory, in this collective imagination, was being moulded into 

more than can be captured by a scene dedicated to a military feat – it was the culmination of 

the historical mission of the small nation, and a testament to the nation’s qualities. 

 

The monument was expected to correspond to (and in practice, of course, to shape and 

reproduce) quintessential Estonianness, and its construction was thus the moment to decide 

these properties. Visnapuu’s writings problematized the rock or mountain that Kalevipoeg 

was supposed to stand on – such elements (mountain ranges) were not found in Estonian 

nature, and rather represented a foreign image, brought into Estonian poetry from outside. His 
                                                
460 The architectonic solution prepared by Tartu University architect Paul Mielberg. “Vabadussõja 
mälestussammas Tartus,” Päevaleht, 18.09.1927. The statue that arrived in 1927 was stored at an old power 
plant until its unveiling in 1933. Postimees, 14.04.1933. 
461 Adamson’s Kalevipoeg stood, his hands resting on a sword, with only a fur around his waist. 
462 Tulihänd [Henrik Visnapuu], “Ärgem püstitagem monstrumeid,” Vaba Maa, 14.09.1927. 
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insistence to place the sculptures on an architectural pedestal rather than a ‘natural’-looking 

rock was informed by a conviction to define Estonianness through authenticity, and to 

cultivate such truly national pride that was enough to frame identity and culture, and no 

longer needed to draw on foreign images to romanticise experiences or enhance perceptions. 

While pre-existing, authentically Estonian features were expected to be represented in the 

monument’s language, more universal values, such as freedom, were equally Estonianised, 

and pronounced as a national characteristic. 

 

The idea of a cultural edifice also persisted, and further particularised as protracted indecision 

regarding the marker’s execution gave rise to something of a monument fatigue within the 

public discussion. Town architect Arnold Matteus produced two designs for a building 

complex that included a monumental rendition of Kalevipoeg as its centrepiece. It would 

either guard the tomb of the Unknown Soldier on an adjacent commemorative square, a space 

conveying ‘silence and peace’, or simply stand at the entrance.463 The heart of the building, a 

high-ceilinged commemoration room would hold Adamson’s second sculptural piece, the 

soldier group, as well as pictures and busts of Independence War leaders and heroes.464 The 

first floor would have housed a circular reading room, suitable also for exhibitions, while the 

basement floor was intended to hold the town archive and a book repair service. The project 

was well received by the public as well as the monument committee, but it was very 

obviously still out of the reach of the limited budget, and thus served as a more hypothetical 

part of the nation-construction debate, outlining the perfect – meaningful and grand – mode of 

commemorating the war and celebrating the nation, but one that was never seriously 

interrogated for its capacity to ‘ground’ the national sentiment and meet the acquired 

emotional-commemorative need in lived space. However, the cultural edifice project did 

influence the monumental outcome as it solidified the separation of the commemorative and 

the celebratory features of the monument – Kalevipoeg and the soldier group were decisively 

divorced from one another, and the committee placed the soldiers at the Pauluse cemetery to 

mark the common grave of the 254 fallen.465  

 

                                                
463 “Kas mälestussammas või kultuurhoone Tartu,” Päevaleht, 09.06.1928. 
464 “25-miljoniline kultuurhoone,” Postimees, 06.06.1928. 
465 Strauss, Vabadussõja mälestusmärgid I  (Keila: ETPV trükikoda, 2002), 198. 
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Kalevipoeg alone, on a simple pedestal, was thus to be erected by the Emajõgi river, in the 

narrow green space next to the Freedom Boulevard.466 The lengthy discursive construction of 

the monument resulted in elevated attention to the material steps finally taken towards the 

realization of the marker – a festive gathering was held on the occasion of the lifting of the 

first shovelful of dirt from the monument site, performed by the mayor, Karl Luik.467 A bigger 

cornerstone ceremony took place on the site on June 2, 1933, featuring orchestral 

performances, the mayor’s address, military line-ups and the installing of a ‘time capsule’ into 

the base of the monument, which contained documents on the establishment of the Estonian 

Republic, a written history of the War of Independence, photos of the State Elder as well as 

the authors of the monument to be, Estonian currency, and copies of the most important 

newspapers on the day of the ceremony.468 The mood and rhetoric was carried by the image of 

a ‘nation in arms’, vigilant facing the future, and mindful of the ‘blood sacrifice that brought 

upon them the sun of freedom’.469  

 

The opening of the monument on September 17, 1933, an event in its own right untied to any 

holiday or existing mnemonic ritual, pronounced the monument to symbolise the Tartuites’ 

‘commitment to maintaining freedom and independence.’470 The ceremony largely relied on 

state symbolism and presence. State Elder Jaan Tõnisson attended to give a speech; the state’s 

defence capacity was demonstrated even in the form of military aircraft flying over the 

monument site, ‘their engine sound blending into the event’s general hum of gratitude.’471 The 

sentiment of grief had indeed transformed into a rhetoric of gratitude for the status of a free 

nation, expressed already as the day’s proceedings commenced at the Paulus cemetery with 

the mayor’s speech and wreath-laying in the presence of the honour guard of the cavalry 

units. All the churches in Tartu held commemorative services, after which the grand 

ceremony at the monument site began. Since the monument had a corresponding, explicitly 

grief-related memory place at the Paulus cemetery, which was often incorporated into the 
                                                
466 Postimees, 03.09.1932. The base of the monument was designed by sculptor Aleksander Eller, the 
architectural solution was commissioned from town architect Arnold Matteus. The sculpture was 4,5 metres 
high, placed on top of a 3,2-metre pedestal. The front of the pedestal carried the two dates of 1918 and 1920. 
467 Päevaleht, 23.04.1933. 
468 The publication of the social democrats, Rahva Sõna (Word of the People) was included in the selection, 
whereas the newspaper of the Estonian Union of Freedom Fighters, Võitlus (The Fight) which had earlier that 
year celebrated the ‘liberation of European peoples from under the yoke of parties’ as manifested in Hitler’s 
ascent to power, was excluded from the aggregate image of the Estonian polity and nation that was to be 
preserved in the monument. Päevaleht, 07.06.1933; Postimees, 01.06.1933. 
469 Postimees, 07.06.1933. 
470 “Tartu tasus oma auvõla,” Sõdur, no. 37/38, 1933, 1038. 
471 Postimees, 19.09.1933. 
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ritual proceedings, Kalevipoeg was constructed to carry a different, proud, militant and 

forward-looking mnemonic charge.  

 

Upon completion, the monument’s location became woven into the narrative of the symbol, 

the riverside trees seen as a revival of an old Estonian sacred grove, and the Emajõgi shore the 

‘historic soil of our national culture.’472 Kalevipoeg, the national symbol that had received 

monumental validation, was construed as an embodiment of the nation’s ‘steadfastness, 

courage, greatheartedness, superiority, and readiness to bear sacrifices.’473 The warrior 

Kalevipoeg, returning from battle, having ‘secured independence, life, and work for his 

people with his victory,’ was narrated to have cleaned his wounds in the nourishing waters of 

the Emajõgi River, and risen onto the pedestal to state his case with God.474 A text published 

in the leading Tartu newspaper details his address: he speaks of his battles against enemies, – 

both his and God’s, – and expresses gratitude for having been chosen as His instrument for 

the extraordinary undertaking. Entering this exchange as a free man, no longer a slave, 

Kalevipoeg claims to seek justice for his people, and avows to forego praise and glory, his 

only wish being to work, and to be able to tell his story in a free land.475 The nation, in the 

figure of Kalevipoeg, was seen to ‘stand free, with its head held high, ready to face its 

destiny.’476 The courageous, God-fearing nation’s historic mission was thus seen to be 

endowed with divine validation.  

 

The figure of Kalevipoeg represented all of the following: the nation itself, its leader, and its 

fallen soldier. It stood for continuity with what was portrayed as a state-nation aspiration 

dating from pre-Christian times – Kalevipoeg standing proudly represented the nation’s 

‘getting back its legs’, after 700 years of ‘wanting to stand up’.477 He was imagined as the 

model for an ideal Estonian. As sculptor Amandus Adamson’s biographer Tiina Nurk has 

written, the author intended the ancient hero to convey ‘an amalgam of the strength of a 

tireless worker and fighter, wisdom, bravery, and a deep love for his homeland and his 

                                                
472 Postimees, 15.09.1933; Postimees, 19.09.1933. 
473 Postimees, 15.09.1933. 
474 Postimees, 17.09.1933. 
475 J. Karlson, “Kalevipoja kõnelus jumalaga,” Postimees, 17.09.1933.  
476 Postimees, 15.09.1933. 
477 From the speeches of Mayor Karl Luik and State Elder Jaan Tõnisson at the opening ceremony. Postimees, 
19.09.1933; Sõdur, No. 37/38, 1933, 1041; Päevaleht, 19.09.1933. In the national epic, Kalevipoeg dies after 
having his legs cut off by a sword in a river, but the very end of the poem promises his eventual return. 
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nation.’478 Also, one fallen soldier was pictured to remain with the people, to ‘watch over the 

nation in the form of Kalevipoeg’s statue’. A guardian of the nation, he was imagined to 

‘defend, bless, and read the nightly prayer’ for Estonians.479  

 

The State Elder’s speech portrayed the small nation’s arrival in the ranks of independent 

states as a ‘superhuman battle’ for its freedom, and for the whole of Western culture, waged 

against an enemy more than ten times Estonia’s size.480 The victory was said to have 

delivered a new mind-set, by which the people no longer bow down to external authority but 

feel themselves to be in control of their own path. The speaker addresses small nation 

insecurities in hopes of decisively dispersing them – he critically asks if there is really still 

cause for fear and anxiety about the Estonians’ ability to run their own state, and for 

hesitations regarding whether Estonia should seek a foreign power whose ‘will to bend 

under.’ The opening ceremony completed the transformation of the small nation 

memorialization cause and victimhood nationalism into institutionalised small nation pride in 

monumental form. The ‘700 years of struggle’ were recast as a less important prelude to 

national success. ‘Times of slavery’ and hardship were no longer to be focussed on; rather, the 

emphasis was to be on ‘how people acted when the time was right.’ The rhetoric of the 

monument overwrote the story of small nation difficulties with an account of its 

resourcefulness and ‘national genius’. Just as Kalevipoeg had stated in his ‘conversation with 

God,’ the speaker was no longer a slave, but a free man. The monument had crowned and 

solidified the nation’s self-assertion.481 In this discursive buildup, the materialization of the 

long-discussed monument served as the last achievement that the nation needed in order to be 

complete. 

 

After the onset of the Silent Era in 1934, the rhetoric of pride further strengthened around the 

concepts of victory and unity, the latter addressing an important societal deficiency, as it was 
                                                
478 Quoted in Strauss, Vabadussõja mälestusmärgid I  (Keila: ETPV trükikoda, 2002), 199. 
479 From the speech of pastor Jaan Lattik. Postimees, 19.09.1933. 
480 From the speech of State Elder Jaan Tõnisson, “Tartu tasus oma auvõla,” Sõdur, No. 37/38, 1933, 1039. The 
danger posed by the enemy was emphasised in rather graphic language in the opening ceremony rhetoric: 
“Already at our birth crib the enemy lurked with his bloody hands, looking to destroy us.” The programme of the 
opening ceremony: Tartu Vabadussammas [Tartu Vabaduspuiestikku püstitatud Vabadussamba avamise 
pidustuste kava],   (Tartu 1933). 
481 Overcoming small nation insecurities had been pronounced as one of the monument’s tasks already earlier in 
the construction debate. For example, Peeter Põld, the first Education Minister of the Estonian Republic, had 
observed in 1925 that the monument was necessary in order for the nation to ‘forget that, which remained in 
their blood from the days of slavery and foreign rule.’ Peeter Põld, “Kellele on seda tarvis,” Postimees, 
12.01.1924. 
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seen from the top-down point of view. The recently established Victory Day became grandly 

celebrated at the site as a day of light and concord.482 The Kalevipoeg monument provided a 

fitting context for speaking of the pre-Christian tradition of midsummer bonfires as ‘flames of 

freedom’, the equivalents of which were to be lit in peoples’ hearts, to ensure the lastingness 

of the free nation. The concepts of nation and freedom were thus even more securely narrated 

back into ancient times – the holiday tied the pagan tradition of midnight fires to the light of 

freedom that dawned at the battle of Võnnu in 1919, won against the Baltic German 

Landeswehr.483  

 

Conclusion: From Kalevipoeg to the Victory Column  

The Kalevipoeg debate sought to define the nation’s characteristics, core values and 

provenance, while confronting and overcoming the national self-doubt that had plagued the 

public discourse of the early republic. The sword in the hand of the Boy was broken and its 

use resided in the past, marking the foundational sacrifice for freedom, but the sword of 

Kalevipoeg was, on the contrary, ‘active’, and very relevant for the present as well as the 

future – the nation was defined through its victories, its military feat, its age-old desire to be 

‘masters in their own land’, and its vigilance in the face of the future.  

 

The image of enemy was often invoked as a general reference to a hostile past and the 

uncertainties of the future. The more concrete, prime enemy figure constructed in the 

monument and the holiday rituals was the Germans (and the Baltic German nobility). The 

image of their historic fall in a popular history-educational movie nearly dictated the visual 

solution of the monument, i.e. Kalevipoeg standing on a mountain rock, uncharacteristic of 

Estonian landscapes. The Russian enemy was not actively (and emotionally) constructed; it 

rather served as an illustration of the magnitude of the Estonian triumph in the war, and the 

basis of the Estonian civilizational role as the bulwark of Western culture, solidifying the 

image of the nation’s rightful place among Western states.   

 

                                                
482 The fires were lit in the name of a ‘united people,’ the parades were said to embody the unity and ‘absence of 
disagreements within the nation’. Postimees, 24.06.1935; Postimees, 25.06.1936; but also: Postimees, 
24.02.1935. 
483 Karl Luik, vice-mayor by then, maintained in his Victory Day speech: “Fire, that is light, and light, that is 
freedom.” The ‘victory fire’ was brought to the Tartu celebrations from Tallinn, where it had been lit by the State 
Elder. Postimees, 25.06.1937. 
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The national construct was debated through other avenues as well – the ability and integrity of 

the new nation were explored in the matters of location and aesthetic quality; public sphere 

was tested for participation in the common project of imagining and representing the nation. 

The monument debate was used to voice criticisms regarding the shortcomings of the young 

republic – both its mentalities and urban appearance. Discussion of national characteristics 

and values through reference to the monument site continued well after the unveiling. The 

location was still questioned, and, in the context of an increasingly omnipresent political 

rhetoric of national confidence, suggestions were made to move the monument to a grander 

location, creating a stately Freedom Square.484 These pronouncements must be viewed in the 

context of the state’s increasing coordination of mnemonic representations, most visible in the 

planning of Tallinn’s Freedom Square. The Tartu monument was an interesting stage in 

Estonian memory perpetuation – the idea of nation surpassed the commemorative cause, but it 

was still realized as a bottom-up collective endeavour by means of popular funding. Tallinn’s 

memory site, however, was to represent a top-down conclusion and institutionalisation of the 

memory and national legacy of the war. 

 

Nationhood was further shaped into monumental visions in the Victory Column saga  – the 

discursive construction of a prime national monument for Tallinn throughout the first and 

second independence, which only materialised in 2009, but nevertheless participated in all 

three ruptures, and conditioned public imagination in reference to spatial representations of 

identity. After a decade of planning by the Society of Demobilised Soldiers, unfolding along 

similar structural lines and artistic visions as Tartu’s national monument, – involving even a 

design proposal by sculptor Amandus Adamson that featured Kalevipoeg, ancient elder 

Lembitu and Independence War leader Julius Kuperjanov, – the state took over the planning 

of the memory site following Konstantin Päts’ coup.485 The latter issued a law, in the form of 

a decree, for the construction of an ‘all-state memorial monument’ in 1936, inspired by the 

successful completion of Riga’s freedom column the year before. The design contest favoured 

                                                
484 This proposal reopened discussions of whether Estonians were a quiet grove-going nation or instead one to 
congregate in a grander manner on open squares. Päevaleht, 08.09.1936; Vaba Maa, 22.03.1937. The name of 
the monument was equally questioned – after the reference Kalevipoeg was adopted in official rhetoric as well as 
popular parlance, voices were raised against the neglect of the original designation Freedom Monument, inviting 
to consider and popularise what was believed to be the true meaning behind the commemorative initiative, and 
what was felt, by some, to have been lost in the monument discourse. Postimees, 18.03.1937; Vaba Maa, 
22.03.1937. 
485 Tamm and Halla, "Ajalugu, poliitika ja identiteet: Eesti monumentaalsest mälumaastikust," in 
Monumentaalne konflikt, ed. Petersoo and Tamm (Tallinn: Varrak, 2008), 26, 28. 
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a grand project re-imagining Tallinn’s Freedom Square in its entirety – architects Alar Kotli 

and Ernst Kesa proposed to dismantle St. John’s Church and instead erect a 110-metres long 

Judicial Palace, framing a high 67-metre obelisk with an equestrian statue on top.486 With 

further laws passed in the Parliament on arranging the monument, the enterprise was declared 

a common undertaking of the entire nation, to be unveiled on the occasion of the state’s 25th 

anniversary in 1943.487 Following such legislation from 1938, committees were formed in 

every county to popularize the initiative and raise additional funds.488  

 

The discursive construction of the Tallinn monument went even further than Kalevipoeg with 

its expectation of performing the Estonian idea and nation in the cityscape. The monument 

was to serve as the ‘stamp of Estonianness’ over the layers of foreign history represented in 

the urban fabric.489 Given its grander scale and openly top-down nature, the project was 

unashamedly conceived of as a national celebration, and its discussants opted for the more 

deliberately imposing solutions that had only been touched upon to interrogate and force 

pronouncements of national pride and confidence in the Kalevipoeg case. Tallinn’s debate 

enjoyed a greater consensus regarding the attributes of the powerful, spacious location that 

would strongly influence the city, and expressly aimed at overwriting previous influences, be 

it the former Peter the Great statue or the German skyline. In order to ‘free’ the national cause 

from the discourse of grief, suggestions were made for a parallel project of a grave 

monument, to be erected in honour of the unknown soldier. The rhetoric once again attacked 

the ‘shyness’ and ‘submissiveness’ of the nation’s attempts at establishing itself in spatial 

form, exemplified by the ‘hiding’ of the national parliament within the walls of a German era 

prison, failing to add anything of ‘Estonia’s own’ to its architectural face.490 Unlike the 

Barclay Square conclusions, this state-established monument meant to replace and dominate 

the historical path that the nation had travelled.   

  

  

                                                
486 The plan nevertheless fell from popularity as public opinion sided with St. John’s congregation, unwilling to 
accept the alternative locations offered to them. Ibid., 28. 
487 Eesti Kodu, 13.10.1938. 
488 Tamm and Halla, "Ajalugu, poliitika ja identiteet: Eesti monumentaalsest mälumaastikust," in 
Monumentaalne konflikt, ed. Petersoo and Tamm (Tallinn: Varrak, 2008), 29. 
489 Harald Tammer, “Vabadussõja mälestusmonumendist,” Päevaleht, 02.10.1938. 
490 Harald Tammer, “Vabadussõja mälestusmonumendist,” Päevaleht, 02.10.1938. 
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Chapter V 

The Experience of World War II 
 

The second set of critical changes to Estonian monumental landscapes covers a period from 

1939 to the second half of the 1950s. This series of ‘ruptures’ encompasses the first year of 

Sovietization, the German occupation, a brief attempt at restoring independent statehood, 

followed by the return of Soviet rule, the phenomenon of late Stalinism, and finally, the 

destalinization efforts, culminating into an official guidepost at the Twentieth Party congress, 

and corrected once more in its damage-control driven aftermath. Juliane Fürst believes that 

most subjects of importance to any historical inquiry concerned with the later Soviet Union 

are rooted in the crucial years of late Stalinism.491 Even though important and obvious 

monumental rearrangements in Estonia date mostly from the war years and the immediate 

post-war moment, the memory-formative rhetoric of late-Stalinist historical culture and the 

transformative years of the Thaw are equally relevant to understanding the dynamics of 

continuity and rupture in the Soviet Estonian historical thinking. 

 

This chapter introduces the mnemonic developments of the period by delving into the war 

years. The experience of the Second World War and its regime changes brings to the fore the 

‘small border nation’ dimension in Estonian history, and holds the historical triggers for the 

logic of the later national memory cultures in the Baltic States, necessarily aberrant from the 

European mainstream. In his article “War as Revolution”, Jan Gross points to the pattern that 

wars undo the norms and structures that hold a society together. He presents the war years in 

Poland as a preface and preparatory phase to the sovietisation that was to follow.492 The 

politics of genocide carried out during the German occupation, (but also the economic 

rearrangements such as the nationalisation of property,) numbed the population to Bolshevist 

violence and facilitated the transition into the Soviet system.493 The defeat of the Warsaw 

Uprising weakened potential opposition to the Soviet power and faith in the possibility of 

                                                
491 Juliane Fürst, Late Stalinist Russia. Society between reconstruction and reinvention  (London: Routledge,  
2006), 15. 
492 Jan Gross, "War as Revolution," in The Establishment of Communist Regimes in Eastern Europe, 1944-1949, 
ed. Norman M. Naimark and Leonid Gibianskii (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1997), 17-40. 
493 Kaarel Piirimäe, "Nõukogude Liidu poliitika Ida-Euroopas 1944-1949," in Eesti NSV aastatel 1940-1953. 
Sovetiseerimise mehhanismid ja tagajärjed Nõukogude Liidu ja Ida-Euroopa arengute kontekstis, ed. Tõnu 
Tannberg (Tallinn: 2007); Gross, "War as Revolution," in The Establishment of Communist Regimes in Eastern 
Europe, 1944-1949, ed. Naimark and Gibianskii (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1997). 
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such an opposition, leading people to adopt ‘attitudes of accommodation’.494 Yet, in the 

Estonian case, it was the one year of Soviet regime and terror that prepared the population for 

receiving the German occupation as an act of liberation.495 While the initially welcoming 

attitude abated in the context of the Third Reich’s treatment of the Baltics as occupied Soviet 

territory and their acquisition of Soviet-nationalised property,496 Estonian scholarly consensus 

maintains that for the great majority of the population, the German presence was strongly 

preferred to the Soviet rule.497 This general attitude (and later memory) had much to do with 

the German-era reestablishment of independence monuments along with the broader 

mnemonic reality they had been conceived in – the local organisations that had orchestrated 

the commemorative projects, and religion. Alongside interwar symbols, the newly 

independent Estonia of the 1990s reinstated memory places and commemoration days 

established in opposition to the Bolsheviks during the German years.498 In the following 

paragraphs, I will examine the experience of World War II in the history of Estonian national 

memory culture, and describe the onset of ‘monumental occupation’499 in Estonian 

memoryscapes, tracing the concepts of ‘nation’, ‘freedom’ and ‘enemy’ through the 

encounters of the occupying powers, and through the dynamics of rupture and continuity 

when it comes to narrating the history and the spaces of the small nation.  

 

                                                
494 Krystyna Kersten, The Establishment of Communist Rule in Poland, 1943-1948  (Berkeley: University of 
California Press,  1991), 91-92. See also: Norman Davies, Rising '44. The battle for Warsaw  (New York 2005); 
Piirimäe, "Nõukogude Liidu poliitika Ida-Euroopas 1944-1949," in Eesti NSV aastatel 1940-1953. 
Sovetiseerimise mehhanismid ja tagajärjed Nõukogude Liidu ja Ida-Euroopa arengute kontekstis, ed. Tannberg 
(Tallinn: 2007), 175-178. 
495 See, for example: Mart Laar, War in the Woods. Estonia's struggle for survival, 1944-1956  (Washington, 
D.C 1992), 10; Mart Laar, Emajõgi 1944. II Maailmasõja lahingud Lõuna-Eestis  (Tallinn: Varrak,  2005). 
496 Andres Kasekamp, Balti riikide ajalugu  (Tallinn: Varrak,  2011), 167. 
497 Some authors go further and discuss the Estonian experience of the German rule as relatively relaxed and less 
severe than the ordeals of Stalinism. Mertelsmann, Everyday life in Stalinist Estonia  (Frankfurt2012), 53-66; 
Olaf Mertelsmann, "How the Russians Turned into the Image of the "National Enemy" of the Estonians," in The 
Russian Speaking Minorities in Estonia and Latvia, ed. Pertti Anttonen, Pro Ethnologia (Tartu: 2005). 
498 For example, the National Day of Grief (Rahvuslik leinapäev) to commemorate the first Soviet mass 
deportation in the Baltic States on June 14, 1941, and the statue of Linda (sculpture by August Weitzenberg, 
1880) as the site for commemorating said occasion.  
499 Estonian historian Marek Tamm’s concept pronounces an ‘aberrationist’ logic and denotes the period between 
the 1940s and the 1980s, when Estonian memoryscapes were overwritten by imposed, ‘foreign’ markers while 
the original interwar monuments awaited their time in hiding. While problematic if applied to the Estonian 
physical memoryscape in its entirety, the term is useful for analysing the Independence War markers as carriers 
of a particular kind of Estonianness, especially as seen through the lense of the restitutionist rupture. Tamm and 
Halla, "Ajalugu, poliitika ja identiteet: Eesti monumentaalsest mälumaastikust," in Monumentaalne konflikt, ed. 
Petersoo and Tamm (Tallinn: Varrak, 2008), 30-37. Marek Tamm, Monumentaalne ajalugu, Loomingu 
Raamatukogu (Tallinn: SA Kultuurileht,  2012), 100-108. 
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The first Soviet year and its historical culture, 1940-1941  

Historical Background 

When the secret additional protocol of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact of August 23, 1939 left 

the fate of the Baltic States to the discretion of Soviet leadership, there remained little hope of 

the two great powers with opposing ideologies balancing each other out and allowing for the 

small nations in between to retain a neutral stance and independent statehood. On September 

28, a bilateral Mutual Assistance Treaty was signed on Moscow’s terms, bringing Soviet 

military bases onto Estonian territory with troops exceeding the size of the country’s own 

armed forces in active duty. The strict division of the spheres of influence was further 

confirmed by the Baltic Germans’ leaving the country.500 Estonia’s first involvement in a 

military conflict came with the outbreak of the Winter War in November 1939 when the 

Soviet leadership launched air raids from the country’s military airfields.501 The Estonian 

statesmen remained confident and reassuring in their public announcements, possibly hoping 

that a meticulous adherence to the treaty’s stipulations would help the chances of the Soviet 

leadership abiding by Chapter 5 of the document – continued recognition of the cosignatory’s 

constitutional order and the inviolability of its internal affairs.502 The country’s leadership 

continued on the political course of the authoritarian ‘Era of Silence’ adopted in 1934, 

inhibiting the public’s political involvement or interest, and provoking discontent among the 

intelligentsia.  

 

The monumental landscapes and imaginaries of the late 1930s corresponded to ideas about a 

strong state and a flourishing nation. Monuments and their surrounding rhetoric focussed on 

the concept of ‘nation’, which now concerned itself with not just the celebration of an 

independent national construct, but with defining the provenance, contents and goals of the 

community. This placed broader, homogenizing claims on the titular group of the political 

unit. Stylistically, these top-down monumental endeavours turned towards the public art and 

city building of the Third Reich.503 Following a law adopted by the Parliament in late 1938, a 

                                                
500 Lauri Vahtre, Ajaloo pööripäevad  (Tallinn: Tammerraamat,  2006), 185-189. 
501 Arjakas, Eesti Vabariik 90. Sündmused ja arengud  (Tallinn: Eesti Entsüklopeediakirjastus, 2008). 
502 Jaak Kangilaski, ed. Eesti kunsti ajalugu. 6, I osa, 1940-1991 (Tallinn: Sihtasutus Kultuurileht, 2013), 15. 
503 This tendency is illustrated in the winning design of the 1937 planning competition for Liberty Square in 
Tallinn – the project envisioned a closed square featuring an imposing court building with a long, 110-metre 
façade as its visual dominant, and a 67-metre-high column holding up an equestrian statue. The composition 
strikes as extensive and grandiloquent while maintaining a reticent, austere quality. It is seen to exude an “Albert 
Speer-like claim for power and representativeness.” Karin Hallas-Murula, Edgar Johan Kuusiku Vabadussõja 



 

 
 
 

132 

National War of Independence Monument was to be erected and inaugurated on the occasion 

of the 25th anniversary of the Republic in 1943. On the eve of the Soviet annexation, the 

concept and formal solution of the grand memorial were still heatedly discussed in the press. 

Despite the decisive steps of the state authorities, the cultural elite was still divided on even 

the idea of a pillar or obelisk as the ultimate medium for communicating the essence and 

durability of national independence. For example, in January 1939 the director of economic 

affairs at Tartu University Karl Laagus came forth with a suggestion to construct a high 

mountain on a spacious field or at the seaside to symbolise the lasting nature of the freedom 

obtained. As the north-Estonian landscape is otherwise flat, this truly imperishable monument 

would stand out as an all-Estonian statement into the future – the height of the mountain-

monument is suggested to possibly go up to a utopian 1500 metres, and the material for it 

could be the soil and vegetation from all corners of the country, but particularly from the 

north-eastern part where one can find excess amounts of oil shale dust, due to the region’s 

industrial specificity.504  

 

While the commemorations discourse focused on popularising the War of Independence 

monument project as a collective concern for all Estonians, and on debating the appropriate 

concepts and iconography, alternative memory spaces existed alongside those honouring the 

sacrifices to independent statehood, and were portrayed in the press as curious sites of 

unknown origin and patronage. The newspapers of 1937 speak of ‘mysterious hands tending 

to’ a ‘memorial that commemorates the red soldiers who died fighting against us’.505 The 

monument is described to feature two small uncarved granite blocks and a wooden cross on a 

rectangular tomb-like mound. The granite and the wood are covered in Estonian and Russian 

language writing – the text includes prayers and information on the victims that are buried in 

the woods nearby. An article recounts the fate of the site – it had once been vandalised, after 

which it ‘snuck back,’506 anonymously restored and maintained ever since. The article is 

carried by a curious investigative tone, and apart from employing the habitual we-group deixis 

and setting the victims apart as ‘those against us’, it does nothing to demonize this alternative 

                                                                                                                                                   
monumendid  (Tallinn: Eesti Arhitektuurimuuseum,  2008). The design was discarded, however, as it 
presupposed the demolishing of St. John’s Church (1867) for which no alternative location was found that the 
congregation would accept. See: Jaak Pihlak et al., Vabadussõjast võidusambani  (Tallinn: Valgus,  2009), 49; 
Tamm, Monumentaalne ajalugu, Loomingu Raamatukogu (Tallinn: SA Kultuurileht, 2012), 98-99. 
504 Karl Laagus, Vabadusmägi. Veel vabaduse sümboolest (1939). A letter to the editorial board of the Tartu 
daily Postimees, quoted at length in Pihlak et al., Vabadussõjast võidusambani  (Tallinn: Valgus, 2009).  
505 Vaba Maa, 01.07.1937. 
506 Vaba Maa, 01.07.1937. 
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memorial manifestation as enemy territory, and rather reads as a cautious homage to those 

stubborn ‘mysterious hands’. Enemy construction is stronger in the rhetoric surrounding 

independence memorials, in which case an invocation of historical adversaries serves the 

purpose of fostering internal unity within the nation as well as reaching agreements over 

representational forms.    

 

The planning of the country’s prime monument continued into the year 1940. Smaller 

monuments to war heroes were still unveiled in May,507 when the successful German advance 

through Western Europe was about to incentivise the Soviet Union’s move into the Baltic 

States. On June 16th, the Soviet Telegraph Agency TASS made an announcement in which all 

three countries were accused of violating the Mutual Assistance Treaty, and of conspiring 

against the Soviet Union in an attempt to involve Finland in a military union of their own.508 

That same day, having already entered Lithuania, the Soviet Union presented the Estonian and 

Latvian leaderships with an ultimatum, requesting the formation of new governments capable 

of guaranteeing appropriate observance of the Treaty and the admission of Red Army units to 

the entire territory of the country in order to avert potential provocations against Soviet 

garrisons. Demonstrations against the government were organised in different Estonian towns 

on June 21st, and a new government headed by poet and physician Johannes Vares took office 

the next day. The authoritarian governance of Konstantin Päts in the ‘Era of Silence’ had 

inspired unease and indignation among intellectuals,509 allowing the initial democratic slogans 

of the new government to be met with temporary support.510 The prime political opponent of 

Konstantin Päts, a former State Elder Jaan Tõnisson suggested that the former government 

fell not due to external forces but rather because of its own lack of support and strength, and, 

as such, deserved it.511 However, enthusiasm for the democratic government was short-lived 

                                                
507 The last Independence War monument was inaugurated on May 26, 1940, in Pitalova, Setumaa. It was 
dedicated to Anton Õunapuu, the founder of the Estonian Boy Scouts movement and a posthumous recipient of 
the War of Independence decoration “Liberty Cross” for personal courage. Arjakas, Eesti Vabariik 90. 
Sündmused ja arengud  (Tallinn: Eesti Entsüklopeediakirjastus, 2008), 143. 
508 Ibid., 144-145. 
509 For example, the creative intelligentsia was strongly opposed to the changes in the management of the Culture 
Capital, a state agency for funding fine arts and cultural enterprises. From 1934 onwards, there were 
considerably less artists and more functionaries occupying the decisive positions. The majority of the seats in the 
governing body were now allocated by the minister of education. Õie Elango, "Eesti kultuuri toetamispoliitika 
aastail 1919-1940," Looming, no. 1 (1992), 103. Equally unsatisfying was the 1935 vocation law according to 
which only those in possession of a diploma in their respective field of creative activity were eligible to apply for 
state financial support. Kangilaski, ed. Eesti kunsti ajalugu. 6, I osa, 1940-1991 (Tallinn: Sihtasutus Kultuurileht, 
2013), 17. 
510 Kangilaski, ed. Eesti kunsti ajalugu. 6, I osa, 1940-1991 (Tallinn: Sihtasutus Kultuurileht, 2013), 15-16. 
511 Paevaleht, 28.06.1940. 
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as the newly elected ‘people’s representation’ soon adopted a resolution on joining the Soviet 

Union. Estonia’s entry was officially approved on August 6, 1940. 

 

Soviet propaganda and cultural diplomacy skilfully spoke to the socialist affinities of Estonian 

intelligentsia and cultural elite whose worldview had gained further strength in the context of 

Päts’s restrictive governance and the resulting tensions. The unfolding of the June events thus 

relates back to the coup d'état of March 12, 1934 – ‘naïve internationalism and 

disappointment with domestic authoritarianism combined with common human 

impulsiveness’512 is likely to have facilitated the choices of the so-called June communists513 

furthering regime change. All June governments in the Baltics included ministers with 

authority and intellectual leverage in the respective societies whose views and attitudes had 

been shaped to a certain extent by the repressive policies of the former regime, and who, even 

when presented with what they interpreted as a ‘choice between domestic and foreign 

violence, chose the latter’.514 Whatever their motivation or initial hope, their choices became 

rather limited once the new system took hold, and withdrawal from building the communist 

apparatus was no longer possible. The retrospectively so-termed ‘June myth’,515 presenting 

regime change as a dometic popular coup, became one of the key tropes in narrating Estonian 

ideological belonging and historical path into the Soviet project (see: ‘The June narrative’ in 

Chapter VI). 

 

The design of the people’s spontaneous imposition of Soviet power belonged with the 

Bolshevist worldrevolutionary agenda, and was thus nothing new. However, its successful 

unfolding in practice was something yet to be achieved. Historian Meelis Saueauk believes 

that the scenario for a people’s democratic coup in the Baltics was inspired by the presence of 

                                                
512 Priit Pirsko, "Eesti arhiivinduse sovetiseerimine 1940-1941," in Eesti NSV aastatel 1940-1953. 
Sovetiseerimise mehhanismid ja tagajärjed Nõukogude Liidu ja Ida-Euroopa arengute kontekstis, ed. Tõnu 
Tannberg (Tallinn: 2007), 112. 
513 The term denotes home-grown Estonian communists who rose to power after the Soviet annexation in June 
1940. Many of those going along with the Soviet-imposed agenda at first were soon perceived to have 
understood the brutality of the new regime, as they, for lack of alternatives, tried at least to soften Moscow’s 
policies where possible. They were colloquially referred to as ‘radishes’ – red on the outside and white (Estonian 
nationalist) on the inside. For the microcohort of June communists and their master frame of collective action 
termed ‘sovietised Estonianness’ (as opposed to actions based on the so-called pure Estonian nationality), see: 
Hank Johnston and Aili Aarelaid-Tart, "Generations, Microcohorts, and Long-Term Mobilization: The Estonian 
National Movement,1940-1991.," Sociological Perspectives 43, no. 4 (2000). 
514 Magnus Ilmjärv, Hääletu alistumine. Eesti, Läti ja Leedu välispoliitilise orientatsiooni kujunemine ja 
iseseisvuse kaotus : 1920. aastate keskpaigast anneksioonini  (Tallinn: Argo,  2004), 875. 
515 Tiiu Kreegipuu and Epp Lauk, "The 1940 Soviet Coup-d’État in the Estonian Communist Press: Constructing 
History to Reshape Collective Memory," Westminster Papers in Communication and Culture 4, no. 4 (2007). 
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underground communists, as well as workers’ trade unions launched by pro-Soviet politicians, 

and parts of society deeply displeased with the current state leadership. Popular 

demonstrations for a change of government, followed by the installation of pro-Soviet 

leadership under the auspices of the President himself, carried immense political and 

ideological weight, for both domestic and international messages.516 The subsequent change 

of the memory landscape was set to rely on (and mimic) this political precedent of the 

supposed power of popular dissatisfaction and initiative.   

 

The removal of monuments performed a pinpointing and purge of the enemy in material form, 

the search for which in the context of sovietisation was directed inward. The concept of the 

‘internal enemy’ or ‘counter-revolutionary element’ and the measures taken to rapidly bring 

the annexed societies up to the Soviet level of cohesion by removing this undesirable faction, 

played an important, if not decisive role in shaping collective perceptions and memories on 

freedom and enemy. After the absorption of the Baltic States, the Soviet press introduced its 

two sets of metaphors for the stigmatisation of social aliens into the public discourse of the 

new SSRs. One was based on the idea of social hygiene, and promoted the expulsion of what 

in Lenin’s time were ‘rodents’ or ‘vermin’, and whom Stalin construed as ‘wreckers’, in 

opposition to the esteemed ‘builders of communism’. The second metaphor dates from the 

show trials of 1936-38, and splits the society into darkness and light, villains and heroes.517 

The 1940 Estonian-language edition of the famous Soviet sample text ‘History of the All-

Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks): Short Course’ creates the figure of a monumental 

heretic – ‘Judas Trotsky’ – along the same Manichean lines, implying that the dissident and 

revisionist within one’s own ranks is even more dangerous than the external enemy.518 A very 

tangible, devastating manifestation of the fundamentality of this enemy category to the Soviet 

setup came in the prompt forced displacement of over 10,000 Estonians in 1941.    

 

                                                
516 The change of government was not indicative of any pending alteration to the country’s sovereign status, a 
concept that became an important Soviet foundational myth and later played a significant role in the unravelling 
of the Union. The president, the main figure and symbol of independent existence, was shown to be in command 
of the situation, and the image of the Estonian flag appeared on the front page of the daily Paevaleht after the 
demonstrations and change of government. Paevaleht, 22.06.1940, second edition; Meelis Saueauk, "Nõukogude 
annektsioon 1940. aasta eesti ajakirjanduse kõverpeeglis," Tuna, no. 4 (2010), 13, 16. 
517 Jeffrey Brooks, Thank You, Comrade Stalin!: Soviet Public Culture from Revolution to Cold War  (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press,  2000), 128. 
518 Jaan Undusk, "Retooriline sund Eesti nõukogude ajalookirjutuses," in Võim & Kultuur, ed. Arvo Krikmann 
and Sirje Olesk (Tartu: Eesti Kirjandusmuuseum, 2003), 48; Olga Lauristin, Üleliidulise Kommunistliku 
(enamlaste) Partei ajalugu: Lühikursus  (Tallinn: Poliitiline Kirjandus,  1940), 143. 
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The mass deportations undertaken in Ukraine, Moldova, Belarus, Estonia, Latvia and 

Lithuania in June 1941 were political repressions in the service of speedy societal 

sovietisation, intended against these categories of people, the ‘obstacles on the path to 

communism’.519 This included members of interwar political parties, military personnel, 

policemen, and their families, some facing prison camps, others – forced relocations to 

Siberia. While the arrival of the Red Army into independent Estonia and the submissive 

acceptance that the elites demonstrated may have rendered the population demoralized,520 it 

was the mass deportations – the uprooting of the new, Soviet-pronounced enemy – that 

proved a veritable turning point in identifying the adversary for the Estonian mnemonic 

imagination – the Soviet occupiers. As the deportations and the dismantlement of monuments 

targeted the same ‘internal enemy’ (or its historical operations), the monumental 

rearrangements were charged with further collective fear, which greatly undermined the June 

myth inspired logic of ‘popular’ removals. 

 

Olaf Mertelsmann has investigated local reports on the sentiment of the Estonian people 

composed for Moscow, the latter being well aware of the problematic anti-Soviet attitude in 

the country. These reports along with some egodocuments suggest that, while the loss of 

independence left a considerable part of the population distraught, popular grievances prior to 

the deportation chiefly revolved around economic unease – Soviet restructurings had brought 

deficits and a decrease in real incomes.521 However, there was practically no open resistance 

breaking out. In his romanticising but valuable foundational study on Forest Brethren – the 

Estonian guerrilla units operating from the thickly wooded landscape of the county – Mart 

Laar places the birth of resistance at the very beginning of the Soviet rule: as early as the 

summer of 1940. However, these groups primarily engaged in circulating political 

information. For instance, on National Independence Day (February 24, 1941) leaflets were 

handed out, and the criminalised national tricolour was hoisted on trees.522 According to 

Mertelsmann’s research, the first crimes by Red Army soldiers (such as rape) were noticed 

and reported in the spring of 1941, but few people realised that political arrests had also 

                                                
519 Brooks, Thank You, Comrade Stalin!: Soviet Public Culture from Revolution to Cold War  (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2000), 128. 
520 Anton Weiss-Wendt, Murder Without Hatred. Estonians and the Holocaust  (Syracuse, N.Y: Syracuse 
University Press,  2009). 
521 A common joke on the Estonian-language abbreviation for the Estonian SSR (ENSV) – that it stands for 
“Enne Nalg Siis Viletsus” (First comes hunger, then comes misery) – was first documented already in November 
1940.  Mertelsmann, Everyday life in Stalinist Estonia  (Frankfurt2012), 58-59. 
522 Laar, War in the Woods. Estonia's struggle for survival, 1944-1956  (Washington, D.C1992), 9. 
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begun. The shock of the mass deportation abruptly changed that.523 The numbers of the Forest 

Brethren went up sharply with their ranks now including women and children, and the first 

sporadic fighting broke out against Soviet security troops.524 After the German attack on the 

Soviet Union, this opposition further intensified – with the pronounced purpose of uncovering 

the war-time internal enemy (traitors, saboteurs and anti-Soviet instigators), the Soviet 

‘People’s Defence’ units525 spread terror in the countryside, and the Forest Brethren 

perpetuated the image of an Estonian collective defending itself. 

 

The ‘cleansing of the Baltic SSR-s of the anti-Soviet, criminal and socially dangerous 

elements’526 through mass-deportation thus serves as a turning point for the later 

understanding of the line between enemy and freedom, which the German war propaganda 

could effortlessly connect to, and which the Soviet public discourse needed to aggressively 

redraw. The late socialist moment also built on this episode, projecting its antagonisms back 

into the more distant past. The first mass repression, whose target group were not only the 

politically suspicious but also the affluent and economically active, led to a considerable 

increase of fugitives in the woods, inflating the ranks of the Forest Brethren and sparking 

armed conflicts. Such resistance depended on the support of a sizable portion of the 

population for food supplies and occasional shelter. The social base of the resistance 

movement targeted the same enemy as the arriving Germans. The two causes supported each 

other in battle, which further contributed to the population’s initial understanding of the 

German presence as liberation. If collective memory forms at the junction of 3 actors – the 

historical moment referred to, the contemporary needs bringing it up, and the path and 

circumstances of the historical information’s arrival in the moment of remembering – the 

deportation of June 1941 constitutes a key episode for the subsequent production of 

mnemonic images, and the German occupation within which it was first interpreted and 

commemorated, set the course and precedent for a particularly antagonistic, war rhetoric-

dominated path of perpetuating the memorial image. The deportation and the following 

episodes of terror started a reappraisal of historical adversaries, building on former negative 

                                                
523 Mertelsmann, Everyday life in Stalinist Estonia  (Frankfurt2012), 59. 
524 Laar, War in the Woods. Estonia's struggle for survival, 1944-1956  (Washington, D.C1992), 9. 
525 According to Laar, these units comprised forcible local recruits alongside shady characters with criminal 
records, and Communist zealots that had joined voluntarily. The groups were given a broad mandate to carry out 
scorched-earth tactics, resulting in extensive burnings and killings. Ibid., 9-11.  
526 The decree by the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union from May 14, 1941. 
Arjakas, Eesti Vabariik 90. Sündmused ja arengud  (Tallinn: Eesti Entsüklopeediakirjastus, 2008), 151. 
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encounters with the Czarist Empire and more importantly, on the menacing discourse towards 

Red Russia that emerged in the interwar public sphere. The first encounters with the 

Bolsheviks prior to and after the declaring of independence had provided sufficient material 

for a public image of an unquestionably brutal and calamitous force, which now, invoked 

together with the older mnemonic repository of Russification campaigns and ‘plundering 

czars’, brought to the fore the civilizational fault line that the small nation resides upon, and 

re-asserted its self-understanding to be pronouncedly against Russia527.  

 

Historical culture and ideology 

The inculcation of new ideological, methodological and theoretical patterns in cultural 

production was a longer process with different phases and fluctuating success. Although 

Soviet cultural politics and historical imaginaries were vigorously initiated in the first Soviet 

year 1940-1941, the more systematic, purposeful, party-centred subjugation of the cultural 

realm only began with the second Soviet rule in 1944,528 which is why the attributes of Soviet 

historical culture and its introduction into the existing national imperatives will be discussed 

at length in later paragraphs. However, two aspects of historical remodelling stand out already 

during the year following the Soviet incorporation: the portrayal of the very recent June coup 

as an historical, foundational event legitimising the country’s entry into the Union on account 

of its voluntary, spontaneous nature; and the appropriation of the Estonian mnemohistorical 

narrative of the ‘Great Battle for Freedom’ by replacing the national aspiration with class 

consciousness, and postponing the ultimate ‘liberation’ episode into the arrival of the socialist 

ideology. Both these tendencies served to legitimise Soviet presence, and condition public 

reception of June 1940, and both continued into the post-war years. The difference between 

the first Soviet year and the later Soviet rhetoric lay in the dominant antagonism employed, 

and the guiding cause for national affiliations and common interests – the Soviet 

incorporation was first presented as the guarantor of peace in the Baltics against the war-

ridden West, as the Soviet Union was still on seemingly friendly terms with Nazi Germany, 

                                                
527 In Estonian parlance the Soviet rule was (and is) referred to as Russian rule – a terminological overlap that led 
to the identification of Russians with the problems ensuing from Stalinism. Similarly, the process of sovietisation 
is often equated with Russification. This, in turn, contributes to drawing victim-perpetrator lines along the ethnic 
divide, precluding any Russian suffering under the same dictatorship. Mertelsmann, Everyday life in Stalinist 
Estonia  (Frankfurt2012), 60-66. 
528 Tiiu Kreegipuu, "Eesti kultuurielu sovetiseerimine," in Eesti NSV aastatel 1940-1953. Sovetiseerimise 
mehhanismid ja tagajärjed Nõukogude Liidu ja Ida-Euroopa arengute kontekstis, ed. Tonu Tannberg (Tallinn: 
2007). 
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and any historical oppositions and struggles in Estonia were interpreted as class-based. After 

the outbreak of German-Soviet warfare, the ‘us-them’ polarization was decidedly directed 

against the ‘fascist occupiers’, allowing for an emotionally charged extension of the Estonian 

‘battle for freedom’ narrative into the on-going war.     

 

While revisionist historians have attenuated the role of ideology in Stalin’s political behaviour 

and revolutionary vision,529 ideological considerations remain crucial for investigations of the 

cultural frames within which the Soviet society functions. Interpreted from a cultural-semiotic 

perspective, ideology presents general cultural templates for the arranging of social and 

psychological processes.530 As a mechanism of politicising the general public and providing 

instructions for that politicised behaviour,531 ideology establishes a safe space for the 

existence of power, and serves as an active means of general control and surveillance over 

cultural creation outside the official institutions of censorship. In the Soviet realm, this group 

of statements that frames, dominates and precedes all other types of discourse is an example 

of Bakhtin’s ‘authoritative discourse,’ as discussed by Alexei Yurchak. Coded in a particular 

‘script’, it does not simply exemplify cultural templates but is distinctly demarcated from any 

such secondary discursive production – the latter can (and must) acknowledge, interpret and 

apply the authoritative discourse, but cannot interfere with its logic or change its course.532 It 

is experienced as immutable, since it ‘coheres around a strict external idea or dogma’. In the 

1930s and 1940s, Stalin holds the position of an ‘external master’ with exclusive access to 

this dogma, evaluating and correcting ideological accounts accordingly.533 The ideological 

rupture in the new Soviet republics was magnified by the fact that the rupture largely operated 

on the level of such metadiscourse – history writing and art, for example, were primarily 

spoken about, explicitly realigning every field to depend on the ‘external’ ideological 

authority. 

                                                
529 Melvyn P. Leffler, "Bringing It Together: Parts and the Whole," in Reviewing the Cold War: Approaches, 
Interpretations, Theory., ed. Odd Arne Westad (London: Frank Cass, 2000). 
530 To balance the primarily sociological analyses of ideology, Clifford Geertz advances the concept of ideology 
as a symbol-system or cultural system. Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays  (Basic 
Books,  1973), 193-233. 
531 Mark N. Hagopian, Regimes, Movements, and Ideologies. A comparative introduction to political science  
(New York: Longman,  1978). 
532 Alexei Yurchak, Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More  (Princeton: Princeton University Press,  
2006), 14-15. Yurchak’s employment of the term pertains primarily to the Soviet discourse after Stalin’s 
paradigm shift in 1950 that transformed how texts were evaluated for accuracy. 
533 The emergence of an external master has been tied to the philosophy of the avant-garde, which envisioned the 
subjugation of all art under party control. Ibid., 41. 
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The metadiscourse as well as the principal ‘historiographic’ rearrangements unfolded on the 

pages of the press, where an aggressive, unfamiliar ideological aesthetic cast its own 

influence on the reception of the new ideological structure and contents. In texts overtly 

addressing history and historically relevant spaces, the ideological and moral filter applied 

often appears rough and artificial, and is thus easily discernible and ‘removable’ when giving 

a reading. The flat, impersonal, power-ridden discourse employing a high concentration of 

ideological oppositions and extremes can be intended to enhance desired mnemonic 

perceptions within the unified, totalising discursive space, but the reception is bound to 

diverge, especially if the power disseminating the message is regarded to be foreign. The 

uniform, ‘artificial and violent’534 application of moral and ideological imperatives threatens 

to render the contents of the text distant and unreliable – a floating textual construct not 

necessarily attached or pointing to anything of substance. The emphasising and magnification 

of the same moral rendered the historical descriptions seemingly untruthful.535 The 

relationship between words and deeds has not always been the same in public culture. In the 

late 1940s and early 1950s, however, the word and lingual constructs were given particular 

emphasis as carriers of ideology, due probably to the aggressive outbreak of ubiquitous 

ideological pressure, and the fact that the later Soviet jargon had not yet been established in its 

copious yet general character, allowing for divergences.536  

 

The text that was intended to orientate the future producer (and consumer) of professional 

historical discourse regarding the form (the words) and content of Soviet-style writing was 

the translation of the infamous History of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks): Short 

Course completed in 1940.537 Not merely a party history, the text was meant as a rhetorical 

example for all future histories written in Soviet republics, and reads as a dense mosaic of 

citations, an anthology of the most important fragments and authors in the Party’s body of 

                                                
534 Kreegipuu, "Eesti kultuurielu sovetiseerimine," in Eesti NSV aastatel 1940-1953. Sovetiseerimise 
mehhanismid ja tagajärjed Nõukogude Liidu ja Ida-Euroopa arengute kontekstis, ed. Tannberg (Tallinn: 2007), 
362. 
535 Undusk, "Retooriline sund Eesti nõukogude ajalookirjutuses," in Võim & Kultuur, ed. Krikmann and Olesk 
(Tartu: Eesti Kirjandusmuuseum, 2003), 43. 
536 Kreegipuu, "Eesti kultuurielu sovetiseerimine," in Eesti NSV aastatel 1940-1953. Sovetiseerimise 
mehhanismid ja tagajärjed Nõukogude Liidu ja Ida-Euroopa arengute kontekstis, ed. Tannberg (Tallinn: 2007), 
363. 
537 Lauristin, Üleliidulise Kommunistliku (enamlaste) Partei ajalugu: Lühikursus  (Tallinn: Poliitiline Kirjandus, 
1940). 
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foundational texts.538 It was presented as a powerful ‘inaugural chord to a new, socialist era in 

our science, literature and cultural life.’539 It was thus constructed as not simply a publication, 

but an event with broad societal resonance and performative power. The Short Course was 

paralleled to one of the nation’s foundational texts, the verse epic Kalevipoeg that had also 

inspired many Independence War memorial designs. The literary journal Looming (Creation) 

relates the Short Course to the ‘courage that our people gained from the first publication of 

Kalevipoeg’, and holds that the recent arrival of the Party history, – ‘the proletariat’s 

triumphant epic,’ – provides ‘a hundred times more strength and support to our working 

people in their daily combat and labour’ than Kalevipoeg had.540 It set an example of a 

collection of thoughts and personas that the audience could study without risking 

misunderstanding or misuse of the ideology.541 However, the turbulent war years ahead did 

not allow for the replication of this particular model, and the first Soviet Estonian history 

published in 1952 was already a reflection of a different time. The continuity attempted 

through the image of Kalevipoeg for Estonian cultural and historical existence nevertheless 

remained an important trope in aligning Soviet historical values with Estonian memory.542  

 

While the ideological tone undoubtedly constituted an aggressive break in public discourse, 

the frequent truism of the exaggerated ideologization of Soviet history-writing is not 

necessarily just if one considers the moral written into most historical descriptions, regardless 

of the time or regime of their inception, in an effort to turn that very moral into a criterion of 

the historical meta-language of the description.543 What sets Soviet historiography apart, 

however, is the state-imposed unification and totalization of its ideological face – the 

historical moral discovered by different authors was unceasingly one and the same, rendering 

the historical material incredible, and ahistorical in the context of the 20th century.544 The 

early Soviet history-writing in Estonia appears ‘discrepantly’ ideologized with the moral 

temporally divorced from the history it is supposed to govern – descriptions are given in the 
                                                
538 Undusk, "Retooriline sund Eesti nõukogude ajalookirjutuses," in Võim & Kultuur, ed. Krikmann and Olesk 
(Tartu: Eesti Kirjandusmuuseum, 2003), 47-49. 
539 Max Laosson, "ÜK(b)P ajaloo lühikursuse ilmumise puhul," Looming, no. 8 (1940), 797. 
540 Ibid., 798. 
541 Undusk, "Retooriline sund Eesti nõukogude ajalookirjutuses," in Võim & Kultuur, ed. Krikmann and Olesk 
(Tartu: Eesti Kirjandusmuuseum, 2003), 48. 
542 This occurred even in rearrangements to memoryscapes. After the war, Tartu’s freedom monument was 
replaced with the bust of the creator of Kalevipoeg Friedrich Reinhold Kreutzwald, separating the cultural and 
historical credentials of the mythical hero from the political definition of the nation. 
543 Undusk, "Retooriline sund Eesti nõukogude ajalookirjutuses," in Võim & Kultuur, ed. Krikmann and Olesk 
(Tartu: Eesti Kirjandusmuuseum, 2003), 42. 
544 Ibid., 43.  
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past, whereas the moral is pronounced in the present, thus remaining a clear and separate 

addition to the historical events.545 This has been described to result in ‘safe historiography’, 

the moral of which is heavily transparent and thereby easily ignored.546 The introduction of a 

historiography with a seemingly ‘removable’ moral – i.e. not so much the fact or extent but 

this particular feature of ideologization – meant that the Soviet presence was easily 

constructed as alien and equally ‘removable’ from people’s mnemonic existence after the fact, 

and particularly in the process of the post-Soviet ‘peeling off’547 of memory to expose 

something ‘genuine’ underneath.    

 

Artistic directions 

While no new monument projects were undertaken to rewrite the memoryscapes in the first 

Soviet year, the foundation for a new art-ideological thinking was laid by the establishment of 

an art paradigm and cultural frame that broke with both the interwar heritage and Estonia’s 

European belonging.548 Socialist realism had prevailed in the Soviet project for both its 

political and philosophical suitability – art needed to be easily controlled and understood, and 

the Soviet strategic decision of building socialism in one country turned the art-ideological 

gaze towards Russian imperialist traditions for inspiration. The philosophical backing to the 

politically motivated decision was provided by the so-called gnoseological art theory. Based 

on Hegelian aesthetics and developed by György Lukács as literary theory, its convictions 

revolve around a truthful perception of reality that serves proletarian interests.549 In order to 

accomplish the latter, art was required to transform rather than represent life. As such, Stalin’s 

                                                
545 This is not to suggest that the rift between the moral and the historical account constitutes the key specificity 
of Soviet historiography, which also relies on its particular concept of progress, the domination of future over the 
past and the present, etc. The ‘divorced moral’ rather strives to address how the Soviet way of ideologization 
impacted the reader and resulted in the post-Soviet accusations (and ridiculing) of over-ideologization. 
546 Undusk, "Retooriline sund Eesti nõukogude ajalookirjutuses," in Võim & Kultuur, ed. Krikmann and Olesk 
(Tartu: Eesti Kirjandusmuuseum, 2003), 42-43. 
547 Wulf, Theory Building. Dynamics of Collective Memory in Estonia. Papers presented at the research seminar 
“Estonia – neighbouring Russia, partner with Sweden” 3-5 February, 2000, Working Papers, 54, pp. 29-51. 
548 Although war memorials have generally been placed outside the art paradigm for obvious political but also 
quite frequent aesthetic considerations, art-theoretical directions at times of rupture nevertheless negotiate 
monumental inception, or challenge it. The newest comprehensive collection of Estonian art-historical research 
has dedicated an entire chapter to Independence War monuments, corresponding to the post-EU accession rise in 
the salience of memory, commemorative spaces and their artistic message in public discussions. Mart Kalm, 
Eesti kunsti ajalugu. History of Estonian Art  (Tallinn: Eesti Kunstiakadeemia,  2005-2011). 
549 Kangilaski, ed. Eesti kunsti ajalugu. 6, I osa, 1940-1991 (Tallinn: Sihtasutus Kultuurileht, 2013), 20. The 
complex legacy of Lukács ultimately differed from the Stalinist cultural project on his motivations for turning to 
classical heritage, as he is rather placed in the group of ideologues that still defended the ‘traditional role’ of the 
artist who contemplates reality from a position of autonomy and aesthetic distance. Boris Groys, The Total Art of 
Stalinism. Avant-garde, aesthetic dictatorship, and beyond  (Princeton: Princeton University Press,  1992), 38. 
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‘aesthetico-political coup’ in the early 1930s that subjugated all art to Party control is 

discussed by Boris Groys as the triumph and defeat of the avant-garde project – the 

realization of avant-garde’s ideals of a unitary politico-aesthetic project inevitably involved 

the predicament of its own demise, since the movement operated on a competing territory 

with the state.550 Stalin’s ‘external master’ voice, its very existence enabled by the demands of 

the avant-garde, served as the creator and critic of socialism as art, and decided on the 

exclusion of artists that did not benefit the restructuring of life underway.551 The link between 

art and class struggle was based on performance – an artist whose work interprets the 

inescapably progressive development of society correctly benefits progress and the proletariat 

even if his class provenance is dubious, or if there have been lapses in his political judgement 

in the past.552 This provided an alternative basis for screening out ideological enemies, and a 

motivation for increased self-censorship on the part of artistic circles. The performance-based 

loyalty-estimate also meant that the sculptors of interwar statuary could continue producing 

political monuments across the rupture, and adapt to the new imperatives – a prospect that 

was less welcome in the post-Soviet moment, where the society was not seen to historically 

grow out of the previous, socialist period, but sought instead to reject it.553  

 

The field of art in general became an important arena for negotiating demarcation lines and 

attitudes towards interwar heritage, and thus determining the extent of constructive cross-

rupture communication. The new monthly journal Viisnurk (Five-Pointed Star)554 published a 

debate, (not to be experienced again until the post-Stalinist Thaw,) which revealed an initial 

public ambivalence towards the interwar legacy that the more categorical monument 

discourse rather obscured. The nation’s place in Europe – an important trope in interwar 

identification – was undone in the art rhetoric, following the historical laws’ correction of the 

country’s path. Max Laosson, an Estonian literary critic and later key figure in the debates 

around the first Soviet Estonian history published in 1952, pointed to the societal progression 
                                                
550 Groys, The Total Art of Stalinism. Avant-garde, aesthetic dictatorship, and beyond  (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1992), 35-36. 
551 Interestingly, as inclusion was initially based on the equalizing principle of unconditional support for the new 
project, those that emphasized their exclusive expertise or impeccable past record would be punished for 
attempting to appear ‘wiser’ than the ‘external master’, resulting in the victimisation of the most impassioned 
Party supporters. Ibid., 35.  
552 Kangilaski, ed. Eesti kunsti ajalugu. 6, I osa, 1940-1991 (Tallinn: Sihtasutus Kultuurileht, 2013), 21. 
553 For example, the restoration committee of the Boy specifically seeks an artist (for sculpting the replica) that 
has not been ‘compromised’ by the authorship of ‘red’ monuments. Karmo, Ühe vabadussamba lugu  (Tallinn: 
Huma, 1993). 
554 Viisnurk was a literature, art and culture journal published in Tallinn form August 1940 until June 1941. 
Viisnurk, August 1940 (1), 11. 
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from the European aspirations of bourgeois ideologues under the catch-phrase ‘Let us become 

Europeans!’ in 1905, to the building of socialist culture in 1940, guided by a proletarian 

slogan ‘Let us grow to be Communists!’. The pursuit of European cultural affinities was 

mentioned to have had certain merits in the fight against feudalism, but its ultimate goal had 

been to secure the positions of the bourgeoisie. The slogan promoting cultural 

Europeanization was thus a ‘disguise for planting all the poisonous flowers of imperialism on 

the farmland of our culture – starting with new romanticism and aestheticism, and ending with 

race theory and Anglomania.’555 A rupture in the country’s European belonging was thus the 

basis for rearranging art and culture. 

  

Because Estonian culture was severed from its European relations, however, parts of the 

interwar art experience appeared salvageable. Viisnurk published reproductions of existing 

Estonian artwork in order to provoke discussion and evaluate these works from the new 

viewpoint, and asked for contributions from readers to ensure a broader treatment of these 

issues, as no expert Marxist art criticism existed just yet. ‘Artistic truth’ was now to be found 

in the ‘coinciding of the artist’s and viewer’s experience of the material portrayed,’ as the 

artist was answerable to the worker posing questions of truthfulness.556 However, graphic 

artist Boris Lukats spoke for the artwork showing formalist tendencies – while the ‘entire 

direction of bourgeois culture’ had been hostile to the proletarian vision, this did not 

necessitate that the accomplishments of that culture be discarded.557 The defence of this stance 

was found in Lenin’s views of proletarian culture as something that developed out of the 

‘body of knowledge gathered under the pressure of capitalists, landed nobility, [and] 

functionaries’.558 A painter and applied artist with a strong political involvement in post-war 

Estonia, Adamson-Eric, even took a stand against using socialist realism and formalism as 

labels restricting the creative search of those looking to enrich national culture.559 Art 

historian Armin Tuulse, on the other hand, attempted to show that existing Estonian realist art 

serves as an appropriate preparation for adopting the Soviet art paradigm as it differs very 

                                                
555 Viisnurk, August 1940 (1), 12-13. 
556 Viisnurk, September 1940 (2), 150. 
557 Viisnurk, September 1940 (2), 150. 
558 Viisnurk, September 1940 (2), 151. Most Bolshevik ideologists would agree that one needed to take the best, 
most useful components of ‘bourgeois heritage’ and ‘world culture,’ and employ them for the benefit of the 
revolution. Groys, The Total Art of Stalinism. Avant-garde, aesthetic dictatorship, and beyond  (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1992), 37 ff. 
559 Sirp ja Vasar, 19.10.1940. Quoted in Kangilaski, ed. Eesti kunsti ajalugu. 6, I osa, 1940-1991 (Tallinn: 
Sihtasutus Kultuurileht, 2013), 21. 
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little from the properties of socialist realism.560 The public negotiation of how hermetically 

the interwar experience should be closed off in order for socialist art to flourish suggests a 

sense of search for the right dynamic of continuity and rupture in the first Soviet year. 

Establishing continuities in the Soviet rupture is interesting as it relates to the lawful 

progression of time and historical stages of development – the society had to undergo the 

adverse periods in order to arrive in the present, and, unlike the post-Soviet moment, the 

future-bound momentum included an exploration of the antagonised, yet historico-

imaginatively accepted past for potential strands of provenance.  

 

Changes to monumental landscapes  

Shortly after the arrival of the Red Army in the summer of 1940, the rearrangement of the 

Estonian mnemonic landscape was started as part of official Soviet politics originating from 

Lenin’s ‘Plan for Monumental Propaganda’ in 1918.561 While the first Soviet year proved too 

short and otherwise eventful for the creation of Soviet-style cityscapes and no new 

monumental endeavours were completed, as many as 90 of the old monuments, Lenin’s 

‘hideous idols’,562 were either removed, destroyed or damaged. Their removal was 

accompanied by press campaigns against the unfit homage they paid to bourgeois oppressors.   

 

The first decision heralding the rearrangement of mnemonic priorities and landscapes was 

modestly announced in the press a mere week after the president of independent Estonia 

signed off his mandate to the head of government. On July 27, 1940, a newspaper article 

introduces the foundation of a fund for commemorating the victims of White terror.563 Playing 

on the broadly relatable image of lives lost, the article cautiously redirects the public 

                                                
560 For example, he describes the later work of Estonian painter Kristjan Raud (1865-1943) as ‘realist, with just a 
subtle side tone of romanticism. Not petty bourgeois romanticism, but healthy revolutionary romanticism that 
has also found its rightful place within socialist realism’. Armin Tuulse, "Kristjan Raua loomingu põhijooni," 
Looming, no. 8 (1940), 899. I was directed to this source in Kangilaski, ed. Eesti kunsti ajalugu. 6, I osa, 1940-
1991 (Tallinn: Sihtasutus Kultuurileht, 2013), 448.  
561 Catherine Wanner, Burden of Dreams: History and Identity in Post-Soviet Ukraine  (Pennsylvania State 
University Press,  1998), 175-178. 
562 The Soviet project of creating a ‘new man’ involved redesigning urban space to meet the requirements of the 
new society, and to transmit socialist ideals. This entailed the dismantling of the older, inappropriate monuments 
(mainly of Tsars in the Russian context) – the ‘hideous idols’ – which Lenin deemed devoid of value, artistic or 
historic. Ibid., 176. These ill-suited artefacts were not just to be replaced with graphic heroizations of 
revolutionary idols – the importance of the new markers lay in getting the word out. Monuments for Lenin were 
to be “professors' podiums of the street from which fresh words and rousing thoughts and notions must soar 
straight to the people.” Richard Stites, Revolutionary dreams. Utopian vision and experimental life in the 
Russian Revolution  (New York: Oxford University Press,  1989), 90.    
563 Rahvaleht, 27.07.1940. 
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commemorative worth and focus onto the victims of the independent state. White terror did 

compete with Red terror in brutalising the population during the war,564 and the victims of the 

repressive structures of the new-born republic are brought into the commemorative discourse 

in the context of an atmosphere of discontent with the former authoritarian rule. The fund is 

established with the contributions that had been raised to erect a monument to the former 

president Konstantin Päts in the town of Pärnu, following a decision from 1936. The 

monument had been intended for a central location in front of the town’s theatre house Endla, 

and the space would have been renamed Päts square. The article does not explicitly pass 

judgement or belittle the popular support that had raised these rather substantial funds in the 

last decade; it simply reports the development. The rupture in memoryscapes thus begins by 

suggesting an image of suffering to complement war commemoration, and shifts the 

commemorative angle onto collective victimhood, thus resurrecting what the last layer of 

monument construction had attempted to shed with its proud nation victory rhetoric. 

  

The next occasion for commemorative spaces to come up in national press is mid-August as 

the wider demolishing and discrediting of the interwar monuments begins. The first of these 

public undertakings is again directed against the president and former authoritarian leader 

Päts, and his monument at Tahkuranna, his birthplace.565 Päts serves as a symbol with 

expedient ambivalence for the change of the mnemonic regime – his participation (as an 

institution) in the political proceedings legitimizes the idea of continued Estonian sovereignty 

while his unpopular regime, particularly among the intelligentsia, enables the mnemonic 

rupture to gain very plausible momentum from its opposition to him. Newspapers report a 

meeting of the local population on August 11, and the spontaneous decision taken to walk in a 

procession to the monument site (approximately 5 kilometres), to hold a demonstration 

against the former president that by then was described as the ‘leader of all exploiters of the 

Estonian working people’, and to tear down the statue. It was a rather simple, sturdy 

rectangular obelisk at an outlying location, but the strategic significance of its dismantlement 

was considerable. The monument had been erected in 1936, at the height of the so-called ‘Era 

of Silence’, and its removal as the first in a series of offensives against the existing memorial 

landscape allowed for the introduction of the rhetoric of ‘exploitation’ as directed against the 

authoritarian leadership. Such an opener thus facilitated the discursive linkage of the future 

                                                
564 Alo Lõhmus, "Valge terror võistles Vabadussõjas punasega," Maaleht, 23.10 2010. 
565 Rahva Haal, 14.08.1940; Rahvaleht, 14.08.1940. 
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removals of older, less contentious cemetery or church-adjacent memorials to the popular 

dissatisfaction with the politics of the last 6 years of independent governance. The articles of 

the press campaigns consistently refer to the Independence War monuments as having ‘sprung 

up’ over the last couple of years, dating their essence back to the polemicized ‘Era of 

Silence’, thus discursively opposing the socialist moral to the last layer of meaning creation 

around the monuments (the homogenizing political message of ‘nation’), and not interacting 

with the previous ones (communal grief and local identity). 

 

The removal of Päts’s monument is presented as passionate and spontaneous. The obelisk is 

referred to as an ‘honorary monument’ (ausammas in Estonian) as opposed to the less 

confrontational but otherwise equal ‘memorial monument’ (mälestussammas), fuelling the 

argument that in the changed circumstances it no longer makes ‘sense’ to ‘honour past 

exploiters’.566 The terminological opposition that tends only to emerge at times of rupture (as 

the two terms are otherwise used interchangeably) performs a discursive vilification of an 

‘other in self’ – ‘honorary monument’, invoked with a negative charge, delivers a retroactive 

accusation, and shames the national collective (or its predecessors) for having erroneously 

honoured, and thus seen themselves as inferior to, the depicted idols (see also the Peter I 

monument discussion in Chapter 3). The small nation history of ‘self-doubt’ as documented 

and addressed during the interwar years is therefore more readily accessed (and potentially 

employed) through the use of such vocabulary, which also offers a cure as it suggests a 

distinction between the people’s true self and its regrettable, malignant imitations.  

 

Newspaper articles dissect the construction episode of the obelisk and interpret it as 

thoroughly inimical to the people’s interests – the supposed voluntary work on the site was 

forced and only presented as free-willed for propagandist purposes; the published cost of the 

construction was 5,000 Estonian Kroons while the actual expenditure reached 11,421; the 

poor villagers were lured to the building works with offers of vodka (the records of the local 

authorities’ transactions attest to the allocation of 150 bottles for this purpose, with a total cost 

of 553 Kroons); no donations were actually recorded and the alleged popular support was just 

a rhetorical cover; the funds came from the budget of the municipal government of Pärnu 

county; the initiators of the project had previously made a name for themselves in scandals 

involving a falsification of election results. The style of presentation claims factuality and 

                                                
566 Rahva Haal, 14.08.1940; Rahvaleht, 14.08.1940; Kommunist, 24.09.1940. 
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precision, numbers and statistics are given to support most allegations. The monument is 

shown to be entirely alien to the local population and, with nothing but vice governing their 

behaviour, the leaders prove to be utterly corrupt – even more at fault as they corrupted also 

the masses working for them. Similar articles were concertedly published by both the official 

voice of the Estonian Communist Party’s Central Committee Rahva Hääl, and formerly 

independent dailies. The rhetoric builds opposition towards the monuments while sparing the 

people aiding and performing the denounced commemorations. The textual production is fully 

on the peoples’ side – even those ‘unwittingly’ fighting on the capitalists’ side in the ‘class 

war’ are defended and still included in the Soviet society and addressed by the deixis of ‘us’. 

The internal enemy construction comes into the discourse as an attempt to control reception – 

the line between ‘us’ and ‘them’ is based on the reception of the monuments’ removal, since 

the only people prone to emotionality over this alteration would be capitalist sympathizers.567 

Workers are expected to be collected and reasonable, focussing on the future and not 

indulging in the mismemories of the past. The us–them opposition is thus also a clash of past 

vs. future, stigmatizing an unhealthy ‘clinging to the past’ that inhibits the ‘march into the 

future.’  

 

One rationale for the rearrangement of memoryscapes was precisely the regime’s identity as a 

non-destructive, progress-minded force. It involves an assertion that the removal of the 

monuments is not intended to offend the feelings of the working population, nor is it 

expressive of the authorities’ condescension and smirks at the past.568 Monuments that do not 

aggrieve anyone are believed to survive any rupture intact, and ‘no cultured individual would 

consider moving them.’ But it is the societal progress that is inhibited by the continued 

physical presence of the capitalist encumbrance that should be shed, lest it stagnate the 

forward march, which the overwhelming majority of the people chose for themselves on June 

21, 1940. The Stalinist concept of time is very much present in the monument rhetoric: the 

future is known and unchanging; discursively it is already present, participating in arguments 

as an authority on interpretations of the past.  

 

                                                
567 To be fair, as little as the unrest at the monument removals reverberated in the press, the misguided 
demonstrators were still pardoned as unwitting youngsters who are yet to develop into fully aware ‘socialist 
builders.’ Punane Virumaa, 25.10.1940. 
568 Punane Virumaa, 25.10.1940. 
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The superiority of the new regime over the old one is pronounced also in the attitude towards 

monuments as such. A regional newspaper in Southern Estonia addressed the issue of what to 

do with the funds raised for the erection of Independence War memorials by means of 

donations, social events and municipal government contributions, made at a time when ‘many 

would have needed bread instead’.569 Without a reliable generic precedent or established 

mould, the articles take inconsistent shots at the previous regime and its variety of 

shortcomings and crimes. On occasion, the leadership of the interwar republic is described to 

have been divided by disagreement, and full of empty declamation, which then accounts for 

the abundance of monument projects that never materialised past fundraising. At the same 

time, when dealing with the reality of a great number of physical memorials, the articles 

observe mocking similarities between the ‘empty’ shape of an obelisk and the ‘spirit of an era 

with no substance’ for which the former is a fitting symbol, expressing nothing more than 

‘superficial hooray-patriotism’.570 Occasionally, the state is attacked on the very idea of 

monumental output as inconsiderate and hostile to peoples’ interests, for the scarce funds 

could have been channelled into welfare or schools instead.571 Socialism is contrasted to bring 

deliberation and creativity into monumental landscapes, for a ‘real freedom fighters’’ 

monument is a cultural building such as a theatre or meetings hall that serves and brings up 

new fighters still. These ideas offered a conclusion of sorts for the interwar debates on the 

functions and substance of a worthy monumental edifice, as they were able to draw on and 

partly revive the arguments that had lost out against the monuments that materialised.  

 

Another rhetorical path that served to undermine the existing monuments was the invalidation 

of the former concept of freedom, and the compressing of the time between the War and the 

Silent regime. This was achieved by employing two seemingly contradictory values: 

restoration, implying a return to a past precedent, and true freedom, the attainment of which 

was the result of a lawful progression of linear time. Initially, the phrase ‘Freedom War’ 

remained in circulation, even without the quotation marks that referred to the capitalist 

falsification of Estonian history.572 It was interpreted as the war of the ‘working people 

                                                
569 Elu, 16.08.1940. 
570 Elu, 16.08.1940; Kommunist, 26.09.1940. 
571 Kommunist, 26.09.1940 
572 The English language designation of the “War of Independence” reads Vabadussoda in Estonian, the literal 
translation of which is “Freedom War”. The term Vabadussoda remained in sporadic use during the first Soviet 
year, though the concept of independence would not have been associated with its application.   
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against capitalist oppression forced upon them by the West.’573 The press employed the image 

of ‘restoring’ Soviet power in the Baltics, following the temporary construct of the Estonian 

Working Peoples’ Commune in 1918-1919, designed to mask the intended subsequent 

annexation as civil conflict. The discourse of ‘restoration’ implied the treatment of 

Independence War as class war, the final victory in which was delayed until the joining of the 

Soviet Union. The emotionally rooted term of ‘freedom fighters’ is transferred onto the whole 

stratum of workers rather than just those fighting for the establishment of the Estonian 

Working People’s Commune in 1918-1919 or those attempting a Communist coup in 1924, 

even though both events became important landmarks in the socialist narrative of continuity 

and legitimation. With the restoration of Soviet power, the ‘thorn-covered path of freedom 

fighters’ had become a ‘broad, sunshine-bound highway’,574 an image uniting the main 

benefits of socialist belonging: modernity, comfort, efficiency, velocity, industrialisation, 

enlightenment, happiness. After the accomplishment of this real freedom, i.e. the freedom of 

the working people from capitalist oppressors, it is the duty of the liberated to ‘clean’ the land 

from the monuments, which, as symbols of the ‘capitalist yoke’, were occasionally 

euphemised ‘advertising columns’ of the victory of the oppressive regime.575  Bracketed 

between the roots of the socialist choice and the final onset of historically exceptional 

freedom, the interwar ideas of freedom and their material markers were antagonised as well as 

belittled. 

 

The ‘restoration’ discourse along with the broader workers’ ‘freedom fight’ narrative extends 

into the more distant past, and ties Estonians to Russia’ sphere of influence through the image 

of a small, dependent nation. In all historical decisions and even in the act of charging 

memoryscapes with meaning, Estonia is not seen to act alone or out of its own interest. The 

nation’s link to Russia is pronounced through past and present enemy construction (common 

enemies in the Russian bourgeoisie and Western imperialists), as well as cultural contacts. An 

illustration of the latter in monumental landscape is, for example, the opening of the 

Tchaikovsky Bench at a West-Estonian resort town Haapsalu.576 The monument-bench 

features a musical sequence from Tchaikovsky’s 6th symphony, which is believed to be based 

on an Estonian folk song Kallis Mari (Dear Mari) that inspired the composer on his trip to 
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Haapsalu. Such initiatives along with the broader press treatment of Estonia between the great 

powers and ideologies played on the country’s geographical insecurities, and encouraged the 

nation’s cultural personality while understating its political character and aspiration.    

 

The monument discourse redefined historical animosities along class lines. Enemy-

construction was pronouncedly ideology and class based, involving nationalities only 

secondarily and avoiding the direct implication of Germans. In combination with the formerly 

othered ‘manor lords and clerical nobility’, the ‘dark forces’ now included ‘local young 

business circles’, ‘French and British imperialists’ and even ‘Finnish butchers.’577 In order to 

weave the new, Western imperialist threat into existing mnemonic imagination, the 

Kalevipoeg monument in Torma, which escaped destruction, was turned around to gaze into 

the west, with his shield and sword vigilantly held in the direction of the new enemy.578 The 

strongest enemy figure (as manifest also in the ‘controlled reception’ binary of us vs. them) 

was still the domestic past of ‘bourgeois executioners’, somewhat similar, in rhetorical effect, 

to the interwar phenomenon of mnemonic abjection.579  This past and the category of ‘internal 

enemy’ it provided for the present was publicly othered and despised, yet it was inescapably 

intertwined with the positive identity of a ‘socialist builder’, and stood by as a repository of 

constant, passionate, emotion-provoking references. The near-absolute undoing of the 

previous monumental landscape served to incriminate this enemy and put it on a par with the 

former target of abjection and other-in-self – the Baltic German landed nobility. The 

bourgeois leadership is presented as equal exploiters, just as the timing of their pursuits 

reveals: their ambitions of independence, and thus power, only arose after the ‘Great October 

freed the population’ from the manor nobles.580 While the class concept was foreign and 

distant to Estonia, the idea of an enemy within oneself had historical precedents (the much-

hated ‘juniper-germans’, for example), and thus had a stronger mnemonic effect (even if one 

only means the anti-Soviet memory culture and deems the mnemo-constructive consequences 

within the soviet subjectivity too difficult to trace) than the vague enemy figure constructed of 

the previously longed-for ‘West.’ 

 

                                                
577 Elu, 16.08.1940; Kommunist, 24.09.1940. 
578 Strauss, Vabadussõja mälestusmärgid I  (Keila: ETPV trükikoda, 2002), 29-30. 
579 The concept is inspired by Kristeva, Jälestuse joud. Essee abjektsioonist  (Tallinn2006), and Mälksoo, The 
Politics of Becoming European: A Study of Polish and Baltic Post-Cold War Security Imaginaries  (London: 
Routledge, 2010). 
580 Kommunist, 26.09.1940. 
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The complicated reception of the newly articulated enemy figure was also addressed in 

readers’ contributions.581 While many pieces demanded ‘immediate removal’ of the 

monuments,582 others sought to problematize their treatment and suggest alternatives. Voices 

were raised against the arbitrary maiming and dismantling of the admittedly unsuitable 

markers.583 This viewpoint advocated the need to explain the issue and the enemy figure 

embodied in the monuments to the masses, and secure their support before the removals 

unfolded as acts of public vandalism. While popular ‘grassroot initiative’ was the strongest 

ideological tool for both possible courses of action, the idea of ‘educating’ the masses 

beforehand intended to exploit the mnemonic capital inherent in potentially ritualising the 

removals, and rendering them official, anticipated, visible. The initial suggestion would come 

from the local people, after which explanatory work would be carried out among the 

population. The authorities would consent and arrange the ceremonial removal. Rather than 

risking resentment and nostalgia with post factum reports about ‘spontaneous’ action towards 

the monuments, a public campaign and collectively deliberated dismantlement could ‘ground’ 

the energy of opposition.         

 

Such explanatory efforts would inevitably have to address the previous layers of meaning 

creation, and the groups of individuals whose personal experience the collective identification 

and rhetoric had appropriated therein. As discussed above, the redesigning of attitudes 

towards interwar monuments involved a future-oriented, peaceful ‘march to the future’ 

argument, and an undoing of the concept of freedom as applicable to the historical moment of 

the interwar years. Contrasting the first and complementing the latter is another common 

discursive strategy, perhaps most pertinent for addressing collected experience, which has 

proved essential for memory making in times of rupture (e.g. local grief, the deportation 

episode) – turning a scrutinising glance toward the historical event commemorated, divorcing 

mourning from the cause in ‘dying for’, and reshuffling the grievances (e.g. commemoration 

of White Terror). One of the narrative devices for achieving this was recounting the pains of 

war and the violence of forcing the ‘nation’s sons to fight against their class-brothers’, 

followed by the disillusionment that it was not even them that the regime unveiled monuments 

                                                
581 Tonu Tannberg’s research suggests that the position of the ‘editor of readers’ letters’ was mostly fictive in the 
ESSR. Tõnu Tannberg, ed. Eesti NSV aastatel 1940-1953. Sovetiseerimise mehhanismid ja tagajärjed 
Nõukogude Liidu ja Ida-Euroopa arengute kontekstis (Tartu: Eesti Ajalooarhiiv, 2007). 
582 Kommunist 24.09.1940. 
583 Kommunist, 26.09.1940. 
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to – these monuments were instead to symbolise victory over the working people.584 As such, 

it is particularly the veterans and the loved ones of the fallen who ‘care about the flourishing 

of their homeland’ that might ‘rejoice’ when seeing the monuments go.585  

 

The German occupation: the emergence of the Soviet ‘enemy’ and the German 

‘liberator’ 

Historical background 

The German-Soviet war arrived in Estonia just a couple of weeks after its outbreak on June 

22, 1941, with the first battles taking place on July 4.586 The initially optimistic declarations 

of the leadership soon turned into panic and terror.587 Destruction battalions (‘People’s 

Defence forces’) were formed; men began to be mobilised into the Red army and sent to 

Russia, though many joined the German ranks instead.588 The one Soviet year and its mass 

repressions had renegotiated the formerly strong anti-German sentiment,589 and in some areas 

Estonian resistance groups fought the retreating Soviet army and took over localities before 

the Germans arrived.590 On August 28, the German army seized Tallinn. The population 

welcomed the German troops as liberators,591 and the press discourse prolonged and 

magnified the sense of popular gratitude for the duration of the entire occupation in all three 

Baltic States. The affinities between the two countries were easily found and narrated as the 

Estonian leadership had been relatively close to the Third Reich in the late 1930s – in matters 

ranging from artistic inspiration and architecture to economy, owing especially to the German 

interest in Estonian oil shale. The war added a further aspect for strategic partnership – a 

common enemy.592  

 

                                                
584 Kommunist 26.09.1940; Punane Virumaa, 25.10.1940. 
585 Kommunist, 26.09.1940. 
586 Arjakas, Eesti Vabariik 90. Sündmused ja arengud  (Tallinn: Eesti Entsüklopeediakirjastus, 2008), 150-151. 
587 Kangilaski, ed. Eesti kunsti ajalugu. 6, I osa, 1940-1991 (Tallinn: Sihtasutus Kultuurileht, 2013), 48. 
588 According to some estimates, twice as many Estonian citizens served on the German side than in the ranks of 
the Soviet Union at the beginning of the German occupation. Mertelsmann, "How the Russians Turned into the 
Image of the "National Enemy" of the Estonians," in The Russian Speaking Minorities in Estonia and Latvia, ed. 
Anttonen, Pro Ethnologia (Tartu: 2005), 50. 
589 Ibid.. 
590 Laar, War in the Woods. Estonia's struggle for survival, 1944-1956  (Washington, D.C1992). 
591 Laar, Emajõgi 1944. II Maailmasõja lahingud Lõuna-Eestis  (Tallinn: Varrak, 2005). 
592 From the German perspective, Estonians were viewed as one of the more developed racial groups in the 
Eastern European  context. Weiss-Wendt, Murder Without Hatred. Estonians and the Holocaust  (Syracuse, 
N.Y: Syracuse University Press, 2009).  
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The actual reception of the regime was certainly more complex. The German occupation 

policies as well as their uncompromising stance against any suggestions of restored 

nationhood or quasi-independent formations resulted, in many cases, in the change of popular 

moods towards indifference and even antipathy. As the new regime progressed, reports of 

unsatisfied expectations regarding national renewal grew more frequent, with few 

Germanophilic attitudes around to balance this.593 As a Dutch Nazi visitor reported in the 

summer of 1942, the ‘chauvinist national consciousness’ prevailed in all social strata in 

Estonia and Latvia, and an influential underground press began to develop and spread in 

Lithuania, publishing, among other things, provocative deliberations on which occupationist 

regime was more murderous towards innocent Lithuanians.594 Nevertheless, according to the 

memoires and comments collected in the Estonian Cultural History Archives, Estonians 

‘feared the Russians and had not yet learned to fear the Germans’, whom they perceived as a 

lesser evil, even if autonomy was never to be granted and occupation was the only prospect.595 

The Forest Brethren, who had fought against the Soviet troops alongside the arriving 

Germans, and whose romantic ‘national resistance’ experience the German liberation 

discourse appropriated, mostly came out of hiding until 1944, thus inspiring a redefinition of 

the movement as exclusively anti-Soviet (and the equation of anti-Soviet with pro-Estonian). 

Their stories formed part of the ‘liberated nation’ rhetoric; their biographies were collected, 

recounting the intense experiences in the woodland bunkers and on the battlefront,596 

suggesting the pastness of the nation’s struggle for survival. The memory was perpetuated in 

Independence War monuments: it was not uncommon for reopening ceremonies to feature 

‘conversations’ with a Forest Brother, where people could ask questions and learn about the 

experience.597 The broad popular support and heroic image around the Forest Brethren 

                                                
593 Romuald J. Misiunas and Rein Taagepera, The Baltic States, years of dependence, 1940-1990  (Berkeley: 
University of California Press,  1993), 62. 
594 Ibid., 62-63. Underground newspapers and leaflets were printed in the other two Baltic States as well. 
595 Mertelsmann, "How the Russians Turned into the Image of the "National Enemy" of the Estonians," in The 
Russian Speaking Minorities in Estonia and Latvia, ed. Anttonen, Pro Ethnologia (Tartu: 2005), 50. 
596 The first Soviet year is the best-documented period of partisan warfare in Estonia because of the information 
gathered and published during the German occupation. Quite expectedly, this body of knowledge later became 
highlighted in the post-Soviet freedom narrative, equating anti-Sovietism with achievements towards gaining 
independence, and pronouncing the Soviet rule an epitome of occupation. Over the next rupture, the Forest 
Brethren movement was invoked as proof that Estonians were a “conquered people, and the Republic of Estonia 
an occupied country” under the Soviet rule. Laar, War in the Woods. Estonia's struggle for survival, 1944-1956  
(Washington, D.C1992), xvii.  
597 In some instances, the anniversary of the local Home Guard division (formed of former Forest Brethren) was 
chosen for the inauguration day of the monument. Eesti Sõna, 28.07.1942. 
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facilitated the later mismemory of the nation’s prospects and functioning as part of 

Reichskommissariat Ostland.598  

 

Resistance efforts continued into the German years, assuming a different character, and 

engaging in the scene through future-oriented political planning rather than armed 

confrontation, which would have profited the Soviet agenda and potentially accelerated the re-

establishment of the Soviet rule. This type of resistance did thus not involve the population at 

large, and failed to leave a significant mark in the memory culture.599 With multiple enemy 

figures in sight and one estimated to be more perilous than the other, attempts to weaken 

German military might would have made little sense, and wide scale resistance tactics were 

slower to develop than in other occupied countries. Estonia may well have been the only 

country in occupied Eastern Europe with no armed anti-German resistance.600 With hopes 

placed on the Atlantic Charter, the national opposition focussed on keeping an underground 

political network alive for the purpose of defending national interests in the post-war 

settlement, and secure the legal continuity of the Estonian state. This group gathered around 

the last Estonian prime minister before the Soviet change of government Jüri Uluots, and 

grew to include several formerly active politicians.601  

 

The relatively loyal stance of the population towards the German authorities, particularly at 

the beginning of the occupation, justified the award of liberties in matters pertaining to 

cultural expression. The National Socialist ideology naturally fixed the direction and frames 
                                                
598 The Estonian Self-Administration (Estnische Selbstverwaltung) took office on Septemrber 15, 1941, headed 
by Hjalmar Mäe, a former member of the Vaps organisation (an anti-socialist paramilitary movement outlawed 
with the establishment of the “Era of Silence”. Originally, i.e. before becoming a political force, the organisation 
served to unite the veterans of the War of Independence). The Self-Administration was supervised by Karl 
Sigismund Litzmann, the head of the Estonian General Commissariat, which in turn was accountable to the 
Reichskommissariat Ostland in Riga.  
599 The culmination of the resistance movement’s German-era preparations – the attempted restoration of 
independent governance in September 1944 – rather appears in the anti-Soviet mnemonic construct, for its 
establishment renders the Soviet arrival an offence against an independent entity.    
600 Weiss-Wendt, Murder Without Hatred. Estonians and the Holocaust  (Syracuse, N.Y: Syracuse University 
Press, 2009), 74. 
601 E.g. Jaan Lattik, former Minister of Education and Minister of Foreign Affairs; Otto Tief, former Court 
Minister and Minister of Employment. Other types of resistance initiatives, unsatisfied with the moderate, 
legalistic direction of Uluots’ efforts, revolved around the idea of turning to the Western democracies as a way 
out of the fortuitous circumstances between the two battling powers, and these groups actively pursued contacts 
with England through Sweden or Finland. Groups involved in delivering Estonian volunteers to Finland had 
already operated during the first Soviet rule.  Around two hundred people are estimated to have been involved in 
the movements.  In addition, small circles of pro-Soviet resistance remained active in the field of intelligence and 
propagandist publications. Vaino Kallas, "Vastupanuliikumine Saksa okupatsiooni ajal Eestis," Pärnu 
Postimees, 22.09. 2004; Indrek Paavle, "Rahvuslik vastupanu Saksa okupatsioonile Eestis 1941–1944," in 
Estonica (Tallinn: Eesti Instituut, 2009). 
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of propaganda, education and cultural life, but the creative intelligentsia was granted 

considerable discretion compared to the Soviet year, allowing for a return to the ideals of the 

1930s in what has been termed the “delayed bloom” of independence era artistic traditions.602 

In general, and as manifested in the reinstallation of the Independence War monuments, the 

regime’s rather liberal cultural policies allowed for safe national self-expression in order to 

posit the new rule in stark opposition to the Soviet year, accentuate the enemy figure, and 

inspire the population to excel in work and combat. In symbolic opposition to Soviet 

behaviour, the German rule restored all the themes and emblems of interwar independence. In 

efforts to antagonize Soviet policy measures, the German administration ceremonially 

restored certain pre-Soviet property relations, and the returning of houses to former owners 

was sometimes carried out in conjunction with the re-openings of Independence War 

monuments.603  

 

The crimes of the Soviet regime were investigated and made known in the Self-

Administration’s publication of a thorough two-volume history of the Soviet year, Eesti rahva 

kannatuste aasta (The Estonian People’s Year of Suffering, 1943), which remained the most 

notable episode in the otherwise scarce literary production of the period. Press commentators 

deemed the treatment harsh and depressing, but welcome in providing vigour and will for the 

population to ‘focus the last of their strength on fighting the East.’604 The collection covers a 

period from the signing of the Mutual Assistance Treaty in September 1939 until the 

‘Estonian participation in the liberation of the country by German troops in 1941.’ 605 It 

recounts the ‘comedy of installing the Estonian SSR’, and denounces the June turn as a ‘grand 

spectacle’ of fictitious accusations towards the existing government and a staged protest 

march backing up the ‘free will of the masses,’ culminating in what the texts term the Soviet 

occupation of the country. Through aggressive imagery, the book covers the crimes of the 

regime as well as the Soviet educational ‘destruction’, the ‘weird habits’ of the theatre scene, 

‘a state of desolation in the field of Estonian music’, and the fate of Estonian art ‘in the fetters 

of the Red craze.’ The two volumes were reprinted and published in one book after the 

                                                
602 Kangilaski, ed. Eesti kunsti ajalugu. 6, I osa, 1940-1991 (Tallinn: Sihtasutus Kultuurileht, 2013), 48-49. A 
longer comprehensive account of artistic directions in German-occupied Estonia appears in: Kaalu Kirme, 
Muusad ei vaikinud. Kunst Eestis sõja-aastail 1941-1944  (Tallinn: Kunst,  2007). 
603 Postimees, 24.07.1942; Postimees, 25.06.1942. 
604 Eesti Sõna, 18.07.1943, front page.  
605 Eesti rahva kannatuste aasta.  (Tallinn: Eesti Omavalitsus. Eesti Kirjastus, 1943). 
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regaining of independence in 1995, informing an aggressively anti-Soviet mnemonic 

imaginary.606  

 

Other than the fitting (and re-usable) anti-Sovietism, the German rhetoric brought back a 

positive European membership to the Estonian self-image, equally welcome in the years 

following the Soviet collapse. As the war progressed laboriously, the press discourse 

addressed the issue of small nations with increasing frequency. On November 3, 1943, an 

editorial of Eesti Sõna, the dominant news source representing the ideology of the German 

Self-Administration, speaks of the positive effect that the war has had on the small nations of 

Europe, providing a ‘rational justification for their instinctive optimism to fight.’ The war is 

described to have added to the international weight of the small nations, and their importance 

is said to keep growing – towards the final stages of exhaustion of the two great adversaries, it 

is the smallest of supporters that might emerge as crucial. But even more than ‘physical’ 

potential, the article goes on to emphasize the significance of the small nations’ moral stance 

and psychological clout. The longer the war endures toward the lassitude of the battling sides, 

the more decisive becomes the voice of the ‘unknown small man, a distant bystander in world 

politics’, who gives expression to ‘the worlds’ conscience’.607 The article suggests that the 

Soviet ‘terror’ cannot persist, as it goes against the very basic and modest wishes of the small 

nations – ‘to live in peace and freedom on their own soil.’608 The ideas of small nation 

morality and particularity, even detachment from big politics not only served to strengthen the 

                                                
606 During the war, a third part of the history was drafted, and the Estonian State Archive holds a folder with 
related articles and correspondence. The volume announced in 1944 was intended to include an article entitled 
The Vandalizing of Monuments by Bolsheviks, writing the violence in monumental landscapes into history as an 
illustration of murderous behaviour towards the Estonian nation, on a par with Soviet mass deportations and 
killings. Estonian State Archive, ERA, f R-81, n 1, s 275. 
607 Eesti Sõna, 03.11.1943. 
608 Articles along such lines appeared repeatedly in Eesti Sõna, but the material and correspondence compiled for 
the third volume of The Estonian People’s Year of Suffering reveal some opposition to such argumentation 
within the ranks of the occupationist thinkers, who observe these editorials to be impermissibly Anglo-American 
in tonality. ERA, f R-81, n 1, s 275. I was directed to this source in Küllo Arjakas, "Kättesaadav "Kannatuste 
aasta"," Vikerkaar, no. 3 (1996). German historiography had taken a turn towards the small nations at the 
beginning of the war. Possible allies against the common foe, the Baltic nations were recognized as distinct 
national entities. After 1941, however, they were included into a broader regional framework, appearing not as 
expressions of separate national narratives as much as a ‘substratum’ under German dominance. See the 
discussion of Reinhard Wittram’s history writing in Jörg Hackmann, "Narrating the Building of a Small Nation: 
Divergence and Convergence in the Historiography of Estonian 'National Awakening', 1868-2005," in 
Nationalizing the past. Historians as nation builders in modern Europe, ed. Stefan Berger and Chris Lorenz 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 179-182. 
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national identity niche, but also provided an exculpative strategy that continued into the post-

Soviet discussions of collaboration (or lack thereof).609 

 

While the small nations were rhetorically empowered as a group, empathetic relations 

between small nations in the Baltic context were discouraged, and a hierarchy was installed to 

govern their self-perception. An interesting article written for the unpublished third volume of 

the history compared the Estonian national fight against the threat of communism with that of 

the Latvians. The critical tone towards the latter is introduced in the passing observation that 

the first Estonian foreign minister after the War of Independence Jaan Poska had a Jew for a 

counterpart in the southern neighbour state, Zigfrīds Anna Meierovics. The Estonians are 

commended for their wilful participation in combat: they are described to have asked for 

weapons and permission to fight upon the German arrival, unlike the Latvians who simply 

‘demanded’ freedom from the arriving troops. In an effort to hinder neighbourly solidarity 

and cooperation, Latvian experience during the Soviet year is depicted as mild and tolerable 

relative to that of Estonians, whereas Latvians are shown to disproportionately complain 

about the hardship endured.610 The text implies that certain national characteristics and 

collective psychological fortitude heralds a promising future for Estonia, appreciated for these 

features as well as its smallness in a German-dominated Europe.  

 

Another important aspect of the Estonian experience and memory of the German occupation, 

related to the exculpative celebration of smallness and the particular victimhood amidst ‘big 

politics’ it implies, is the lack of local importance attributed to the Holocaust, which sets this 

national memory apart not just from the West, where the mass murder of Jews is seen to carry 

a universalistic message, but also from the neighbouring Latvia and Lithuania, where at least 

the Holocaust has later emerged as a major subject of debate. Estonia did not experience the 

large scale Nazi atrocities of the other East European countries or a similar visibility of the 

Final Solution – with no memory of publicly humiliating ghettos, pogroms or death squads 

operated by natives, the Holocaust has been perceived, in contemporary Estonia, as a 

                                                
609 In Estonian historiography, collaboration appears as a non-issue, since the choice between two brutal 
occupations is considered morally moot. Estonian historian Andres Kasekamp references Holocaust historian 
Ruth Bettina Birn in stating that cooperation with the Nazi authorities cannot be discussed as ‘collaboration’ in 
the sense of ‘betrayal’ because the country, to which these people were loyal, had already been destroyed by the 
Soviet Union. Kasekamp, Balti riikide ajalugu  (Tallinn: Varrak, 2011), 168; Ruth Bettina Birn, Die 
Sicherheitspolizei in Estland 1941-1944: Eine Studie zur Kollaboration im Osten  (Paderborn: Ferdinand 
Schöningh,  2006). Owing to this research premise, secondary literature into the phenomenon is scarce. 
610 Arjakas, "Kättesaadav "Kannatuste aasta"," Vikerkaar, no. 3 (1996). 
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superimposed discourse with no linkage to the ordeals or victimhood in the national 

understanding.611 Anton Weiss-Wendt suggests that if Estonians thought of it at all, they 

believed that the Jewish individuals had been punished for a reason, tying the general attitude 

to just the local minority, and leaving the victim status of Jews to compete with the 

victimization claimed by the titular nation.612 However, he also detects adherence to the 

Judeo-Bolshevist myth, (and its post-Soviet sequel, the Russo-Jewish conspiracy threat) in the 

Estonian conception of its own history. The conflation of ‘Jew’ and ‘Communist’ in the 

manner of the still commonly circulating Polish term Żydokomuna was consistently 

performed on the pages of occupationist Estonian press, where the image of the ‘eternal Jew’ 

stood for an irreparable enemy figure from the days of Christ up until its ultimate 

manifestation in the evils of Bolshevism.613 Connecting local resentments to the Nazi racial 

ideology resulted in massive recruitment of local collaborators, and a ‘brutalization of 

warfare’ in occupied Eastern Europe, testifying to the success of the conflated construct.614 A 

dominant feature of the experience of German occupation, the nationalist fervor consolidated 

against the Judeo-Bolshevist enemy image and its depth and effects on Estonian memory 

remain an underexamined domain in scholarly work. 

 

Estonian anti-Semitism and its unexpected manifestations appear linked to small-nation 

insecurities, and the corresponding security imaginaries. In the interwar period, the Jewish 

minority was one of five inimical groups cultivated in the press. As a new, outlying 

component of the rather diffuse enemy image, the Jews were ‘othered’ dispassionately and 

only secondarily, since this ethnicity was not related to the construction of the country’s 

past.615 Even as the 1930s witnessed a rise of the Radical Right, and the state developed 

                                                
611 During the war, a total of 8,614 Jews lost their lives on Estonian territory which corresponds to a death rate of 
63%.  The biggest massacre occurred at Klooga slave labour camp on September 19, 1944, as the German troops 
were preparing to leave the country. The mass execution that later became an important visual component in the 
Soviet media image of war-shattered spaces and occupationist brutality, claimed the lives of 1,634 Jews and 150 
Soviet prisoners of war. In comparison, 61,000 Jews equalling 65% of the Latvian Jewish population died, and 
195,000 (95%) perished in Lithuania. Anton Weiss-Wendt, "Why the Holocaust Does Not Matter to Estonians," 
in Contested and Shared Places of Memory: History and Politics in North Eastern Europe, ed. J. Hackmann 
(Tallinn: 2009), 95; Weiss-Wendt, Murder Without Hatred. Estonians and the Holocaust  (Syracuse, N.Y: 
Syracuse University Press, 2009). 
612 Weiss-Wendt, "Why the Holocaust Does Not Matter to Estonians," in Contested and Shared Places of 
Memory: History and Politics in North Eastern Europe, ed. Hackmann (Tallinn: 2009). 
613 Järva Teataja, 20.06.1942. 
614 Jeffrey Burds, Holocaust in Rovno. The Massacre at Sosenki Forest, November 1941  (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan 2013), 13. 
615 Kari Alenius, "Under the conflicting pressures of the ideals of the era and the burdens of history: Ethnic 
relations in Estonia, 1918–1925," Journal of Baltic Studies 35, no. 1 (2004); Rits, "Rahvusliku identiteedi 
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increasingly closer ties with Nazi Germany, it was the Baltic German minority that 

constituted the primary threat in the discourse of this new wave of nationalism, and anti-

Semitism as an ideology remained distant to Estonia. The Estonian Veterans’ League, the 

extreme right-wing political movement formed of the veterans of the War of Independence, 

explicitly reserved the most enmity for Baltic Germans, while disapproving of the Nazi 

operations against the Jews.616 However, an emphasis on the relative benevolence bestowed 

upon the minority in the interwar years tends to obscure the motivations behind wartime 

Estonian collaboration, and misleadingly suggest the nation’s particularity in Eastern 

Europe’s history of anti-Semitism.617   

 

Weiss-Wendt’s work suggests that the recognition of a stronger enemy figure in Jews as a 

group leads back to the fault line of 1941 and the mass repressions performed by the Soviet 

rule, pointing to a ready, latent assumption of a connection between Bolshevik assaults and 

Jewish assistance. Even though the Estonian situation was not comparable to Poland, where 

the ‘Jew Commune’ image in nationalist rhetoric predated the Soviet invasion and involved 

allegations of masterminding Communism as such in Poland,618 the former mildly ‘othered’ 

Jewish minority was readily turned into a dangerous enemy collaborator over the mnemonic 

upheaval that radicalised past perceptions. While the June deportation equally targeted the 

Estonian Jewish population (415 deportees were Jews, comprising roughly 10% of the total 

minority), they became associated with executing Soviet terror, particularly following the 

scorched-earth policy carried out before the German arrival, and the alleged high 

                                                                                                                                                   
konstrueerimine Eesti päevalehtedes 1920. aastatel [The Construction of National Identity in Estonian Daily 
Newspapers in the 1920s]" (Tartu University, 2011). 
616 Historian Andres Kasekamp writes: ‘Anti-Semitism never had a powerful enough appeal to feature 
prominently in the League’s propaganda arsenal.’ The ‘Baltic barons’ and the ‘Landeswehr men’ were the 
primary enemy group for the Veterans as well as the population at large. When Hitler’s ascent to power 
translated into the Nazification of the Baltic German Party in Estonia and the new party leadership pronounced 
high expectations for cooperation with the Veterans, owing to the obvious ideological proximity, the League 
endured intense attacks from the public, and, in an effort to prove its loyalty to the hostile stance towards Baltic 
Germans, it went on a sweeping offensive against them. The League demanded restrictions to Baltic German 
cultural autonomy, the Estonianization of Tartu University, the replacement of German family names with 
Estonian ones, and a general change in cultural orientation, away from Germany and towards France and Britain. 
Andres Kasekamp, The Radical Right in Interwar Estonia  (London: Macmillan Press Ltd,  2000), 74-75.  
617 A frequent emphasis is placed on the fact that the Jewish minority, on a par with other minority groups, 
enjoyed significant liberties under the Cultural Autonomy Law from 1925. 
618 Michael C. Steinlauf emphasises the importance of interwar Endek-triggered debates for understanding Polish 
responses to the Jewish question during (and after) the War. Michael C. Steinlauf, Bondage to the Dead: Poland 
and the Memory of the Holocaust  (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press,  1997). 
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concentration of Jewish participants in the destruction battalions responsible.619 An important 

text that participated in Estonian memory construction even after the Soviet dissolution, the 

Estonian People’s Year of suffering from 1943, inflates the numbers of Jewish members in 

such battalions fourfold,620 furthering the image of Estonian suffering over the Jewish tragedy 

and minimizing the issue of collaboration.     

 

An alternative explanation for Estonian collaboration in the Holocaust lies in the country’s 

pursuit to substantiate its value and merit to Germany and to a new European order potentially 

dominated by the Nazi ideology.621 The geographical self-imagination and the perceived 

world-civilizational mission as the border or shield between the East and the West placed the 

Estonian nation within the Western cultural sphere, striving for belonging, and insecure about 

its outlying position. Art circles expressed frustrations pertaining to peripheral irrelevance. 

The ‘national enemy’ and abject figure of the Baltic Germans constituted a contradiction, 

standing simultaneously for humiliating oppression and the desired European culture. The 

interwar debate around foreign heritage in art and architecture had tackled this contradiction, 

and, while it was pointed out that the material legacy of German dominance is what writes the 

Estonian spatial experience into the European family of cultures, the popular discourse was 

still fuelled by past grievances, and only appeared convinced by economic considerations for 

appropriating the manor architecture, for example.  

 

The insecurities arising from a plurality of historical adversaries and dependence on the power 

currents of ever-aggressive neighbours further combined with internal self-doubt as to the 

national capacities for leadership and decision-making, rendered the sense of threat to national 

survival more diffuse and shifting than just the nomination of one specific ‘other’, and the 

expectations of sovereignty more flexible and contingent. Interwar security imaginaries had 

included possible trade zones and regional constructs restricting the nation’s sovereignty.622 

The Soviet occupation that confirmed and materialised the fears and insecurities inherent in 

the national discourse and victimisation narratives, reshuffled the pattern of enemy 

                                                
619 Weiss-Wendt, Murder Without Hatred. Estonians and the Holocaust  (Syracuse, N.Y: Syracuse University 
Press, 2009), 50-51. 
620 Ibid., 51-52. 
621 Ibid. 
622 Lehti, "The Baltic League and The Idea of Limited Sovereignty," Jahrbücher für Geschichte Osteuropas 45, 
no. 3 (1997); Lehti, A Baltic League as a Construct of the New Europe. Envisioning a Baltic Region and Small 
State Sovereignty in the Aftermath of the First World War  (Frankfurt1999). 
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construction and prioritized European belonging over historical antagonism in the German-

dilemma. The pre-war creative affinities (e.g. in the field of architecture and city planning) 

and economic ties, the relatively relaxed occupation regime, a Self-Administration that 

allowed for national self-expression and was able to relate to the ‘national psyche’, along with 

Berlin’s stance towards Estonians as racially rather developed in the context of Eastern 

Europe, resulted in a solid wartime relationship between the countries. In addition to 

providing protection against the Bolshevist return, German occupation helped repair Estonian 

national pride. Along with armed combat participation in liberating the territory and anti-

Semitic collaboration, the restoration of the physical markers of independent statehood was an 

important part of that. Commemorative statuary in the small border state had a supplementary 

charge from the outset – it marked the territory and stood to convince the beholder of the 

viability, unique provenance, and continuity of the nation. The German occupation in its war-

waging circumstances (i.e. a commitment to partnership rhetoric, small nation cultural self-

expression, and the “undoing” of Soviet decisions) thus satisfied a bit of both strivings – a 

restored sense of nationhood and European membership – which, after the experience of the 

Soviet year, the population was willing to make concessions for. The prospects of Holocaust 

collaboration thus connected to existing westward aspirations. Expectations of collaboration 

activated (and played on) the nation’s fear for survival and sense of endangerment in the 

struggles between what Estonia's identity narrative continued to read as the distant East and 

the cultured West, the latter represented in this configuration by Nazi Germany.       

 

It is interesting how the anti-Jewish attitudes resurface in the third rupture, and particularly in 

Estonia's domestic discourse in the period leading up to EU and NATO accession. The basis 

of post-Soviet national identity-building as well as the narrative template for Estonia's “return 

to Europe” was the idea of victimisation, the perceived singularity of which dominated 

historical thinking and its expressions more aggressively than it had in interwar public 

memory. Rather than prior racial or ethnic preconceptions, the Judeo-Bolshevist sentiment 

appears to be fuelled by the remembered suffering of the titular population, and by what is 

played out as a nation-based competition for the recognition and moral restitution of historical 

grievances. The small autochthonous society whose historical thinking is defined by 

unresolved (and uncompensated) victimhood does not necessarily differentiate between 

ethnic, political, or geopolitical aggression, and perceives alternative claims to victimhood as 

contesting the past suffering reserved for the titular group. An attempt to revise the historical 
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narrative and oppositions, the Holocaust becomes a threat to Estonian historical provenance 

and to the historically motivated contemporary understanding of Russia constituting the one 

international body whose interests sharply run counter to Estonia's. Estonians themselves 

often only believe to antagonise the Russians.623 The Soviet reality and the Russian nation are 

even conflated in everyday parlance as the pre-1991 era is referred to as Russian Time (Vene 

aeg).624 However, readiness to adhere to Russo-Jewish conspiracy tenets manifests itself in 

the pronouncedly anti-Russian emphasis of the Holocaust discussion in 2002, when Jewish 

claims concerning Estonian wartime collaboration and consequent accountability are 

denounced as a Russian-authored plan to hinder the country’s EU-accession.625 Questioning 

the Estonians’ victim status and suggesting instead a scenario of perpetration is seen to be in 

the best interest of only the main perpetrator itself, Russia. The refusal to take responsibility 

for wartime atrocities involving the Jewish population is also based on a legalistic argument 

that confirms the settled enemy lines and incriminates the Soviet construct – Estonia was an 

occupied country. The aspect of victimisation with its variable enemy images is one of the 

most important features of the monument discourse, which employs an interesting blend of 

small nation heroics and almost self-indulgent sorrow of victimhood. 

 

The restoration of monuments and the recharging of discourse units 

The local German leadership allowed and encouraged the restoration of the removed 

monuments, and organised inauguration ceremonies to fasten the national pursuit of freedom 

into the German cause, combining anti-Bolshevik sentiment, pre-war national rhetoric and 

Nazi symbols. Of the approximately 90 monuments damaged, hidden or destroyed over the 

first Soviet year, almost 40 were restored nationwide during the German occupation.626 In 

many places, the restoration works were started by local populations627 right after the change 

of the occupation regime, and the involvement of the central authorities began with public 
                                                
623 An analysis of internet commentaries to an article from March 3, 2005 entitled “Are Estonians Judeophobes?” 
by Aavo Savitsch. Weiss-Wendt, "Why the Holocaust Does Not Matter to Estonians," in Contested and Shared 
Places of Memory: History and Politics in North Eastern Europe, ed. Hackmann (Tallinn: 2009), 108-109. 
624 Mertelsmann, "How the Russians Turned into the Image of the "National Enemy" of the Estonians," in The 
Russian Speaking Minorities in Estonia and Latvia, ed. Anttonen, Pro Ethnologia (Tartu: 2005). 
625 Weiss-Wendt, "Why the Holocaust Does Not Matter to Estonians," in Contested and Shared Places of 
Memory: History and Politics in North Eastern Europe, ed. Hackmann (Tallinn: 2009), 100-103. 
626 Strauss, Vabadussõja mälestusmärgid I  (Keila: ETPV trükikoda, 2002), 15. 
627 The initiators were mostly members of the Home Guard (Omakaitse) units, made up of former Forest 
Brethren who joined the German side in battles against the Red Army (e.g. in the case of the Independence War 
monument in Rõngu municipality in Southern Estonia, reopened in October 1941, Linna Teataja, 12.10.1941; 
Postimees, 15.10.1941; or the cadets’ statue commemorating the fallen in actions against the attempted 
Communist coup of 1924 in Tallinn, Eesti Sõna, 23.08.1942). 
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enquiries into the state of the monuments and the extent of local repairs accomplished.628 The 

first monument to be brought back and reinstalled was that of the teachers and students of 

Tallinn, The Boy. On the very day of the German takeover of Tallinn (August 28, 1941), the 

statue of the capital’s prime monument was located at one of the municipal government’s 

warehouses near the port, and placed on a horse carriage to be transported through the city in 

a celebratory procession. The initiative came from a group of Estonian sportsmen and has 

been written into historical treatments through the eyes of a tennis champion Egon Meier, 

whose recollections of the episode are quoted in descriptions of the city’s ‘liberation’.629 

Meier recounts the spontaneous procession from the warehouse to the memorial site by the 

Tallinn Boys’ Secondary Science School – the six athletes involved formed an honorary guard 

for the carriage, three men on each side, and, joined by a jubilant crowd, they delivered the 

statue to its former place, setting it up without the pedestal. In the cinemas of Berlin, 

according to Meier’s colleague that had resettled in Germany along with the Baltic Germans 

in 1939, a movie on the liberation of Tallinn had been screened, featuring scenes from the 

procession with the horse and carriage.630  

 

The press celebrated the return of The Boy with abundant coverage. The spontaneous parade 

was not described in detail but rather employed as a means of building a consolidated 

audience for the liberation episode – it was referred to simply as the ‘triumphal march through 

the city’ that ‘we are all well familiar with’ or that is ‘very dear to us.’631 The first photo of 

the recovered statue appears in Tallinn’s only daily of the German years, Linna Teataja632 on 

September 7, and captures the sentimental sight of The Boy kneeling on the ground and 

holding up a small Estonian tricolour, pointing it towards the sky and following it with his 

glance. The statue is covered in flowers.633 The caption creates an image of the restoration of 

the pre-Soviet city and nation. However, unlike the late-socialist reversion to the interwar 
                                                
628 Linna Teataja, 14.11.1941; Postimees, 14.11.1941. 
629 E.g. Karmo, Ühe vabadussamba lugu  (Tallinn: Huma, 1993); Artur Taska, Eesti hävitatuid ja hävimatuid 
mälestusmärke  (Lund 1986). The press of the day, however, lauds Arnold Havist, a former Estonian state 
representative in Georgia, as an important initiator of the undertaking. Havist is described to have found a crowd 
gathered on the monument site, singing patriotic songs. He suggested that singing alone does nothing, and The 
Boy should be brought back. Information about the location of the statue is said to have come from someone in 
the crowd. Linna Teataja, 11.09.1941.  
630 Taska, Eesti hävitatuid ja hävimatuid mälestusmärke  (Lund1986), 84. 
631 Linna Teataja, 11.09.1941. 
632 After the formation of the Self-Administration, the paper was replaced by Eesti Sõna (Estonian Word), the 
official organ of the governing body. Lauri Vahtre, Ago Pajur, and Tõnu Tannberg, eds., Eesti ajalugu. VI, 
Vabadussõjast taasiseseisvumiseni (Tartu: Ilmamaa, 2005); Leho Lumiste, Eesti ajakirjanduse ajalugu  
(Stockholm 1977). 
633 Linna Teataja, 07.09.1941. 
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monumental landscape, the German restoration did not entail a mnemonic annulment of 

Soviet experience. In 1941 the monuments were rebuilt to include the brutal Soviet removal 

and the memory of the occupation, rather than facilitate forgetting. In the context of an on-

going war, the reopenings came to be performed in explicit, visible and emphasised 

opposition to the Soviet year and socialist ideology, fuelling the popular willingness to fight 

as well as build up a new society. The violent destruction episodes and images of widespread 

public opposition were incorporated into the triumphant discourse of restoration to incite 

anger, but also to pronounce the bold superiority of the new rule. The pedestal of The Boy is 

found in a damaged state, but scratches are not to be removed as ‘they too attest to the ordeals 

that the monument has endured.’634 In the island town Kuressaare, Soviet prisoners of war 

were used as labourers on the monument site. The Self-Administration’s daily voice Eesti 

Sõna reported the episode as a humiliating apology on the part of the Soviet soldiers: they tore 

the monument down with three tractors, but the rebuilding needs to be accomplished by 

hand.635  

 

Image	  of	  ‘bulwark’	  restored	  

The Soviet removals were narrated into the image of Estonia as a civilizational border and 

bulwark. The articles create a shared mnemonic image around the removal of The Boy, the 

‘bestiality’ of which is described to have occurred ‘under the eyes of the entire citizenry’.636 

Frequent phrases involving the pain and anxiety that ‘we all remember’ recount the 

destruction at length, detailing the measures of the Soviet demolition crew, both against the 

memorial and the uneasy crowd. The fire used to melt the statue off its base is paralleled to 

‘spurts of fire into human hearts.’637 The statue is emphasised to stand for the nation’s heroic 

fight for freedom and against Communists. The German rhetoric of the border nation’s 

European belonging developed around the strong image of a civilizational fault line between 

the West and the ‘barbaric East,’ an important aspect of which was religion. The monument 

discourse came to rely on Protestantism and Western Christian spirituality for providing 

national aspirations an additional powerful reference system. The dominant interpretation for 

The Boy and his skyward reach became that of ‘a prayer’, adding rhetorical weight to its 

inconsiderate removal as a crime of irreverence. Thus, it not only re-sacralised the bronze 
                                                
634 Linna Teataja, 11.09.1941. 
635 Eesti Sõna, 07.12.1941. 
636 Linna Teataja, 31.10.1941; Postimees, 15.10.1941. 
637 Linna Teataja, 31.10.1941. 
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body that had been robbed of its enduring charge and timelessness as if no god protected it,638 

but rendered the prior profanation all the more uncultured and alien, an iconoclasm along 

civilizational lines.      

 

The Soviet year had sought to disconnect the layer of local loss and mourning from the 

monuments’ message, denounce it as deceptive and exploitationist, and treat all memorials as 

representatives of the top-down nation construction efforts and the power demonstration of 

the 1930s, thus responding to the last phase of meaning creation around interwar monuments 

while disputing the validity of the first one. The Nazi occupation restores the sites to their 

initial meaning of church-adjacent grief, and rewrites the politically questionable, imposing 

display of nation from the ‘Era of Silence’. So rather than revive the immediate pre-Soviet 

moment, the monument discourse relates its rhetoric back to the image of local and national 

mourning that prevailed after the War of Independence. However, unlike its original 

emphasis, this grief is revived as explicitly directional and incriminating, and the memory of 

the fallen is employed to invoke anger and motivation to fight against the same enemy – be it 

in battle or simply by building up a new life on the ruins of the Soviet enterprise. While grief 

still dominated over heroics in the German continuation of the rhetoric and ritual language of 

the early interwar memoryscapes, the invocation of loss and homage to the fallen was no 

longer intended to provide collective solace. Rather, it was charged with antagonism and ideas 

of vengeance. The lives lost were tied not to the abstract ideals of freedom and independence, 

but to the ferocious ‘methods of Bolshevist governance’ and ‘teachings of destruction’ that 

brought ‘killings and suffering’ upon the nation. The Soviet annexation of 1940 is addressed 

as an ‘attempted completion of the unfinished task,’ involving further ‘deportations, murders, 

and torturing of the innocent.’639 The two waves of Bolshevist onslaught are put on a par, 

equating the June Turn with war and aggression, thus overwriting the Soviet image of 

‘revolution from below’ and discrediting the native Estonian political participants as enemy 

collaborators.  

 

The two groups of victims were merged and treated as having perished for the same cause. On 

national occasions, the wreath-laying ceremonies were conducted at three separate locations, 

bound by one mnemonic charge: the Independence War graves, the German cemetery for the 
                                                
638 Katherine Verdery, The Political Lives of Dead Bodies: Reburial and Post-Socialist Change  (New York 
1999), 5. 
639 Eesti Sõna, 18.06.1942; Eesti Sõna, 21.10.1942. 



 

 
 
 

167 

on-going war, and the local Independence War monument. The proceedings at the monument 

site launch a procession towards the discursively merged space of the ‘graves of our country’s 

liberators.’640 By equating the victims of the two conflicts, the German rhetoric entertains the 

small-nation ‘shield of civilization’ image and adds world-cultural weight to the Estonian 

victory in 1920 that had ‘barricaded the Red avalanche’ and ruled out the intended Bolshevist 

‘push into Europe.’641 The War of Independence is constructed as a ‘fight against Bolshevism 

for the sake of European culture’642 and the reappearing monuments as evidence of a ‘return 

to Europe.’643 While the speedy and decisive declaration of independence in February 1918 

had arisen from the elite’s fear of a German annexation, the subsequent war against Soviet 

Russia allowed for the later construction of interwar freedom as from and against the Red 

Threat. The interwar image of a civilizational bulwark was thus re-applied, magnified and 

given external, European validation.  

 

While the relationship between the two totalitarianisms, as pronounced in Rapallo and the 

Molotov-Ribbentrop pact, was rooted in strong anti-Western sentiment (the Russian ‘spirit of 

revolution’ against Western materialism and the German ‘Kultur’ against French-British 

‘civilization’),644 the opposition between the two was imagined in terms of epitomizing 

Europe (and contesting similar claims from the adversary). The Nazi imagination placed 

Russia and the Soviet realm outside of Europe, mapping it as Asiatic. The war on the Eastern 

front was thereby, interestingly, waged to a Europeanist rhetoric: ‘the Wehrmacht defending 

the Occident against the barbarous hordes of Huns, Mongols and Slavs.’645 While German 

thinking towards the Russian East had developed as pronouncedly spatial, involving images 

of the vastness of the unexplored territory with great potential,646 the Soviet Union imagined 

Germany rather in values and abstractions, placing emphasis on culture, particularly 

literature, which is what made the difference between Soviet (or true European) ‘humanism’ 
                                                
640 Freedom Day commemorations in Pärnu. Eesti Sõna, 26.02.1942. 
641 Eesti Sõna, 18.06.1942. 
642 Contemporary European culture is even said to be founded upon the Estonian victory of 1920, granting the 
nation a substantial stake in Europe's success story. It is also stressed that the new European construct will 
equally support the development of big nations and small. Postimees, 25.06.1942. 
643 Postimees, 28.08.1942. 
644 Katerina Clark and Karl Schlögel, "Mutual perceptions and projections: Stalin's Russia in Nazi Germany - 
Nazi Germany in the Soviet Union," in Beyond Totalitarianism. Stalinism and Nazism Compared, ed. Sheila 
Fitzpatrick and Michael Geyer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 414. 
645 Ibid., 410. 
646 The German construct has a history of particularly spatial preoccupations also regarding its own national 
identity, which subsided upon the Third Reich’s introduction of stronger cultural and racial concepts. Guntram 
Henrik Herb, Under the map of Germany. Nationalism and propaganda 1918-1945  (London: Routledge,  1997), 
119-120.  
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and Nazy German ‘barbarianism’, the latter sealing its further degradation by focussing on 

technological and military success without regard to the science of society.647 Similarly, 

Europe, in the face of a Nazi threat, was equated with culture, and conceived of through its 

ethos rather than any physicality.648 1941 brought spatial thinking more strongly also into the 

Soviet discourse, as Nazi Germany was imagined to go after bits of the Soviet space, and this 

evened out the former asymmetry in their propagandist production.649 However, outside the 

war effort and the narration of destruction and liberation, the Estonian historical discourse 

suggests a significantly stronger adherence to spatial imaginaries during the German years, 

whereas the Soviet view deprived the small border nation of its territory-related civilizational 

mission, focussing rather on a temporal definition of borderland status, and constructing 

Estonia as behind from the centre, which was itself credited with the ‘historical missions’ of 

deterring invaders.       

 

The German-revived Estonian identity as the bulwark of the West added value and relevance 

to the nation’s role in the on-going war. As evidenced by the previous war, ‘it is not the 

number of fighters, but the spirit of the fight that matters.’650 The monuments were reinstated 

as part of the Nazi war effort. The familiar emotions of grief and victimhood were 

supplemented with the rhetoric of war. The reopening ceremonies were intended to provide 

‘new strength to complete the battle against Bolshevism.’651 The re-erected memorial ‘obliges 

us all to fight against the enemy whom those brave soldiers once confronted,’ and ‘imbues the 

people with Independence War spirit, uniting them into a family, undivided in the face of a 

common threat.’652 The War of Independence provided a fitting precedent and a motif of 

historical recurrence to inspire belief in defeating the East ‘for good,’ and to bolster the 

perception of a Soviet defeat as a precondition to accomplishing and upholding freedom 

within the new world order. The anti-Soviet military effort was referred to as ‘the Second War 

of Independence.’653 While no suggestion of political autonomy was accepted for discussion 

by the authorities, the ritual, spatial and discursive fields of public interaction built upon 

                                                
647 Clark and Schlögel, "Mutual perceptions and projections: Stalin's Russia in Nazi Germany - Nazi Germany in 
the Soviet Union," in Beyond Totalitarianism. Stalinism and Nazism Compared, ed. Fitzpatrick and Geyer 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 428. 
648 Ibid., 439. 
649 Ibid. 
650 Eesti Sõna, 16.08.1944. This call resonates with the slogan popularised by one of the leading figures of the 
Estonian National Awakening Jakob Hurt: “If we cannot be big in terms of numbers, we must be big in spirit!”  
651 Postimees, 26.08.1942. 
652 Eesti Sõna, 18.06.1942. 
653 Postimees, 08.04.1944. 
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interwar conceptions of border, combining empowering Europeanness with images of 

victimisation, and came across as promising for the eventual regaining of greater autonomy or 

statehood. The small nation’s sense of endangeredness in reference to its location on the 

civilizational border was addressed in the German visionary plans of shifting that border far 

into the East by ‘attaching the whole of Russia to culture,’ thus rendering Estonia a near 

centre of the new Europe.654 

 

Victimization and empowerment were also combined in the narration of the Soviet demolition 

episodes, which were to attest to the Estonian national characteristic of manfulness. Articles 

and opening speeches drew attention to the resourcefulness of the locals in protecting, burying 

or otherwise hiding the nationally valuable statues. The ‘devastation’ is remembered to have 

occurred with the help of explosives or by bare hands; the forces implicated in the accounts 

are mostly generic ‘Bolsheviks’ or ‘Reds’, sometimes also ‘local Red leaders’ or ‘those with a 

red ribbon on their sleeve.’ Articles recount the Soviet measures as violent impositions of an 

alien ideology, with even ‘socialist emulation’ encouraged between municipalities for the 

speedy removal of the monuments. The Bolsheviks are remembered to have savagely 

demolished the sculptural homage to ‘the men they could not defeat in battle,’ and shown 

‘particular talent for overpowering lifeless stones’ as if to compensate for their initial military 

debacle.655 Eyewitness memories and quotations are printed in the newspapers, contributing to 

the portrayal of the removals as inhumane and popularly condemned – each journalistic 

reference to national rituals held at the monument sites contains a brief recall of the respective 

demolition episode complete with arrests, Militia violence and aggressive cursing.656 In other 

instances, demolitions are remembered to have occurred at night, as exclusive, beastly 

ceremonies with speeches, honour guards and collective exclamations marking the completion 

of the detonations.657 To capture the determined popular opposition to such undertakings, 

heroic tales about the monuments’ ‘survival’ were told, ranging from the locals’ efforts to 

secretly bury the pieces to sabotaging the removal through direct interference.658  

                                                
654 Eesti Sõna, 28.07.1942 
655 Eesti Sõna, 18.06.1942. 
656 Eesti Sõna, 26.02.1942. 
657 For example, the demolition of the monument in Kuressaare. Postimees, 30.09.1942. 
658 For example, the monument in Simuna borough in North-Western Estonia was about to be destroyed with 
explosives, when the holes drilled into the obelisk for just such an operation were found filled with an 
indeterminate substance. For fear of identifying the substance as gunpowder upon its explosion in the course of 
its attempted removal, the Bolsheviks interrupted the process, and eventually spared the memory marker. Eesti 
Sõna, 13.01.1942. 
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The Soviet rhetoric had ruptured nation-based enemy building and reinterpreted historical 

antagonisms along class lines. The German liberation discourse reverted back to the Estonian 

imagination of hostile political ideas as tied to nationalities, and merged the memory of the 

recent Bolshevist presence with the earlier centuries of Russian ‘beleaguering’, thus 

obliterating the interwar differentiation between the mildly abjected ‘other-in-self’ – the 

tsarist past – and the very real and dangerous Red threat from the outside. The rhetoric 

demonized the whole East as barbaric and belligerent. The ceremonial public meetings held at 

the monument sites over national holidays featured speeches on the Estonian historical battle 

against Russia and the broader East, from distant centuries until the recent encounter with 

Bolshevism.659 The reopenings were to mark ‘a sacred promise to never again cooperate or 

reconcile with the barbarians of the East.’660 In the ‘collective effort to free the Estonian soil 

from all things Russian,’661 the press discourse attempts to take the monumental intolerance 

farther than the rearrangements achieved during the interwar republic, and pronounces the 

necessity to remove the monument called Russalka,662 disputing its artistic value and 

denouncing the site as a traffic hazard. The conflation of the ‘Russian’ and ‘Soviet’ realms 

continued into the language of post-Soviet Estonia and, while Russalka had, in the face of 

more pressingly unresolved Soviet-inflicted mnemonic concerns, shifted into the domain of 

the more dispassionate cultural memory, the monument raised interethnic polemic for a 

certain irreverence that its contemporary cultural treatment implied.663 In the new context, the 

Russian monument was re-politicised as an identity marker for the Soviet-grown Russian 

minority, thus reproducing the opposition between Estonian titular identity and the conflated 

Russian-Soviet other from the side of the minority.  

 

While the German discourse primarily solidified national/civilizational definitions of 

antagonism, it also responded to the Soviet consolidation of class as a potentially effective 

new category. In addition to the coverage of monumental changes, antagonism was visually 

                                                
659 E.g. former Prime Minister Jüri Uluots’ speech during the Freedom Day gathering at the Kalevipoeg 
monument site (Tartu) on February 24, 1942. Eesti Sõna, 26.02.1942. 
660 Postimees, 26.08.1942. 
661 Eesti Sõna, 25.04.1942; Postimees, 25.04.1942. 
662 A bronze statue from 1902, sculpted by Amandus Adamson to commemorate the sinking of the Russian 
battleship Rusalka (Mermaid).   
663 During Tallinn’s ‘European Capital of Culture’ year in 2011, Russalka was planned to be equipped with a 
bright pink staircase, enabling the visitor to ascend and face the angel featured in the monument. The plan 
sparked adverse reactions in the Russian-speaking community. The project was conceived by the urban 
installations festival LIFT11, and ultimately banned by city authorities.  
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conveyed in press photography through typical post-catastrophic collages connecting the 

‘before’ and ‘after’ shots, addressed particularly to the prime Soviet demographic – the 

worker, whom the previous occupation had left ‘disengaged’. Collages would feature views of 

the buildings and ruins of Tallinn’s calico factory or power plant, followed by images of 

crowds destroying Soviet decorations and leaders’ pictures in ‘an exaltation of freedom.’664   

 

While the wound-like landscapes inflicted by warfare are journalistically gazed at as desolate 

and incriminating, the act of destruction becomes a beautiful and purifying public image, 

equally serving the logic of enemy construction. The bombs and fires of Tallinn’s ‘liberation’ 

are discursively remembered as an almost picturesque, powerful experience that combines 

fear, awe and admiration: ‘Entranced, thousands of eyes quietly monitor the dreadful-

magnificent scene.’665 The spectacle of conflagration is followed by a ‘night of suspense,’ an 

anticipation of great change. The destructive beauty is further redeemed by the horrific Soviet 

behaviour and character – people are recalled to have feared not the bombing and the 

shooting, but the ‘raging Cheka,’ the destruction battalions, and their ‘ferocious faces 

reflecting dread for their own fate.’666 The beautification of destruction and the quiet awe that 

was invoked with it is part of the wider aesthetic that distinguishes German rhetoric from the 

all-imposing Soviet memory-making.  

  

Regardless of the pervasion of strongly worded anti-Bolshevism, one of Hitler’s most acute 

emotional convictions, the monument discourse in the press cultivates a poetic and modest 

language aesthetic – itself a near antipode to the Soviet tradition of triumphant generalisations 

and tautological accumulations of sentiment.667 The small, bittersweet emotional aesthetic that 

renders the national experience solemn and intense in precisely its reflective quietude 

presumably furthered the unproblematic post-Soviet acceptance of the German occupation’s 

relative cultural closeness to the collective values and psyche of Estonians, to which the 

parade-like slogans of Soviet public speech are considered alien. The German narrative style 

in the Estonian press is equally different from the Soviet directed emotionality and the 

strategic dynamism of the incited reader responses accomplished through the alternation of 

                                                
664 Postimees, 28.08.1942. 
665 Postimees, 28.08.1942. 
666 Postimees, 28.08.1942. 
667 For example, articles recounting the monuments' inauguration ceremonies in 1942 would simply describe the 
atmosphere as ‘solemn,’ portray the event as ‘a beautiful festivity,’ or note that ‘he people were in good spirits.’ 
Eesti Sõna, 05.08.1942; Eesti Sõna, 09.10.1942. 
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thematic paragraphs. The former rather resembles a chronological report in comparison. Even 

the eradication of the Bolshevist legacy was occasionally, in the context of a sacred national 

celebration, depicted in soft, spiritual images – the many articles in the Freedom Day edition 

of the daily Eesti Sõna stress the solemn peace of the quiet ‘Prayer Day’ and the allegorized 

promise of spring, the warmth and waters of which ‘will wash away Bolshevism.’ Similar in 

effect to the preferences in public language and narration, the German visual aesthetic 

knowingly opposed itself to the ‘screaming crude decorations and banners of the Communist 

year,’ and stood instead for a ‘modestly respectable and briskly serious’ solution.668 On 

celebratory dates, store windows would feature maps of the country, complete with the dates 

of each town’s liberation, or prints with excerpts from the Estonian national epic Kalevipoeg. 

Public discourse emphasised Estonian towns’ freedom from superfluous colourful holiday 

banners in favour of a more sober aesthetic. In representing their adversary and inciting a 

shared sense of anger, the two regimes had more discursive similarities, since their 

representations had developed as mirror images of each other, one inverting the positive and 

hyperbolically negative charges of the other in the us-them binary.669 The positive ideal of 

German-era collective identification, however, was cultivated very differently, in moderate 

rhetoric, involving ideas of grief and God.  

 

In line with the pensive, beautiful-dolent sentiment for the nation, the German years 

introduced the quiet practice of ‘negative space’-commemoration into Estonian memory 

culture. Regardless of the local enthusiasm and centrally accelerated renovations, many 

memorial markers did not materialise in their original form during the three years of 

occupation. As mere loci or surviving pedestals, these spaces were widely reinstated to attract 

commemorative attention and congregate local populations. The absent monuments thus not 

only participated in the commemoration of the war dead on equal grounds with the restored 

statues and obelisks, but their absence itself constituted a commemoration.670 A festive 

                                                
668 Eesti Sõna, 26.02.1942.  
669 Clark and Schlögel, "Mutual perceptions and projections: Stalin's Russia in Nazi Germany - Nazi Germany in 
the Soviet Union," in Beyond Totalitarianism. Stalinism and Nazism Compared, ed. Fitzpatrick and Geyer 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 422. 
670 The ‘vanished monument’ is primarily spoken about in studies of counter-memorials that seek to represent the 
unrepresentable. The absence in monumental space draws attention to an absence in life – the famous Monument 
Against Fascism in the German town of Harburg suggests that a vanishing monument is perhaps the most 
socially potent way of remembering a vanished people as it places the burden of memory on the viewer. James 
E. Young, "Memory and Counter-Memory: Toward a Social Aesthetics of Holocaust Memorials," in The 
Holocaust's Ghost: Writings on art, politics, law, and education, ed. F. C. DeCoste and Bernard Schwartz 
(Edmonton: The University of Alberta Press), 171-172. While mnemo-deliberate and inflicted absences differ for 
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gathering around the empty site or granite base commemorated the very monument and its 

fate, not just the event (and the present-oriented derivatives) it was erected to serve.671 A 

similar logic appears in the late-socialist rupture as the returning monuments are explicitly 

narrated to commemorate the premature perishing of the interwar republic. Along the lines 

suggested by the retained scratches on The Boy’s pedestal or the inclusion of the Soviet 

prisoners in the renovation works, the empty monument site incorporates and actively 

antagonises the ideas, the agents and the time that removed it.    

 

Freedom	  and	  youth	  in	  the	  rhetoric	  of	  The	  Boy	  

While the interwar memorial language had applied the terms freedom and independence 

rather interchangeably, the German rhetoric employed the exclusive concept of freedom, with 

less abstract ideational connotations, and a clear antagonist figure incorporated in the image. 

Following the Nazi doctrine, freedom was conceived of as a link between the people and their 

soil – in the broad historical sense as well as with respect to immediate property politics.672 

The national celebration of Independence Day, commemorating the declaration of statehood 

on February 24, 1918, was revived under the name Freedom Day. The prime monument of 

Tallinn was reinstated as the central site of commemorative activity around this date. The Boy, 

or ‘the figure in prayer’ was elevated into a site of ‘pilgrimage’ on Freedom Day, also dubbed 

Prayer Day in journalistic parlance. The emphasized religiosity of the commemorative 

discourse is evident even in the mention of the collective singing of the national anthem: 

instead of its title (My Fatherland, My Happiness and Joy), it is referred to by the first words 

of the third verse, May God watch over you. The commemorative programme for the day 

                                                                                                                                                   
their value judgements and implications of guilt and victimhood, absence as commemoration in both cases 
embodies the memory in people, and relies on their participation through the act of personally remembering the 
missing marker, tying the rememberer actively to the existence of the monument. The lost monument marks the 
loss of the Republic, which the people are now upholding with their presence, observance and memory. 
Monuments thus become embodiments of the Republic itself, and, with people assuming a powerful ‘silent’ 
agency, the absent monument potentially opens up space for commemorating independent, interwar Estonia 
outside the German-imposed ideological discourse.  
671 For example, in Viljandi (a town in south-eastern Estonia), Freedom Day 1942 was observed at the site of the 
former memorial, with torches lit at the base, and local pupils singing around it. In Rakvere (north-east), the 
town’s Freedom Square received a temporary memorial on the day. The town government erected an ephemeral 
monument and wrapped it in the national tricolour. In the West-Estonian resort town Haapsalu, a temporary 
memorial was spontaneously built out of ice and snow for the Freedom Day commemorations and the wreath 
laying ceremony. In Valga (southern Estonia), a symbolic ‘sacrificial altar’ was placed on the site of the 
destroyed monument, and wreath-laying ceremonies with ‘sacrificial bonfires’ were conducted there at national 
holidays. Eesti Sõna, 26.02.1942; Postimees, 09.07.1942; Postimees, 25.02.1943.  
672 The Bolshevist land reform was annulled and the farmer was again free to cultivate the soil as he saw fit, and 
belong together with his land. Postimees, 25.06.1942. 
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would include ‘gratitude services’ at several of Tallinn’s churches, emotional and ‘moving for 

all the faithful.’673 Faith became a particularly effective and salient aspect of Estonian anti-

Bolshevism, as the ‘victims of Communism’ included not just the war dead but also those 

deported to the vast of Soviet Siberia over the persecution episode that became pivotal for 

Estonian memory construction and reception of occupationist rules. Prayer for the loved ones 

potentially alive in the daunting unknown carried more emotional weight and concern for the 

future than any rhetoric in honour of the fallen soldiers or statues would. 

 

Another important freedom-ritual observed at The Boy was Liberation Day, August 28, which 

is also the anniversary of the ‘triumphal procession’ and return of the statue. The German 

appropriation of the monument as the embodiment of freedom later contributed to the 

Estonian post-Soviet mis-memory of wartime occupations, as the mnemonic response to the 

Soviet collapse and the intertwinement of the restoration of monuments and statehood tied the 

turbulent history of the mnemonic landscapes to the history of the nation. The German spatial 

and material restoration of freedom invests this mnemonic concept with an opposition, and 

provides the basis for an understanding of such monuments as erected against a hostile ‘other’ 

– in 2007-2009, for example, the conception of the nation’s new prime freedom monument 

changed into a victory column in the course of a heated memory battle against a 1947 Red 

Army monument in the centre of Tallinn.  

 

The ritual activities around the Boy revived the established patterns of youth involvement. 

While youth remained a strong image for promoting the war effort and commending the 

vigour of the people, its former parallel to the youth of the state and nation no longer applied, 

since the German rhetoric treated Estonia as a small country that is nevertheless established in 

its Europeanness. This approach contrasts with Soviet ideas of ethnogenesis, which posit the 

Russians as the ‘birth-assistant’ to smaller nations within the Soviet construct. In the German 

view, the Estonians’ ‘national’ fight against the East is seen to go back centuries, as is its 

estimable role in the safeguarding of European civilization. Such pronouncements interact 

favourably with the insecurities of liminality inherited from the interwar national self-image, 

as well as the submissiveness suffered over the Soviet year. However, even if the youth of the 

nation is not explicitly addressed or cultivated, it is difficult to draw a line between the 

concepts of border and youth in historical self-perception, for the image of borderland seems 

                                                
673 Eesti Sõna, 26.02.1942, “Tallinn Vabadusepaeval…” 
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to invoke both a spatial and a temporal sense of being. The German rhetoric constructed the 

small nation’s identity around the former, and the Soviet rhetoric on the latter, but the 

Estonian self-image has tied the idea of border to the temporal dimension of becoming. While 

the ‘external’ validation of the image of Estonia as European in its own right connected 

effectively with the 1920s’ self-doubt and late-1930s’ rhetoric of heroism, and incited national 

self-confidence for propagandist aims, the perception of ‘liminal Europeanness’ and the state 

of becoming still appeared in popular choices, exemplified by Holocaust collaboration as a 

means of becoming.   

 

Responses	  to	  the	  mnemonic	  layer	  of	  nation	  

After a year of restorations driven mostly by local initiative,674 the summer of 1942 brought 

about a series of centrally organised re-opening ceremonies. This repeated the pattern of 

interwar monument genesis, where commemorative attention first emerged in the form of 

local documents and was soon co-opted, altered and militarised by the top-down mnemonic 

perpetuation efforts of the state. The opening rituals in the German years built on a common 

general template, which continued the tradition of interwar unveilings with a military accent 

and Lutheran observance, while including images of an Estonian-German ‘brotherhood of 

arms’, and the deployment of Nazi symbols. The ceremony would typically feature a Lutheran 

service conducted by a cleric from a well-known congregation,675 and an address by a high 

representative of the Self-Administration, usually either the Director of Internal Affairs Oskar 

Angelus or the Head of the Directorate Hjalmar Mäe. Other ceremonial attendants would 

include Home Guard leaders, police chiefs, former Forest Brethren, local authorities, and 

members of the Home Guard, lined up to keep honorary watch over the monument site. The 

inaugurations would involve performances by one or two brass bands and mixed choirs. After 

the main speech delivered by the central authority representative, floral wreaths were laid at 

the foot of the monument, and the Estonian national anthem was sung. The latter episode was 

often awarded the most patriotic-poetic emphasis in press renditions of the ceremony – as the 

‘melody sung by thousands of mouths […] resounded far across the mountains.’676 The 

monument opening would ordinarily also include the former anthem of the Vaps movement 

                                                
674 Started either by local societal organisations or, more often, the members of the Home Guard divisions and 
former Forest Brethren. Eesti Sõna, 05.09.1942; Eesti Sõna, 23.08.1942; Eesti Sõna, 25.10.1942. 
675 For example, the inauguration ceremony of the Munamäe monument in the south-eastern corner of the 
country opened with a service by the pastor of Tallinn’s Church of the Holy Spirit. Eesti Sõna, 18.06.1942. 
676 Eesti Sõna, 18.06.1942. 
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(the early 1930s’ right-wing political force, formed initially from former Independence War 

veterans), a march entitled Estonia, My Fatherland (Eestimaa, mu isamaa).677 In addition, 

traditional funereal pieces would be played by the orchestra(s).678 The ceremony would be 

concluded with the Nazi salute, the German national anthem, and the Horst Wessel song. The 

selection of music served to blend the Vaps movement into the story of Estonian freedom, 

ideologically advantageous as it established a bridge from the War of Independence to the 

Nazi regime and presented right-wing affinities as a homegrown phenomenon. The Soviet 

year had opposed itself to the Päts regime in particular, discursively prolonging and 

magnifying it. The German symbolic approach, while appropriating the charge of the previous 

freedom, also enabled the undoing of the uncomfortable Päts-era version of nation as the 

rehabilitated Vaps movement had been banned during his regime.  

 

The memoryscape of Tartu had been the locus of debates and the materialized representation 

of nation. The response of the new ideology to this mnemonic design was stronger, and 

involved a more obvious intention to overwrite rather than simply restore or appropriate. 

Tartu’s Kalevipoeg survived the Soviet year intact, and the German memorial discourse used 

the site for observing Freedom Day and other occasions demanding the ritual ‘remembrance 

of the heroes that lost their lives in agones against Communism,’679 such as the city’s 

Liberation Day. The space was co-opted and recharged through a celebratory planting of an 

oak, a symbol of ‘strength, loyalty and cooperation,’ in memory of Tartu’s liberation.680 With 

no possibility of a re-erection ceremony for the town’s prime monument, the added oak was 

to unite the two sets of battles and stand as a ‘living memory’ of this composite trying past. 

Tartu’s memoryscapes have previously stood for more militant heroics, and attempted 

homogenizing pronouncements of the essence and definition of the nation, owing to the 

timing, initiators and design debates of the prime monument, Kalevipoeg (opened 1933), and 

Tartu’s identity as the nation’s ‘heart’.681 This layer of meaning was less comfortable for the 

German authorities than the edited, antagonising grief, and the monument, even with the 

                                                
677 By F.A. Schulz and Friedrich Kuhlbars.  
678 E.g. Grass’ll grow onto the soil (Muru kasvab mulla peale) by Konstantin Türnpu. Eesti Sõna, 18.09.1942. 
679 Eesti Sõna, 26.02.1942. 
680 Postimees, 09.07.1942. 
681 Similar debates unfolded in Tallinn throughout the 1930s, aiming to decide on a design and message for the 
new central monument on Liberty Square. For the lack of professional or popular consensus or a winning design, 
the modest Boy dominated the capital’s commemorative life through all the ruptures. In Tartu, however, it was 
the imposing Kalevipoeg, the protagonist of the national epic leaning on his sword, that set the scene for all 
major commemorations.  
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supplementary oak, failed to meet the commemorative needs of the second-largest town and 

academic centre of the country. Corrective mnemonic efforts were thus made elsewhere in 

town – the two cemeteries holding the graves of the fallen of both wars became important 

sites for wreath-laying ceremonies and processions; the prison of Tartu received a memorial 

plaque to those murdered there by the Communist regime; the Town Hall Square was 

renamed Adolf Hitler Square (Adolf Hitleri plats) and turned into the main spot for festive 

gatherings and commemorative concerts (e.g. by the orchestra of the Home Guard).682 The 

more radical rewriting of the Tartu memoryscapes relates to the fact that the discourse unit of 

nation had been habituated as a statement against Germans.683  

  

In the interwar period, the historical imagination tended to emphasise the few weeks of 

Landeswehr battles over the year-long war against Russia, and the victory over the German 

Landeswehr at Võnnu (Cēsis in Latvian) was written into collective memory as the 

culmination of the war, celebrated annually as Victory Day (June 23, 1919). During the 

German occupation, the observance of Victory Day continued as part of the ritual behaviour 

against Bolshevism. To make it explicit and shift the commemorative weight of the occasion 

away from the former memory as embodied in Kalevipoeg, on June 23, 1942 the day was 

celebrated with the reopening ceremony of a monument to the armoured train battles for Tartu 

in the War of Independence against the Red Army (January 14, 1919). The monument was 

located close to the battle site, in the town’s green area, Tähtvere park. Following the interwar 

tradition, the celebration of Victory Day was merged with the old Estonian pagan midsummer 

bonfires, which were interpreted as the ‘victory lights of our nation and the entire Europe.’684 

With the victory re-directed to symbolise the defeat of Russia, the concept of nation (formerly 

rooted in the 19th century romanticised opposition between ‘country folk’ and Baltic German 

nobility and thus carrying inherent anti-German connotations) was rendered synonymous with 

freedom. Freedom and nation both became antithetical to the East – the aim of Bolshevism 

was not merely to rob Estonians of their freedom but to conclusively destroy ‘the small, hard-

                                                
682 Postimees, 24.07.1942. 
683 Within the freedom discourse, the pre-1920 connections between the Estonian and German culture were not 
addressed, nor were they avoided or categorically renegotiated. The Baltic German noblemen were, of course, 
written out of the active enemy group, but the historical antagonisms were nevertheless acknowledged – the 
‘brotherhood of arms’ and ‘battle friendship between the German and the Estonian nation in the war against 
Bolshevism is seen to have ‘broken all traditions and feelings that politically and nationally governed the 
interactions of the two peoples.’ Eesti Sõna, 28.07.1942. 
684 Postimees, 25.06.1942. 
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working nation off the shores of the Baltic Sea.’685 It was the common enemy that lent a 

definition to both notions and tied the Estonian realm to that of the Germans, overcoming all 

past differences.  

 

The speedy, centrally orchestrated restorations gave rise to criticisms as the zeal for 

unveilings was challenged by art-critical observers. While the ideational aspect of the 

reopenings was commended, the technical-aesthetic side raised concerns – the ambition to 

‘rebuild everything even faster than it had been demolished’ was observed to result in ‘fateful 

errors and transgressions against art.’686 The enterprise is criticised for not engaging the 

original authors of the art works – the professional artists and architects – and relying instead 

on postcards and photographs of the monument for artistic guidance in recreating it. This 

trend is noted to cause ‘bitterness, disappointment and ill feelings’ in many. To create 

continuity through art, it does not suffice to bring the stones for the base of the sculpture from 

the same location as those priorly demolished. The resulting ‘pile of misery’ with its structural 

as well as obvious aesthetic defects is accused of only serving the inauguration festivities, and 

not accomplishing its actual task of relating the memory of the fallen heroes from 1918-1920 

and 1941 to the forthcoming generations. The critic concedes that the enthusiasm of the early 

republic itself produced some ‘artistically unripe’ solutions, the mistakes in which stand to be 

doubled if, instead of professional supervision, monuments are re-erected with mere 

patriotism. After the initial ideological urgency had been satisfied in the wave of hasty 

restorations in 1942, the works decelerated, allowing for consideration of suggestions voiced 

in the criticism – the 1943 renovations of the Lüganuse monument were already performed by 

the original sculptor Voldemar Mellik.687 While the restored mnemonic traditions were bound 

by expectations and artistic standards as well as the discourse units they priorly represented, 

the new German-devised images were less problematic, and were carried into the post-Soviet 

moment, constituting the first anti-Soviet memoryscape in the late 1980s.   

 

New	  memories	  and	  traditions:	  the	  Linda	  memory	  place	  	  

The German occupation instituted a new mnemonic tradition, complete with a spatial 

reference and a ritual. In the first German year, June 14 was declared National Day of Grief in 

                                                
685 Postimees, 08.04.1944. 
686 Postimees, 26.08.1942. An article by writer and battle front journalist on the German side Karl Eesme. 
687 Eesti Sõna, 19.11.1943. 
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memory of the mass deportation of 1941, and a corresponding ‘memory place’ was 

inaugurated the year after. A memorial plaque made from ‘homeland marble’ was placed in 

front of an existing statue – a figure of a grieving woman, Linda, by August Weizenberg, 

from 1880. The statue depicts the wife of Kalev, a mythical Estonian king and the father of 

the protagonist of the national epic Kalevipoeg, mourning for her husband who, according to 

the legend, is buried underneath the very hill on top of which the statue stands (Tallinn’s 

Swedish bastion and the adjacent Toompea Hill). The statue had previously belonged to the 

art paradigm of the National Awakening years and only became activated with political 

memory after the addition of the commemorative plaque. Inscribed was a fragment of a poem 

by Marie Under that reads as follows: Ever and again I think of them who were taken… 

Towards the skies their angst screams out (Ikka mõtlen neile kes siit viidi… Taeva poole 

karjub nende äng). The plaque goes on to urge: Estonian, never forget the deported 

compatriots and their suffering during the Bolshevist year of terror. Connecting to the 

existing mnemonic layer of grief as well as the simple, understated monumental language of 

The Boy, the peaceful site under the ‘age-old linden trees’ was designated a space where ‘each 

grieving Estonian can stop in prayer.’688 The rhetoric of the memory place carried 

assumptions of the German leadership’s role as the bringer and guarantor of culture, faith and 

spiritual comfort. The prevailing image employed was that of grief, found also in the name of 

the corresponding commemorative day, even if the people whose memory it was to honour 

had possibly survived the deportation. As an episode that had touched many families very 

little time ago and constituted a turning point in the nation’s perception of hostilities, the 

deportation offered itself up for strongly worded enemy construction and an explicit pairing of 

grief with revenge.  

 

While the declared aim of the commemorative space and its ritual is to provide collective 

solace with the help of prayer and faith, the language of the commemoration achieves the 

opposite – graphic descriptions of the supposed suffering of the loved ones, and the 

‘indescribable destitution’ of their new Soviet whereabouts set out to hurt, appal, invoke 

feelings of injustice and thus outrage the audience.689 The peaceful lindens that symbolise the 

continued bond between the nation and the land, and the restoration of normalcy and freedom, 

                                                
688 Postimees, 16.06.1943. 
689 The reinstated memory place in the late-Soviet moment carried a similar charge of active outrage – the 
grieving of Stalin’s victims in order to change the present. After the present ‘normalised’ in the 1990s, the 
memory place lost much of its emotional appeal and significance. 
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are also seen to ‘sough threateningly in the wind, as if pledging revenge on those to blame for 

this deep grief.’690 An opening speech by the Head of Self-Administration Hjalmar Mäe 

recounts the night during which more than 10,000 people disappeared, a third of them 

children under the age of 14, with their ‘sole guilt being their Estonian nationality.’ The 

imagery of the commemoration spares no room for hope of survival or return. The prayers 

that the discourse offers are rather phrased as follows: ‘At this site, one may send prayers to 

God and, thinking of their loved ones, ask for God’s protection for them at that place where 

they are slowly being tortured to death.’691 The numerous combinations of grief and pain 

offered in illustration (e.g. mother mourning her child) further contributed to the agonising 

language. With the image of grief, the deportees were declared dead or slowly dying, 

suffering the worst kind of death, though many were to return in the changed climate of post-

Stalinist thaw. The positive, empowering rhetoric that closed the commemorative texts and 

channelled the Manichean energy into the war effort was that of small nation resilience and 

the on-going strenuous fight for a national existence on the ‘shores of the Baltic Sea, 

regardless of the tempest and misery’692 that the ‘Slav-adjacent’ location inevitably presents. 

The Linda memory place laid the basis for the accusatory, exclusively Soviet-inflicted grief 

that was revived in the late 1980s. The reinstated Linda established, from the outset, the 

German years with a positive sign for the new memory, which was later to create problems 

for the nation’s mnemonic belonging in Europe. 

  

                                                
690 Postimees, 16.06.1943. 
691 Postimees, 16.06.1943. 
692 Postimees, 16.06.1943. 
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Chapter VI 

Late Stalinist historical culture and the rearrangement of memoryscapes 
 

Late Stalinist historical culture and Estonia's particularities therein 
The Estonian late-Stalinist years present an interesting interaction between two post-

catastrophic conditions: the Soviet realm recovering, reconstructing and reinventing itself, 

driven to forge a homo soveticus in the newly expanded multi-ethnic reality; and the Baltic 

societies recovering from a different kind of rupture and a loss of a short-lived state identity, 

negotiating the new prospects of dependence and opposition. This chapter discusses the 

second wave of destruction on Estonian memoryscapes and the creation of new, socialist 

monuments. The first part is focussed on late-Stalinist historical culture as well as Estonia's 

position and particularities within the new ideological frame. It observes the narration of the 

Soviet project into the Estonian historical path, and the transformed associations and 

emphases for the key concepts of ‘nation’ and ‘freedom’. The second part addresses the 

Estonian memoryscapes and traces the eradication and overwriting of the old monuments, and 

the beginning of what Marek Tamm has termed ‘monumental occupation’.693 

 

The Soviet ‘rupture’ intrigues and inspires research questions regarding the authors’, actors’ 

and ideas’ passing into the new reference system of ideological underpinnings, but the period 

often resists coherent investigation, due to the inconsistency of official pronouncements from 

the Party and the ostensible randomness of criticisms. The authorities endeavour to make 

sense of the war’s legacy and its different ideological possibilities, negotiating the existing 

threads of Sovietism, nativism and russocentrism. The history writing in the newly re-added 

republics struggles to find its way between a national past and the changing Soviet 

imperatives. The destruction of the interwar statuary as the power markers of the obvious 

enemies – Fascists and bourgeois nationalists – continues in a more extensive, organised 

manner, along with the fashioning of new Socialist memoryscapes. To place the old and new 

monuments in the context of historical thinking and mnemonic perpetuation, let us first look 

at the key historiographic tensions in both the Soviet and local Estonian debates.   

  

                                                
693 Pille Petersoo and Marek Tamm, Monumentaalne konflikt  (Tallinn: Varrak,  2008). 
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Late-Stalinism and the role of the War 

Late-Stalinism has become the period that dominates the mnemonic image of the Estonian 

experience of Soviet time, and that the post-Soviet identity is articulated against. The 

encounter of the Soviet post-war condition and the Estonian post-independence adjustment 

makes for fast-paced years that mnemo-formatively meander away from local heroics, an 

artist-dominated creative realm and the war discourse, and towards a stronger authority of 

functionaries and all-Soviet grandiloquence in aesthetics. The post-war world of late-

Stalinism has been re-interpreted, broadened and animated considerably in the scholarship of 

the recent decades. The years that had previously appeared before us in terms of a classic 

Orwellian ordeal orchestrated by a state at the height of its power,694 or an equally 

dichotomous 1990s’ view of a state at war on many simultaneous fronts, grasping for control 

with desperately repressive means over opposing masses, have been treated to new contexts 

and greyer areas of agency and victim-perpetrator entanglement, and developed into an 

historical period in its own right.695 Chris Ward has recognised late-Stalinism as a good case 

                                                
694 The totalitarian model fashioned in the context of the Cold War explains Soviet history through just such a 
closed discourse which does not believe in historical discoveries and societal dynamics beyond and outside the 
descriptions of the party-state and its impermeable, unchanging monolith of a managerial machine. Chris Ward, 
Stalin's Russia  (New York: Edward Arnold,  1993), 186-189. Change and evolution within the immutable 
system were largely ruled out; ideas of transformation or shift only appeared in the 1970-s in reference to the 
‘Great Retreat’ and emergent national Bolshevism, and not for investigating the differences between the pre- and 
post-war society. The war had momentarily opened up Soviet society to the Western scholarly inquiry and then 
closed it down again – the increasing knowledge and research were thus inevitably dependent on the pre-war 
years for informative grounding, which further contributed to the perception of Stalinism as a ‘seamless whole’ 
stretching across the war years and continuing until Stalin’s death. Sheila Fitzpatrick, "Late Stalinism in 
historical perspective," in Late Stalinist Russia: Society Between Reconstruction and Reinvention, ed. Juliane 
Fürst (Routledge, 2013), 269. The totalitarian school of thought itself later becomes an object of historical 
research as a feature of post-war thinking and rivalry. The critique of the model distinguishes between two 
currents within totalitarianism – the operational totalitarian approach seeking to describe the functioning of the 
society, and a developmental approach focussing rather on the provenance of the societal and ideological 
situation. Jerry F. Hough, "The "Dark Forces", the Totalitarian Model, and Soviet History," Russian Review 46, 
no. 4 (1987). The opposing school of thought that challenged the totalitarian model in debates on the Stalinist 
period is that of the revisionists, which emphasises discourse, the basic agency of the people, and their self-
disciplining production of a specific Soviet subjectivity. E.g. Choi Chatterjee and Karen Petrone, "Models of 
Selfhood and Subjectivity: The Soviet Case in Historical Perspective," Slavic Review 67, no. 4 (2008). The two 
approaches still debate and combine in contemporary scholarship. Alexei Yurchak’s work considers Stalinism 
from a discursive perspective, placing Stalin in the imaginary position of an external ‘master’ with outside 
knowledge of the objective truth, serving to legitimize the ideological discourse. For Alexander Etkind, however, 
Yurchak’s approach lacks consideration of the terror and violence that allowed for such a discursive 
arrangement. Etkind thus advocates an inventive combining of discourse and violence in accounts of Soviet life. 
Yurchak, Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More  (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), 10-14, 
39-47. Alexander Etkind, Warped Mourning  (Stanford: Stanford University Press,  2013), 30-31.      
695 E.g. Fürst, Late Stalinist Russia. Society between reconstruction and reinvention  (London: Routledge, 2006). 
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study for narrativity in history writing, due to the readily discernable approaches that have 

governed the research.696  

 

No longer necessarily viewed as a mere odd appendix to Stalin’s rule, the period nevertheless 

evokes differences of opinion regarding the role of the catastrophic event that marks its 

beginning – the Great Patriotic War. David Brandenberger, for example, speaks of the post-

war years in the context of national Bolshevism – a ‘russocentric form of etatism’ that 

employs Russian history and imagery to consolidate support for the state, transforming the 

formerly prominent utopian proletarian internationalism out of pragmatic considerations for 

popular mobilization. While he conceptualises the war and its exigencies as key to 

understanding the ‘waning fortunes of the non-Russian genre of historical propaganda’, he 

still situates the critical moment of change in the pre-war years, when the national Bolshevist 

agenda along with its ethnic hierarchy emerged, and went on to shape the identity stances and 

policies of the post-war realm.697 Brandenberger thus deemphasizes the war and its 

subsequent resonance in the form of a myth, while others, such as Sheila Fitzpatrick and 

Juliane Fürst, attribute greater importance to this fault line, suggesting that, for the post-

catastrophic society in recovery, the war informed policy decisions on all fronts and moulded 

the societal discourse along with a new stratification, shaping both individual and collective 

realities.698 Fitzpatrick suggests that the Soviet society never really ‘demobilised’ after the 

war, referring to the immense social dislocations, rather than normalcy, that resulted after the 

return of the masses of soldiers, and the coercive policies of the regime that did not allow for 

particular post-war relaxation.699  

 

                                                
696 Focussing primarily on ‘high politics’, Ward distinguishes between the following readings of late-Stalinism: 
‘monolithic orthodoxy’, which sets out from the apotheosis of Stalin and his post-victory might to pervade all 
areas of Soviet life, and the ‘neo-pluralist’ approach, depicting Soviet politics through quarrels and manoeuvres 
over policies and positions on the part of ‘Stalinist barons’, such as Georgii Malenkov and Andrei Zhdanov. 
Ward proposes a third avenue for comprehensively approaching post-war high politics, which he calls ‘pressured 
elites’ – the social forces and shortcomings of the attempted Soviet reality burdening the elites and forcing their 
efforts to keep the state in control. Chris Ward, "What is History? The Case of Late Stalinism," Rethinking 
History: The Journal of Theory and Practice 8, no. 3 (2004).  
697 David Brandenberger, National Bolshevism. Stalinist Mass Culture and the Formation of Modern Russian 
National Identity, 1931-1956  (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,  2002), 130. 
698 Fürst, Late Stalinist Russia. Society between reconstruction and reinvention  (London: Routledge, 2006), 5-6. 
699 Sheila Fitzpatrick, "Postwar Soviet Society: The 'Return to Normalcy', 1945-1953," in The Impact of World 
War II on the Soviet Union, ed. Susan J. Linz (Rowman & Allanheld, 1985), 129-156. See also: Golfo 
Alexopoulus, Julie Hessler, and Kiril Tomoff, Writing the Stalin Era. Sheila Fitzpatrick and Soviet 
Historiography  (New York: Palgrave Macmillan,  2011). 
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While, for the Soviet side, the Cold War opposition emerged as something of an adaptation of 

the interwar fears of Western capitalist aggression, the victorious conclusion of the war had 

significantly enhanced the self-perception of the (Russian) population and the Soviet elite, 

transforming the Soviet system and its legitimacy not just on the international stage but also at 

home. The war experience provided proof of a link between the people and the Communist 

ideals, and confirmed the virtues of both.700 As Stalin’s 1946 dictum famously promises, the 

war’s devastation and death toll was to be outweighed by its civilizational testament – the war 

had served as a ‘great school of experience and testing of all the forces of the people’, a 

successfully passed ‘examination’ for the state and the party, for the entire Soviet 

arrangement.701  

 

This idea of the war as a pivotal occurrence on the path of the socialist project is picked up in 

Amir Weiner’s work on the Ukrainian region of Vinnytsia. Weiner places the war within the 

continually unfolding socialist revolution and its chain of cataclysms, which erupt as part of 

the design of the linear evolution towards Communism, and are perceived and experienced as 

such by the contemporaries. Within this perception, the war appears as the ‘Armageddon of 

the Revolution, the ultimate clash dreaded yet expected by the first generation to live in the 

socialist society, the event that would either vindicate or bring down the system, depending on 

one’s views and expectations.’702 Weiner suggests that the war transformed the Soviet polity 

thoroughly, symbolically as well as physically, becoming at once the cause and proof of the 

regime’s legitimacy, both validating and eclipsing the revolutionary prophecy. Weiner 

thereby attempts to broaden the investigative path suggested by Nina Tumarkin, whose much 

quoted work on the war cult approaches the phenomenon as a top-down state-managed 

perpetuation of memory intended to consolidate popular support, thus setting aside any belief 

or relationship other than pragmatism that the regime or managerial elite may have had in 

reference to the war myth.703 

 

                                                
700 Fitzpatrick, "Late Stalinism in historical perspective," in Late Stalinist Russia: Society Between 
Reconstruction and Reinvention, ed. Fürst (Routledge, 2013).  
701 From Stalin’s ‘election’ speech to Moscow voters on February 9, 1946. Quoted in: Robert Paxton and Julie 
Hessler, Europe in the Twentieth Century  (Cengage Learning,  2011), 455-456. 
702 Amir Weiner, Making Sense of War: The Second World War and the Fate of the Bolshevik Revolution  
(Princeton University Press,  2002), 17.  
703 Nina Tumarkin, The Living & the Dead. The rise and fall of the cult of World War II in Russia  (New York: 
Basic Books,  1994). 
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The effects of the war for Weiner include an increased ethnicization of the Bolshevist 

‘purification’ efforts, and notions in popular consciousness about redefining and restarting 

individual lives and roles in the aftermath of the war. The rise of ethnicity as a principle for 

evaluating post-war actors had two sides: the universalization of victimhood and suffering 

(which denied different ethnic groups special status based on the particularities of their 

losses), and the ethnicization of contributions to victory, highlighting the role of Russians.704 

Another popular and administrative criterion for making sense of the post-war society was 

that of people’s wartime choices and behaviour. The experience of war and the alternatives it 

presented stood to reconfigure the logic of Soviet ‘purification’ – while a formerly 

stigmatising social origin became expiable through deserving wartime conduct and allowed 

affected lives to ‘start again’, dishonourable wartime decisions resulted in an irremovable 

stain, uninfluenced by eventual pronouncements of self-criticism or attempts to show great 

professional merit.705  

 

In the established nations of Soviet Union, the war was received and interpreted in the context 

of an on-going revolution, whether it stood for a climactic cleansing of all obstacles to 

harmonious socialism, a sacrifice and purification of the Soviet enterprise itself, a punishment 

for past evils and a necessary redemption, or even a long-anticipated final blow to end the 

misguided project.706 For the newly added nations such as Estonia, however, the war 

represented a different kind of rupture altogether, instituting a new system of historical 

reference and interpretation, and importing the Soviet revolutionary narrative to describe the 

new national histories in incorporated territories. The resulting identity offer in Estonia thus 

involved the post-war features of the Soviet thinking: expressions of unity and gratitude 

towards the Russian nation, anti-Semitic assumptions independent from any possible former 

‘utilitarian’ logic (a westward integration strategy; an investment in a German-dominated 

world), and attribution of enemy-status through the assessment of one’s occupation-era 

conduct. While the nationalist mentality of interwar Estonia had largely been organised 

around a military logic, the Soviet nature of the sacrifice of the returning front soldiers was 

not quick to resonate with the population, parts of which anticipated the continuation of 

                                                
704 Both of these directions helped instil into collective imagination one of the most insidious traits of late-
Stalinist political culture culminating in the allegations of the doctors’ plot – anti-Semitism. 
705 Weiner, Making Sense of War: The Second World War and the Fate of the Bolshevik Revolution  (Princeton 
University Press, 2002), 82-126. 
706 Ibid., 7. 
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warfare in the form of a western intervention following the Atlantic Charter.707 It stood to be 

narrated into the public culture and collective identification by means of sovietisation, re-

grading of professional and ideological merit, and an aggressive implementation of both ‘soft’ 

and ‘hard’ memory attributes. 

 

The war and its memory had an ambiguous, deformed presence in late-Stalinist society – on 

the one hand it was everywhere in people’s minds, recollections and fears, on the other hand, 

only the physical wounds inflicted on the cityscapes and production facilities were 

acknowledged and tended to publicly. As Fürst notes, ‘Restoration of the outer trappings of 

normalcy was to cover and eradicate inner scars and traumas’.708 The memory of the war and 

the recovery of the society thus acquire a strong visual reference, metaphor and ‘material 

form’ in the reconstruction of ruined cityscapes, as gestured towards in the concept of ‘post-

catastrophic cities’.709 Amidst the restoring and reinventing, Stalin expressed a conviction to 

move away from the war focus, its specifics and soldier-heroes, for the sake of the ‘new 

battles’ at hand.710 The ideological weight and ‘civilizational’ value of the war fact was 

unassailably in place for both the ‘old’ and ‘new’ Soviet nations but the state’s relationship to 

the ‘soft’, human consequences of war was more complex and less accommodating. Social 

honour and memorialisation were played down in order to focus on the future-oriented effort 

of building Socialism. An editorial published on the first anniversary of the war victory in 

Izvestiia stated: ‘This holiday is not commemorative; it is about our readiness for new feats 

for the homeland and the happiness of peoples!’711 Pravda used even more elucidative 

wording: ‘Celebrating the first year of the great victory over fascist Germany, Soviet people 

are ready again to struggle selflessly and enthusiastically to fulfil and overfulfill the five-year 

plan.’712  

 

                                                
707 Tannberg, ed. Eesti NSV aastatel 1940-1953. Sovetiseerimise mehhanismid ja tagajärjed Nõukogude Liidu ja 
Ida-Euroopa arengute kontekstis (Tartu: Eesti Ajalooarhiiv, 2007). 
708 Fürst, Late Stalinist Russia. Society between reconstruction and reinvention  (London: Routledge, 2006), 5-6. 
709 Martin Kohlrausch and Stefan-Ludwig Hoffmann, "Introduction: Post-Catastrophic Cities," Journal of 
Modern European History 9, no. 3 (2011).  
710 Etkind, Warped Mourning  (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2013). As Robert Gellately’s work on 
Stalin’s hands-on involvement in post-war Eastern Europe suggests, it was mainly Stalin who determined how 
the war should be remembered and interpreted. Robert Gellately, Stalin's Curse: Battling for Communism in War 
and Cold War  (Oxford: Oxford University Press,  2013), 120-121. 
711 Izvestiia, May 6, 1946. Translated and quoted in: Brooks, Thank You, Comrade Stalin!: Soviet Public Culture 
from Revolution to Cold War  (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 201.  
712 Ibid., 201. 
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Soldiers, the celebrated population category within ‘militarized socialism’, had experienced 

further elevation in status during the war years, and were expected, by many, to exit the 

conflict and de-mobilisation as an esteemed ‘status group’ of war veterans.713 While the force 

and unnerving numbers of the returning soldiers did elicit ‘hero’ treatment propaganda and a 

benefits system from the regime in the immediate post-war years, this arrangement ended 

abruptly as mass-demobilisation came to a close in 1948, and the award of privileges had 

proven its costliness on the state budget.714 While Stalin himself had fuelled popular affection 

for the Army during the war, it became something of a threat and a rival to the party-state in 

the post-war reality, constituting a further conflict in the state’s self-image and struggle for 

power. The ‘veteran’ disappeared as a state-pronounced category, and became a shared 

experience for an ‘entitlement group’ – an unorganised community of people with similar 

memories and a shared sense of deserving.715 While war movies portrayed Soviet heroism for 

popular imagination, they nevertheless made sure that Stalin’s role as the war hero remained 

unchallenged.716 The ‘collected’ memory of war participants was thus not institutionalised 

into the public war narrative, nor did any ‘negative’ experience like individual suffering or 

trauma find its way into the collective memory parabola just yet.  

 

                                                
713 Mark Edele, "Collective Action in Soviet Society: The Case of War Veterans," in Writing the Stalin Era. 
Sheila Fitzpatrick and Soviet Historiography, ed. Golfo Alexopoulus, Julie Hessler, and Kiril Tomoff (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 121-122. For the role of the soldier and the Red Army in moulding the 
political culture of ‘militarized socialism’, see: Mark von Hagen, Soldiers in the proletarian dictatorship. The 
Red Army and the Soviet socialist state, 1917-1930  (Ithaca, N.Y: Cornell University Press,  1990). 
714 For the state’s rhetoric and actions regarding injured war veterans and their re-introduction into the work 
force, see Beate Fieseler, "The bitter legacy of the 'Great Patriotic War'. Red Army disabled soldiers under late 
Stalinism," in Late Stalinist Russia, ed. Juliane Fürst (Routledge, 2013). 
715 An ‘entitlement group’, according to Edele, caused veterans to act in similar ways in certain situations and 
thus constituted a new, coordinated post-war social entity. Edele, "Collective Action in Soviet Society: The Case 
of War Veterans," in Writing the Stalin Era. Sheila Fitzpatrick and Soviet Historiography, ed. Alexopoulus, 
Hessler, and Tomoff (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 122-123. For conceptualising the social states of 
‘status’ and ‘entitlement’, Edele derives inspiration from the works of Sheila Fitzpatrick, who explores state-
promoted identity groups rather than ‘classes’ construed as economic categories. For her discussion of Soviet 
social engineering, the invention of ‘class’ and the relevance of ascribed status and position in the 1920s-1930s, 
see: Sheila Fitzpatrick, Tear off the masks! Identity and imposture in twentieth-century Russia  (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press,  2005), especially Chapter 4. While perhaps occasionally falling into a dualism of 
individual manoeuvres and state instituted terror, bypassing the rest of the ideological establishment and the 
network of institutions intended to access and control all corners of Soviet life, it makes for interesting reading in 
the purview of Soviet social categorisation.   
716 Quite unlike the Allied cinematographic celebration of soldiers and citizens, the war in the Soviet cinema 
became objectified, its referencing ritualised, the ‘mother-heroines’ of the war years disappeared with the 
glorified ‘father’ taking their place. Denise J. Youngblood, "A War Remembered: Soviet Films of the Great 
Patriotic War," The American Historical Review 106, no. 3 (2001), 844. Assuring Stalin’s position as the only 
surviving war hero, dead and maimed heroes appear in late-Stalinist film production (e.g. Sergei Gerasimov’s 
The Young Guard and Aleksandr Stolper’s The Story of a Real Man, both from 1948). Stalin’s role is stated in 
his grand descent from the sky in Mikhail Chiaureli’s The Fall of Berlin, produced in 1949. Birgit Beumers, ed. 
Directory of World Cinema. Russia (Bristol: Intellect, 2011), 84.   
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The lived experience of war was only referenced in the physical ruins whose images in the 

press were abundant in the beginning. The collective eradication of visible wounds completed 

the shift form the reality of a sustained catastrophe to an idea of a civilizational trial and feat. 

The spatial outcome was a negotiation between reconstruction and re-invention, producing 

cityscapes fit to represent a superpower. The victory had become Stalin’s, and the post-war 

future – his ‘gift’ to the people.717 The different memories and debates of post-conflict 

entitlement would recede into mundane micro-settings, such as housing disputes.718 Among 

the reasons for doing away with the public presence of popular war memory was the fact that 

in this memory it was the Army that enjoyed the position reserved for Stalin and the Party – 

that of Russia’s ‘deliverer’.719 The war along with an interest in the veterans and their ‘status’ 

was only resurrected in the mid-1960s to become the new legitimizing myth for the polity, 

and a full-fledged cult.720  

 

‘Late-Stalinism’ thus stands for a society that is affected by war on many fronts, yet seeks to 

move away from its personalised face, much in line with the rest of the public narrative where 

individuals became relegated to the background and Stalin appeared to manage every aspect 

of Soviet life on his own.721 As the personality cult matured, public texts increasingly featured 

a ritualised communication between Stalin as the individual and his indebted masses – reports 

and letters addressed to the leader, dominated over by the leader’s words and images on front 

pages. Still, late-Stalinism is, among other things, a society of individual agents and 

interpretations, a ‘debate between official norms and the people affected by them’.722 The 

majority of the people chose to live in an ‘arrangement with the existing political surrounding 

                                                
717 Jeffrey Brooks speaks of the Soviet ‘economy of the gift’ that originated in Lenin’s claims of the Party’s role 
as the society’s benefactor, and matured under Stalin after the successful completion of the first Five-Year Plan. 
A central theme in the press, the ‘gift economy’ placed an immense debt upon the people; a debt that even 
celebrated Soviet heroes could not come close to repaying. Citizens would thus be depicted to spend their entire 
working lives attempting to recompensate (though the best of efforts were bound to be inadequate) the state, the 
Party and Stalin for the abundant ‘gifts’ of Soviet life, its goods and services, a ‘happy childhood’. Brooks, 
Thank You, Comrade Stalin!: Soviet Public Culture from Revolution to Cold War  (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2000), 83-84.  
718 Rebecca Manley, ""Where should we resettle the comrades next?" The adjudication of housing claims and the 
construction of the post-war order," in Late Stalinist Russia: Society Between Reconstruction and Reinvention, 
ed. Juliane Fürst (Routledge, 2013). 
719 Ward, "What is History? The Case of Late Stalinism," Rethinking History: The Journal of Theory and 
Practice 8, no. 3 (2004), 4. 
720 Tumarkin, The Living & the Dead. The rise and fall of the cult of World War II in Russia  (New York: Basic 
Books, 1994). 
721 Brooks, Thank You, Comrade Stalin!: Soviet Public Culture from Revolution to Cold War  (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2000), 205. 
722 Fürst, Late Stalinist Russia. Society between reconstruction and reinvention  (London: Routledge, 2006), 11. 
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even when it was despised,’723 and the role of the war in people’s interaction with the regime 

played out in a variety of ways.724  

 

While the once common attribution of ‘absolute control’ to the post-war regime has been 

largely withdrawn in recent academic thought, understanding the period requires a 

consideration of the forceful top-down efforts at reshaping the society and the mind. 

Examples of this are the legal and ideological campaigns, purges and demands launched 

around convictions of anti-Westernness, anti-Semitism and anti-intelligentsia.725 An important 

concept forged in those campaigns was ‘slavishness’ or ‘servility before the West’726 – a good 

narrative fit also for the historical small-nation self-doubt discourse, extending the Estonian 

Battle-for-Freedom image to the post-war moment and offering a state-sanctioned ‘solution’ 

to the residual slave-mindedness.  

 

Late-Stalinism witnessed a rebirth of the imperial ideology in modernist form and Communist 

phrasing, as the Soviet Union achieved the de facto borders of imperial Russia. Parallels to the 

imperial precedent are manifested also in the regime’s treatment of the Baltics as a ‘special 

territory’.727 The ‘westernised’ Baltic Republics became a laboratory and buffer for the Soviet 

domination of Eastern Europe – a new, post-war sovietisation model was detailed in the 

Baltics, applicable also to the satellites.728 Examining higher education in post-war GDR, 

                                                
723 Olaf Mertelsmann, The Sovietization of the Baltic States, 1940-1956  (Tartu: KLEIO Ajalookirjanduse 
Sihtasutus,  2003), 13. 
724 For example, Timothy Johnston has described war rumours – rumours of an Anglo-American attack on the 
USSR, popularly spread in obvious contrast to the official messages appearing in Soviet press – as reinforcing 
social networks in the function of ‘news’ while also assuming a subversive role as the antithesis of state 
propaganda. Timothy Johnston, "Subversive tales? War rumours in the Soviet Union 1945-1947," in Late 
Stalinist Russia. Society between reconstruction and reinvention, ed. Juliane Fürst (London: Routledge, 2006); 
Mark Edele, investigating the political views and discontent of war veterans, reveals the ‘range of the thinkable’, 
involving a failure to imagine alternatives to Stalinism as well as a war-enabled counter-ideology based on a 
utopian ‘abroad’. Mark Edele, "More than just Stalinists: the political sentiments of victors 1945-1953," in Late 
Stalinist Russia. Society between reconstruction and reinvention, ed. Juliane Fürst (London: Routledge, 2006). 
725 Fürst, Late Stalinist Russia. Society between reconstruction and reinvention  (London: Routledge, 2006), 8-
11. 
726 The image launched in the summer of 1946 was to became something of a fixation in late-Stalinist cultural 
life. Yoram Gorlizki and Oleg Khlevniuk, Cold Peace. Stalin and the Soviet Ruling Circle, 1945-1953  (Oxford 
University Press,  2004), 37-38. Also: Paxton and Hessler, Europe in the Twentieth Century  (Cengage Learning, 
2011), 456-457. 
727 Jelena Zubkova, "Probleemne tsoon: Balti vabariikide sovetiseerimise iseärasused," in Eesti NSV aastatel 
1940-1953. Sovetiseerimise mehhanismid ja tagajärjed Nõukogude Liidu ja Ida-Euroopa arengute kontekstis, 
ed. Tõnu Tannberg (Tartu: Eesti Ajalooarhiiv, 2007). 
728 The term ‘sovietization’ dates back to the Great October and was initially used in reference to political power, 
applicable to countries or regions taking up the Soviet example. The first sovietised areas were those taken over 
by the Bolsheviks in the course of the civil war. In the 1940s, Soviet sources speak openly of Sovietization on 
annexed territories, since it was not considered to be an expression of imperialist power politics, but rather an 
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Poland and the Czech lands, John Connelly applies Manfred Heinemann’s concept of ‘self-

Sovietization,’ and concludes that ‘basic ideas on the implementation of Soviet models [had 

to be] formed locally.’729 His research shows that, while certain areas like security and 

industry warranted stronger interference from the Soviet centre, others, such as education, 

were largely trusted to local cadres, primarily native Communists with a history of extended 

stays in the Soviet Union.730 Different forms of cooperation731 between the local personnel 

and the regime resulted in the Baltic States’ transformation from something of a trouble 

making area into model republics in the 1950s.732  

 

A period of transition, the ideological commitments of the late-Stalinist years remain hard to 

grasp and comprehensively describe. The management’s inconsistent statements and the 

purges repeatedly redrawing the standards of ideological ‘purity’ make for a schizophrenic 

regime changing directions and ideals in the course of domestic and international power 

struggles, all the while endeavouring to control the borderlands and the zone of influence 

acquired in Eastern Europe.733 Though legitimized and ideologically reinforced by the war, 

the Soviet state appears to have found itself in an identity crisis, torn in the questions of 

history, time and power. The top of the Party battled for positions of control as well as for 

broadening the reach of that control both geographically and compartmentally. The vehicle of 

this control – the ideological machinery – struggled to reconcile the various components of 

the regime’s conflicted self-image: the pre-revolutionary Russian legacy, the ‘Soviet’ nature 

of the more recent past revolving around the war, the ‘national’ characteristics of the histories 

                                                                                                                                                   
historical rule – the triumph of socialism as superior to other political systems was inevitable in the long run. In 
the 1950s the term disappears due most probably to its usage in Western research and the ideological 
antagonisms therein. Olaf Mertelsmann, ""Sovetiseerimise" mõistest," in Eesti NSV aastatel 1940-1953. 
Sovetiseerimise mehhanismid ja tagajärjed Nõukogude Liidu ja Ida-Euroopa arengute kontekstis, ed. Tõnu 
Tannberg (Tallinn: 2007). 
729 John Connelly, Captive University. The Sovietization of East German, Czech, and Polish Higher Education, 
1945-1956  (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press,  2000), 21. 
730 For Connelly, reasons for that include the Soviet perception of the complexities of the delicate foreign 
cultures, and the slow nature of the impact of education on Soviet power). Ibid., 46. 
731 Cooperation and self-Sovietization within Estonian academic circles have been described as occasionally 
aided by the Party’s allegations and instigation of quarrels within the governing bodies of institutions. Ken 
Kalling and Erki Tammiksaar, Eesti Teaduste Akadeemia. Ajalugu. Arenguid ja järeldusi  (Tallinn: Eesti 
Teaduste Akadeemia,  2008), 96. 
732 Mertelsmann, The Sovietization of the Baltic States, 1940-1956  (Tartu: KLEIO Ajalookirjanduse Sihtasutus, 
2003), 13. 
733 Here I do not mean the ‘schizophrenia’ referred to in writings from the early 1990s, describing the divergence 
of official and private histories but rather the discrepancy within the regime itself, its myths of power and its 
inability to impose this control or decide on the governing ideological principles. For the late socialist 
understanding of the ‘schizophrenic’ historical science of the Stalinist period, see: Teet Veispak, 
"Ajalooteadusest kui venestuse ideoloogia kandjast (1944-1952)," Looming, no. 9 (1990), 1260-1268. 
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of non-Russian republics, and the future-oriented present. The negotiations leading to the 

publication of a first comprehensive history of the Estonian SSR manifest just such tensions 

between the russocentric historical narrative, Soviet ideals and national ‘escapism’ into pre-

war interpretations. The past is being elaborated and imposed at the same time. The future is 

both anticipated and negated. The ‘end of history’ image implies a future that is already here, 

already known, with nothing left to imagine, predict, await, worry or wonder about. And 

between this future and this past unfolds a present that is imagined more in terms of what it 

should be than what it is.  

 

The war fact and attributes appear crucial for switching Estonia effectively into the Soviet 

reality. Post-war recovery coincides with Sovietisation and the post-catastrophic condition, in 

certain situations, inspires attempts to make peace with the regime, as manifested in the 

diminishing commemorative activity at the site of the Boy. The most urgent changes in lived 

environment focus on the war image, overwriting the previous war memories with the 

markers of the recent, lived conflict and victory. Stalin’s role in the Soviet construct is also 

introduced primarily through his war merit, exemplified by Stalin’s ever-aggrandizing figure 

in monumental designs commemorating the war, and in the increasing distance placed 

between his figure and those of the people. The war was perceived as belonging within a 

series of revolutionary cataclysms in the Soviet realm, and it was narratively attempted to 

place it within the broader socialist experience also for Estonia, referencing the short-lived 

socialist republic in the eastern parts of the country in 1918-1919. Effectively, however, the 

mnemonic rearrangements needed to address the war as an enormous rupture in the Estonian 

historical imagination by focussing on the civilizational feat, on the one hand, and using it to 

overwrite the War of Independence commemoration with that of a much greater, historic war 

victory, and by downplaying its ‘rupturous’ quality, on the other, speaking of a longer 

historical fight towards socialism and enforcing cross-rupture continuities, such as the 

celebration of Kalevipoeg in Tartu’s memoryscape. 

 

Late-Stalinist historical culture 

The historical culture within which the new identity offer was composed deserves some 

elaboration. Marxism brought history, philosophy, literature and politics closer together, and 

Stalin further exaggerated their interconnectedness, causing both history and arts to fluctuate 

to political decisions. Eduard Thaden has described Soviet historiography through a 
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succession of three ‘crises’, each of which reoriented the use of historicism and redefined its 

official Soviet tenets in alignment with domestic and international political shifts.734 The first 

‘crisis’ occurred in the 1930s and developed through a curious amalgamation of Marxism, 

Stalinism, Soviet Russian patriotism, and the formerly bourgeois concept of historicism. 

Soviet history-writing entered the decade in the confusing currents of the ‘cultural 

revolution’,735 where one of the more pressing controversies was the reconciliation of the role 

of the individual with that of the anonymous Marxist masses, rendered salient by the reality of 

the popularly ungraspable materialist propaganda, and the official promotion of a contrasting 

Lenin cult.736 The urgency to strengthen Soviet Union’s international position and tackle the 

domestic consequences of industrialisation inspired the Soviet leadership to solidify Stalin’s 

position in the history of the revolution and in the refinement of the legacy of Marxism.737 

Brandenberger establishes that Stalin himself believed in the necessity of consolidating his 

cult for the sake of the regime’s popular legitimacy.738 Stalin allowed the ‘individual’ back 

into historical imagination through an emphasis on the right reading of the timely historical 

needs – certain outstanding persons would emerge from amongst the otherwise predictably 

progressing masses by recognising and acting on the specific possibilities and impediments of 

their time. Similar in function to other personality cults in developing societies, the focus on 

Stalin was to animate the cryp739tic tenets of Marxism-Leninism with a sense of a common 

hero, fashioned after the figure of Lenin. After Stalin’s famous letter to the Proletarskaia 

revoliutsiia rendering Lenin untouchable and any source-study or other overly ‘archival’ 

critical practice unsuitable for conveying the story of the Party’s heroism, the ideological 

imperatives were further convoluted. This brought about the discrediting of formerly 

acclaimed authors, and successive revisions to the party and state history, culminating in the 

                                                
734 Eduard Thaden, "Marxist Historicism and the Crises of Soviet Historiography," Jahrbücher für Geschichte 
Osteuropas 51, no. 1 (2003). 
735 See, for example: Sheila Fitzpatrick, Cultural Revolution in Russia, 1928-1931  (Indiana University Press,  
1984).  
736 David Brandenberger, "Stalin as symbol: a case study of the personality cult and its construction," in Stalin: A 
New History, ed. Sarah Davies and James Harris (Cambridge University Press, 2005). 
737 Thaden, "Marxist Historicism and the Crises of Soviet Historiography," Jahrbücher für Geschichte 
Osteuropas 51, no. 1 (2003), 17. 
738 Brandenberger explores the problems related to the writing of Stalin’s biographies. Brandenberger, "Stalin as 
symbol: a case study of the personality cult and its construction," in Stalin: A New History, ed. Davies and Harris 
(Cambridge University Press, 2005).  
739 The Stalin cult was further reconciled with the collectivist ideology through an emphasis on the leader’s 
modesty – a highly esteemed Bolshevist virtue, comparable in value to steadfastness or will power. The tradition 
of ‘immodest modesty’ goes back to the Russian left intelligentsia in the 19th century (or, essentially, to saints 
celebrated for their humbleness), and continued to be practiced in the Stalin years even by oppositional thinkers 
such as Anna Akhmatova. Jan Plamper, The Stalin Cult. A study in the alchemy of power  (New Haven: Yale 
University Press,  2012), 123-124. 
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publication of what became the textbook and model of Stalinist history writing, Istoriia 

VKP(b): Kratkii Kurs (A Short Course on the History of the All-Union Communist 

[Bolshevik] Party, 1938).  

 

The 1930s marked the formulation of a Soviet version of historicism, a commitment to the 

‘science’ and ‘laws’ of history combined with revolutionary millennialism. An academic 

appreciation of Marx as an historian, and assertions of the superiority of the Marxist system 

for making reliable predictions about societal developments coincided with the leadership’s 

decisions to engage in international historical debates and congresses.740 The war years 

enabled a more generous use of the Russian cultural heritage by historians, allowing for an 

examination and referencing of Russian historians from as far back as the 17th century, tracing 

the evolution of bourgeois and Marxist history writing.741 1945 represented a turn in cultural 

priorities and the re-establishment of ideological discipline by means of anti-Western and 

other campaigns, but Marxist-Leninist historicism remained one of the fundamentals of 

societal study, considered to be of ‘tremendous significance for the practical activity of the 

party of the proletariat’, as it ‘uncovers perspectives for the development of the irresistible 

power of the new and its victory over the old.’742  

      

History writing was to delineate and define the ‘nation’ within the multi-ethnic empire, 

redrawing the ‘national’ historiography and articulating the relationship between Russian 

history and non-Russian heroics. The compiling of the histories of the separate Republics was 

thus a pressing issue, renegotiated in several episodes. In August 1945, Soviet politician and 

philosopher Georgy F. Alexandrov gave a speech acclaiming the war-time progress of 

republican historiographies and their mobilizational feats.743 The Soviet Estonian history, for 

example, was developed on and behind the war front by Estonian historians and publicists 

                                                
740 Thaden, "Marxist Historicism and the Crises of Soviet Historiography," Jahrbücher für Geschichte 
Osteuropas 51, no. 1 (2003), 17-18. 
741 E.g. Nikolai Rubinshtein, Russkaja istoriografiia  (Moscow 1941), discussed in Thaden, "Marxist Historicism 
and the Crises of Soviet Historiography," Jahrbücher für Geschichte Osteuropas 51, no. 1 (2003). The wartime 
historiographic liberties present a continuation of the patriotic appeals resorted to over the 1930s in the 
framework of what Nicholas Timasheff famously called ‘the Great Retreat’, a term that has been contested 
primarily for its claim of a conscious forsaking of socialism. Nicholas Timasheff, The Great Retreat: The 
Growth and Decline of Communism in Russia  (New York 1946).    
742 The entry for ‘historicism’ in the Great Soviet Encyclopaedia (Bol’shaia sovetskaia entsiklopediia), second 
edition, volume 19 (Moscow 1953), 3. Quoted in: Thaden, "Marxist Historicism and the Crises of Soviet 
Historiography," Jahrbücher für Geschichte Osteuropas 51, no. 1 (2003), 19.  
743 Brandenberger, National Bolshevism. Stalinist Mass Culture and the Formation of Modern Russian National 
Identity, 1931-1956  (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002), 184. 
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moving away from the German occupation. The narrative embraced the interwar image of the 

age-old ‘Battle for Freedom’ and extended it into the on-going conflict, celebrating the 

ancient hero Lembitu alongside the troops in action. One of such historians, Hans Kruus, 

spoke in Moscow in 1942, his speech entitled ‘The ancient struggle of Estonian people against 

the German invaders is continued in the Great Patriotic War’.744 Similarly, the 600th 

anniversary of St. George’s Night Uprising745 was marked as a memory event spanning the 

former and current ‘destruction, humiliation and enslavement’746 at the hands of Germans. 

These isolated mobilising images of national heroics did not clash with the relatively relaxed 

ideological dictates of the war years, but comprehensive studies of non-Russian republics 

accomplished under similar presumptions stirred inevitable controversy.  

 

Anna M. Pankratova’s History of the Kazakh SSR from the earliest times to our days (1943) 

presented a first attempt of narrating Russo-Kazakh proximity after the 1930s’ historiographic 

turn towards Russian ethnic primacy. The study discusses the history of the republic as a joint 

Russo-Kazakh struggle against tsarism, elaborating on Kazakh heroics alongside those of the 

Russians, and representing the violence of the tsarist colonization of Kazakhstan, thus 

undermining any ‘lesser evil’ image of the tsarist rule. In an attempt to portray the Revolution 

as liberation, the study refrains from assessing the colonising power in terms of progress and 

freedom, and describes in detail the revolts against it.747 The problems with interpreting 

imperial Russia from the angle of ‘great-power chauvinism’, and dwelling on Kazakh heroics 

against the colonial administration revealed the end of the wartime latitudes of national 

historical propaganda.748 After the exigencies of war subsided, the party restored the 

supremacy of Russian ethnicity as established in the 1930s, and thus effectively ordered the 

subordination of republican histories to a russocentric grand narrative.749 As Aleksandrov 

summarised: ‘The history of the peoples of Russia is the history of their overcoming of 
                                                
744 Hans Kruus, Eesti ajalugu saksa fašismi vastu  (Moscow: Iskra revoljutsii,  1943), 27. Translated and quoted 
in Tamm, "History as Cultural Memory: Mnemohistory and the Construction of the Estonian Nation," in 
Contested and Shared Places of Memory: History and Politics in North Eastern Europe, ed. Hackmann 
(London: 2009), 124. 
745 A defeated uprising by the autochthonous Estonian population against the German and Danish landlords in 
the years 1343-1346 (Jüriöö ülestõus in Estonian). April 23, 1943 marked the 600th anniversary of the beginning 
of the uprising. 
746 Kruus, Eesti ajalugu saksa fašismi vastu  (Moscow: Iskra revoljutsii, 1943), 3. 
747 Brandenberger, National Bolshevism. Stalinist Mass Culture and the Formation of Modern Russian National 
Identity, 1931-1956  (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002), 123-131. 
748 Similar debacles occurred around the writing of Bashkir and Tatar military history, which merited a series of 
Central Committee criticisms regarding the congratulatory tone of the accounts of anti-tsarist rebelliousness. 
Ibid., 129-130. 
749 Ibid., 130-131, 184-185. 
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antagonisms and their steady unification around the Russian people. […] The history of a 

given people can only be properly worked out and made intelligible in relation to the history 

of the other peoples and, above all else, the history of the Russian people.’750 The post-war 

ideological resolve turned out as an amalgam of russocentrism on the one hand, along with 

due celebration of past greatness and inherent fortitude leading back to the ‘Rus’, and the 

myth of the war, on the other, essentially a contemporary, socialist feat, indebted to 

collectivization, industrialization and other merits of the revolutionary project. While an 

increase in Marxist rhetoric and historical dialectic was stipulated in official pronouncements 

and followed up in history journals, the pre-revolutionary past lingered to complement and 

animate the unprecedented ‘Soviet’ victory, maintaining a somewhat controversial presence in 

the ideals of the time.  

 

The post-war logic of the Soviet edifice also relates back to the German occupation and 

efforts to successfully govern the populations affected by it. This suggests that the 

developments in historical culture and ideological focus did not simply disseminate from the 

centre to the periphery but rather formed through an interplay of local circumstances and 

Moscow’s tactics of how the Soviet reality is effectively going to function on a broadened 

territory that includes war-exposed areas as well as new republics with a traditionally western 

orientation.751 Some of the inaugural momentum of the Zhdanovshchina can also be detected 

in the post-war problems of Soviet Ukraine.752 Western Ukraine was faced with obstacles to 

Sovietisation and guerrilla attacks by the nationalist Ukrainian Insurgent Army. In June 1946, 

Ukraine’s Party secretary for ideology Kost Lytvyn proclaimed that ‘softness’ towards 

manifestations of nationalism could no longer be accepted, given the already ‘contaminated’ 

ideological climate of Nazi propaganda, the returning Ostarbeiter and prisoners of war, 

                                                
750 Aleksandrov’s speech on the state of the art of the social sciences in August 1945, quoted in ibid., 184-185. 
751 An interesting collection of essays edited by Donald J. Raleigh on ‘local’ Soviet history, one of the less 
exhausted areas of Soviet studies, attempts to demonstrate centre-periphery negotiations in different areas of 
relevance for the society and the local identities. See: Donald J. Raleigh, Provincial Landscapes: Local 
Dimensions of Soviet Power, 1917-1953  (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press,  2001). 
752 The suggestion to date the Zhdanovshchina back to the republican conference on propaganda in Kiev comes 
from Werner G. Hahn, who in 1982 revised the previously dominant reading of the campaign, interpreting it in 
terms of party-political infighting and competition for Stalin’s succession. Hahn sees the period as a fierce 
struggle between the ‘extremist’ and the ‘moderate’ wing, where Zhdanov led the latter cause, of which the 
Zhdanovshchina was part. For Hahn, Zhdahnov was thus the foremost victim of the successes of extremism, 
represented by Georgi Malenkov. Werner G. Hahn, Postwar Soviet Politics. The fall of Zhdanov and the defeat 
of moderation, 1946-53  (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,  1982). 
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private land ownership in the Western parts of the country, etc.753 The purge in Ukraine was 

directed at stifling nationalism rather than ‘western influences’ in the Soviet sense of 

‘servility’ and cosmopolitanism.  

 

The battle against specifically post-war phenomena was waged over representations of the 

past. Socialist reality was pitted against the Ukrainian past – the progressive depiction of the 

former was incompatible with ideologically harmful escapes into the latter that artistic 

oeuvres and scholarly works came to be criticised for. Rather than focus on reactionary 

figures from a time that differed greatly from the Soviet reality, authors were expected to 

describe the past through its ‘connotations with the present’.754 The conflict between the 

‘common’ socialist present and a ‘separate’ national past was to be overcome by emphasizing 

the historical ties of the Ukrainian culture with the progressive Russian culture, and 

acknowledging class divisions. The wartime volume of the History of Ukraine (1943) was 

deemed erroneous with nationalistic overtones. The Ukrainian equivalent of the 

Zhdanovshchina and its reference document, the resolution on the Writers’ Union journal 

Vitchyzna’ (Fatherland) was generally more sensitive to historical issues than the Leningrad 

campaign.755 Republican historiographies needed to be scrutinised, among other things, for 

their ‘hierarchical’ emphasis, and revised to refrain from challenging the Russians’ prominent 

role in the Soviet enterprise. Even the formerly celebrated ‘folkloric’ national epics of Central 

Asian nations were ousted in the beginning of the 1950s for advancing a bourgeois-nationalist 

agenda.756      

 

While the Zhdanovshchina-era resolutions condemned Russian tsarist nostalgia alongside 

Western bourgeois sympathies, the ideological reality and Stalin’s own pronouncements 

                                                
753 Serhy Yekelchyk, Stalin's Empire of Memory. Russian-Ukrainian Relations in the Soviet Historical 
Imagination  (Toronto: University of Toronto Press,  2004), 63; Serhy Yekelchyk, "Celebrating the Soviet 
Present. The Zhdanovshchina Campaign in Ukrainian Literature and the Arts," in Provincial Landscapes: Local 
Dimensions of Soviet Power, 1917-1953, ed. Donald J. Raleigh (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 
2001), 255-275. 
754 A discussion of pronouncements by Ukrainian ideologues to convey the message of the campaign: 
Yekelchyk, Stalin's Empire of Memory. Russian-Ukrainian Relations in the Soviet Historical Imagination  
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004), 64-66. 
755 Ibid., 65. 
756 Brandenberger, National Bolshevism. Stalinist Mass Culture and the Formation of Modern Russian National 
Identity, 1931-1956  (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002), 189. 
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appeared to be at odds with this theoretical ideal.757 The weight of the effort was thus firmly 

on the fight against Westernness and bourgeois nationalism, the presence of pre-revolutionary 

Russian figures in the public discourse was fought against to a much lesser extent. The two 

directions were intended to serve the common cause of representing a uniquely Soviet reality, 

free from Western debasements and imperial connotations. The pre-revolutionary past 

potentially impeded the Soviet project by constituting both an ideologically unsuitable Great 

Power Chauvinist baggage and a heroic contestation of the singularity of the socialist vigour 

credited with winning the war. In reality, however, much greater intermingling resulted. As 

the myth of the war was new and thus quite ‘thin’ in terms of effective identity-formative 

material, the Soviet triumph was often emphasised through images and figures representing 

Russian historical greatness. The tension between formulating the war as a Soviet and at the 

same time a Russian feat resulted in a pursuit of russocentrism in the historiographies of the 

non-Russian republics, rendering the two main ideas of the Zhdanovshchina each other’s 

opposites. Republican struggles against Russian imperialism were not considered progressive 

while ties to the Russian nation and defence-oriented tsarism were. The renunciation of the 

imperial past and its accomplishments would undermine the fight against western ideals and 

the closely connected bourgeois nationalist deviations. Research into anti-tsarist episodes in 

the republican national pasts was thus discouraged, and pre-revolutionary Russian history was 

cast in a positive light against the real evils of nationalism and Westernness. The two 

ideological courses – the war myth and the Russian past – not only ran parallel but supported 

each other in the building of the ideological base in the republics. 

 

Post-war historical culture in Estonia 

The rearrangement of history writing in the smallest and most ‘western’ of the Soviet 

republics relates to developments in Moscow, Eastern Europe, and the other two Baltic 

countries. At the time of the reestablishment of Soviet rule in Estonia in 1944, only two 

professional historians remained in the country, neither of which had any prior practice in 

Marxist-Leninist history writing.758 Due to the scarce human resource and the urgency of the 

subject, many interwar historians were able to continue work in their profession after publicly 
                                                
757 E.g., Stalin’s own involvement in the preparations of filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein’s Ivan the Terrible (second 
part) for mass release in 1947; the commissioned monument to Yuri Dolgorukiy, Grand Prince of Kiev and 
founder of Moscow, to replace a revolutionary marker in celebration of the city’s 800th anniversary.  
758 These were the only two historians holding Ph.D.’s, both from Tartu University. Hain Rebas, "Dependence 
and opposition. Problems in Soviet Estonian historiography in the late 1940s and early 1950s," Journal of Baltic 
Studies 36, no. 4 (2005). 
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dissociating themselves from their former, misguided publications.759 With no precedents to 

rely on, the process of adaptation was bound to be a debate between local tentatives and 

changing central guidelines. The content of the new history was to be the progression of 

social-economic formations towards Communism, and the language had to follow the Soviet 

expressiveness of strong emotional antipodes, propagandist rhetoric and specific jargon (e.g. 

rationaliser, Stakhanovism, bourgeois history-falsifiers).  

 

The form of the histories was subjected to certain lingual rituals, whose execution was 

particularly militant in the early post-war, if somewhat clumsy. The Soviet newspeak 

described by Francoise Thom760 provided each phenomenon with ideological value in the 

positive-negative range, and labelled them to provide guidance towards accurate 

interpretations.761 The labels would be made explicit and fixed through the habitual use of 

specific synonyms, adjectives, images and links.762 The closer the period under scrutiny to the 

present, the more meticulous the adherence to the accepted phraseology needed to be. Trotsky 

and Stalin’s biographer Isaac Deutcher has observed the extreme ‘Stalinization’ of written 

language as authors and historians carefully ensured that their style and choice of words 

resembled those of Stalin’s, and that their paragraphs thus continued seamlessly from the 

obligatory quotations of the leader. The ‘quotational’ quality of any text thereby extended far 

beyond the quotation marks. Stalin’s personal style became Russia’s national style, imposing 

a ‘dull uniformity’ of ‘stiff boring repetitiveness, plebeian coarseness, […] pseudo-scientific 

pretentiousness, […] and logical incongruity’ over all public textual output.763 Stalin dictated, 

controlled and evaluated language (as well as the contents of history and ideology thus 

described) from an ‘external’ position of a ‘master’ who stands as if outside of discourse764 – 

a position sustained through the ubiquitous threat of violence.765  

 

                                                
759 For example, Harri Moora and Richard Kleis were educated in the academic traditions of independent 
Estonia, the latter even an Independence War veteran.  
760 Françoise Thom, Newspeak. The Language of Soviet Communism  (London: Claridge,  1989). 
761 Kreegipuu and Lauk, "The 1940 Soviet Coup-d’État in the Estonian Communist Press: Constructing History 
to Reshape Collective Memory," Westminster Papers in Communication and Culture 4, no. 4 (2007). 
762 For example, references to historical encounters with Germany were equipped with the phrase ‘robber-
conqueror’ (or ‘bereaver-conqueror’), and mentions of the interwar Estonian political elite included the tag 
‘blood-enemy’. E.g. Kodanlikud natsionalistid on eesti rahva verivaenlased, Rahva Haal, 07.07.1950. 
763 Isaac Deutscher, Stalin. A Political Biography  (Oxford University Press,  1960 [1949]), 366. 
764 Yurchak, Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More  (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), 39-
44. 
765 Etkind, Warped Mourning  (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2013), 30-31. 
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As in other Soviet republics, the ideological priority in Estonia was the creation of a 

comprehensive history that would follow a new Marxist periodization and the example of 

Kratkii Kurs, already published in Estonian in 1940.766 The exact ideal of history writing set 

in this publication was not achieved in the republics, but the validating presence of leaders’ 

quotations remained the defining feature in the collage of historical descriptions, which were 

rendered historical by precisely those referenced words.767  

 

Continued from the first socialist year, the history of the Baltic republics was reappraised 

from the viewpoint of the Soviet centre, resulting in a sovietised extension of Russian 

imperialist orientation. The Baltic provinces are declared a ‘natural part of Russia’ 

geographically, and their incorporation an ‘absolute necessity’ for the development of these 

lands.768 The westward expansion of Peter the Great thus becomes a realization of the Russian 

people’s historic mission, instead of an elite conquest with class-divisive implications. 

Incorporation into the Russian empire is underscored to have been progressive, given the 

security and capitalist acceleration it enabled. The abusive nationalities policy and the 

imposition of the Russian Orthodox faith that concurred are invoked in order to stress the 

freedom and prosperity of nations in the Soviet establishment. It is thus as if two conflicting 

histories are described to unfold in Russia – one that is imperialist and oppressive, and 

another one, evolving to the logic of some abstract will and friendship of peoples. The 

positive implications of the Estonian incorporation into the tsarist empire allude to a priorly 

inhibiting small nation instability, peripheral location, and backwardness, which were to be 

alleviated within the new arrangement, although the territories were, and in the rhetorical 

tradition always would be, ‘late arrivals’ in the Russian family.       

 

The habituation of the Kratkii Kurs ideological line in the Baltic republics faced difficulties, 

as evidenced by the repeated appearance of such concerns in the press. The sovietisation of 
                                                
766 The publication of Kratkii Kurs in Estonian was celebrated in the press as a ‘grand event’, providing the 
Estonian people ‘a hundred times more strength and courage’ than the publication of the national epic 
Kalevipoeg had. Looming, no. 8, 1940, 794. The second major publication during the first Soviet year was the 
translation of Anna Pankratova’s three-volume History of the USSR, condemning tsarist Russia as a ‘prison of 
peoples’ for its stifling treatment of nations and national cultures. Anna Pankratova, ed. NSVL ajalugu, I-III 
(Tallinn: Pedagoogiline kirjandus, 1941). 
767 Even after the late-socialist ‘hypernormalization’ of language as described by Alexei Yurchak, the quotations 
remained in scientific texts, often appearing at the beginning and at the end of a piece, validating the content 
with its hypostatized presence and providing moral justification. Undusk, "Retooriline sund Eesti nõukogude 
ajalookirjutuses," in Võim & Kultuur, ed. Krikmann and Olesk (Tartu: Eesti Kirjandusmuuseum, 2003), 49; 
Yurchak, Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More  (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), 50.  
768 Toomas Karjahärm, Vene impeerium ja rahvuslus  (Tallinn: Argo,  2012), 136. 
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Estonian history writing had started in the immediate post-war moment with the reorganising 

of the relevant institutions of research and education.769 In the young, westernised, German-

influenced republic, historical science and history instruction were perhaps prioritized even 

more than in the rest of the Soviet Union. In January 1945, the First Secretary of the Estonian 

Communist Party established the basics of new socialist history writing:  

 
At this moment of Socialist construction, it is difficult to overestimate the role and importance of a historian. The 
whole history of Estonia needs to be taken under Marxist scrutiny – from the oldest times up until the present 
day. It is imperative to provide the right periodization of Estonian history. It is necessary to research the history 
of the EC(b)P and begin collecting material for this. We have to thoroughly investigate the struggle between 
Estonians and Germans over the centuries, and the manifestations of this struggle in all the cultural expressions 
of our people. It is necessary to research the development of the Estonian-Russian relationship, the old-
established friendship. It is particularly important to investigate the period of bourgeois independence, for this 
period has sown the most misconceptions and false understandings among our people. We always have to 
remember that the history of our land and people is the most important tool in raising our people in the Soviet 
spirit.770       
 

In line with the broader russocentric expectation, the press and publications of post-war 

Estonia came to pursue several different directions in redrafting history. The first very general 

group of texts was concerned with ‘historical truth’ and full disclosure of its distortions and 

falsifications by previous regimes.771 Another issue abundantly covered and debated well into 

                                                
769 In 1946, the Estonian Academy of Sciences was recreated of new members. Hans Kruus, an Estonian interwar 
historian and war-time political propagandist for the Soviet Union, became the first president of the Academy. In 
1947, the History Institute of the Academy of Sciences was founded. Given the post-war shortage of 
professionals, Independence War participant and historian Richard Kleis was appointed the first director of the 
Institute, supervised by a ‘deputy’, born and trained in Russia, Hilda Moosberg. The Institute was to be in charge 
of the publication of the first comprehensive histories of the Estonian SSR. Also in 1947, the Estonian 
Communist Party Central Committee Institute of Party History was established, affiliated with the corresponding 
central institution and headed by a devoted Stalinist, ethnic Estonian raised in Russia Johannes Käbin. The 
Institute of Party History was to translate Marxist-Leninist classics and publish a party history in Estonian. In 
July 1945, the Central Committee aborted Estonian history instruction pending the publication of a Marxist 
history textbook. In 1949, the department of Estonian history was abolished at Tartu State University, and its 
staff merged with the department of the history of Soviet Union. In the framework of reappraising the entire 
cultural heritage, historically oriented publications were expected in several other disciplines as well. In 1947, 
the five-year plan of the social sciences department at the Academy of Sciences came to include a multi-volume 
study on ‘Estonian-Russian relations in historical perspective’. Similarly, that same year, the Institute of 
Language and Literature was to begin the compilation of a ‘History Dictionary’. Rebas, "Dependence and 
opposition. Problems in Soviet Estonian historiography in the late 1940s and early 1950s," Journal of Baltic 
Studies 36, no. 4 (2005), 426-427; Karjahärm, Vene impeerium ja rahvuslus  (Tallinn: Argo, 2012), 137, 140-
141; Anu Raudsepp, "Ajaloo õpetamise korraldus Eestis eesti õppekeelega üldhariduskoolides stalinismi ajal 
(1944-1953)," in Eesti NSV aastatel 1940-1953. Sovetiseerimise mehhanismid ja tagajärjed Nõukogude Liidu ja 
Ida-Euroopa arengute kontekstis, ed. Tõnu Tannberg (Tartu: Eesti Ajalooarhiiv, 2007). 
770 An excerpt from Nikolai Karotamm’s programmatic speech at the First Congress of the ESSR intelligentsia, 
28.01.1945. Quoted in Anu Raudsepp, Ajaloo õpetamise korraldus Eesti NSV eesti õppekeelega 
üldhariduskoolides 1944-1985, Dissertationes historiae Universitatis Tartuensis (Tartu: Tartu Ülikooli Kirjastus,  
2005), 20.  
771 Particularly regarding the motivations and devices of declaring Estonian independence, the closeness of the 
bourgeois nationalists with the czarist administration, and the misinformation communicated about the Bolshevik 
ideology. Similarly, older periods like the 13th century with its German-Danish arrival and the Livonian War in 
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the 1950s was the basis of the organisation of historical material – the correct periodization. 

The discussion was lengthy and laborious, necessitating the involvement of the EC(b)P 

Central Committee and the Moscow History Institute. The succession of socio-economic 

formations was to inform the new periodization, disallowing both the ‘nobleman’ approach 

involving ‘times’ (e.g. Swedish time, Russian time), and the ‘bourgeois’ timeline linking 

Estonia to the West. Equally unsuitable was dependence on geopolitics and acts of expansion. 

The process was further complicated by the simultaneous revision of the all-Union historical 

periodization.772 The new, positive history offer was primarily communicated through the 

topics of historical proximity to Russia, the development and growth of the nation, the June 

narrative, and the role of the individuals in history.   

 

Closeness	  to	  Russia	  

The public discourse sought to pronounce the historical closeness and unity of Estonians and 

Russians in the geopolitical, economic, cultural, and social sense.773 The History of the 

Estonian SSR rests on such assertions, and declares in its foreword that the ‘history of the 

Estonian SSR is an inseparable part of the history of the USSR’.774 The post-war historical 

periodization re-assessed the very beginnings of political history and shifted the Estonian 

arrival on the ‘historical arena’ into the 9th century on account of ties with the Old Russian 

State.775 The historical friendship with Russia also meant that the tsarist intervention and rule 

was seen to have rescued the small nation from disappearing, while the other foreign reigns 

‘looted’ and ‘devastated’ the land.776  The foundational pre-Soviet antagonism of foreign 

                                                                                                                                                   
the 16th century are pronounced ‘falsified’ by the bourgeoisie in their ‘blind hatred of the Soviet country’. Eesti 
kodanlikud natsionalistid ajaloo voltsijaina. Noukogude opetaja, 30.06.1950; P. Vihalem. Kodanlikud 
natsionalistid Eesti vanema ajaloo voltsijatena. Rahva Haal, 11.06.1950.     
772 Karjahärm, Vene impeerium ja rahvuslus  (Tallinn: Argo, 2012), 138-139. 
773 The primacy of this topic was particularly ‘Stalinist’ for the Estonian understanding, and thus temporary 
within the broader Soviet experience, characterising the rigid post-war years. After the condemnation of Stalin’s 
‘personality cult’ and a freer return to Lenin, historians pulled away from the Russian-Estonian proximity as a 
prominent theme, relying instead on Lenin’s passionate disapproval of Great-Russian chauvinism.   
774 Quoted in: Karjahärm, Vene impeerium ja rahvuslus  (Tallinn: Argo, 2012), 137. 
775 In the interwar historiography, the start of political relations on these territories is dated with either 1030 and 
the arrival of Yaroslav the Wise of Kiev in Estonia, or the 13th century landing of the German and Danish 
crusaders. The Soviet history writing posits itself against the assumption attributed (somewhat problematically) 
to interwar elites that ‘only the German invasion brought to the Baltic lands the light of progressive European 
culture’. It states instead that: ‘The political history of the Estonian people started not in the 11th or 13th, but in 
the 9th century […] when the Estonian people together with the Russian people stepped for the first time onto the 
historical arena, and started, united with the Russian people, their historical path.’ I. Saskolski. Eesti rahva 
poliitilise ajaloo algperioodist. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 5, 1947, 72-87. 
776 Undusk, "Retooriline sund Eesti nõukogude ajalookirjutuses," in Võim & Kultuur, ed. Krikmann and Olesk 
(Tartu: Eesti Kirjandusmuuseum, 2003), 50-51. 
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landlords and Estonian peasants was construed here in terms of a belligerent onslaught of 

Western feudalism. The episodes of resistance, formerly strung into the grand national 

‘struggle for independence’ narrative, were represented as common undertakings of Estonians 

and their ‘natural allies’, the Russians.777 

 

The basic assumptions for the russocentric value system were articulated by leading historian 

Hans Kruus in 1945 as follows:  

 
The Russian people are to the Estonian people an immediate great neighbour. They are a people with a grand 
past, and an even grander present and future; a talented, loveable people. They have been a major and leading 
participant in the creation and building of the Soviet state. Alongside this people, in the common state, the 
Estonian people live, work and fight, like a brother with brother, friend with friend. This mutual friendship 
between our peoples has only become fully possible in the Soviet state, and now represents the highest value for 
the Estonian people in its present and future life path. Let us learn to comprehend this value! Let us deepen the 
friendship of peoples, one of the greatest treasures of the Soviet state.778      
 
 
The russocentric narrative, however, contributed to popular suspicion in the Baltics: the 

project of constructing socialism was rather understood as ‘russification’, a cultural and 

linguistic domination with heavily negative historical connotations. The early post-war 

discourse strongly attempted to counter this by labelling such thinking an encumbrance from 

the bourgeois nationalist republic which deemed home-grown communists ‘agents of 

Moscow’, Estonian revolutionary traditions ‘Russian intrigues’, and the ‘Soviet power – 

Russian and only Russian power’.779  

 

The ideological accent on Estonia's historical pursuit of further rapprochement with Russia 

served to unite research in several disciplines (e.g. social sciences, history, even linguistics). 

Alongside articulating the historical multifaceted proximity to Russia, the contemporary 

socialist ties were emphasised through artefacts and legendary visits, occasionally stretched to 

fantastic extremes. In Tartu, for example, there was a Lenin museum, exhibiting as its most 

valuable item a shirt that belonged to Lenin’s brother when he briefly studied medical science 

                                                
777 The war-historical union and friendship was primarily recounted through the episode of St. George’s Night 
Uprising (1343-1345). A. Gronski, O. Riss, Suur võitlus-sõprus. Vene ja Eesti rahva vennaliku sõpruse 
ajalooline kujunemine. Stalinlik Noorus, No. 4, 1950, 26-28; Sulev Vahtre. Eestlaste ja venelaste ühised 
võitlused saksa feodaalide vastu eesti talurahva ülestõusu ajal 1343.-1345. a. Nõukogude Kool, No. 4. 1953, 206-
212; Jurioo Ulestous. Edasi, 25.04.1950. 
778 Speech at the First Congress of ESSR Intelligentsia, 28.01.1945. Quoted in: Undusk, "Retooriline sund Eesti 
nõukogude ajalookirjutuses," in Võim & Kultuur, ed. Krikmann and Olesk (Tartu: Eesti Kirjandusmuuseum, 
2003), 140. 
779 Jaan Sepp. Eesti rahva revolutsioonilised traditsioonid. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 3, 1946, 157. 
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in Estonia.780 Mihhail Kalinin’s brief stay in Tallinn (1901-1904) became construed as the 

inception of the Estonian working class movement. The Estonian Bolshevik observes: 

‘Estonian working class owes Mihhail Kalinin gratitude for having chosen the right path from 

its earliest political steps onwards – the fight for social and national liberation, the path of the 

proletarian revolution’.781 In the early post-war, not just the working class ethos but also the 

contemporary Estonian intellectual traditions were emphasised to have come from Russia, 

referring to the formation of the Estonian intelligentsia in St. Petersburg.782  

 

The imperatives and taboos of conveying the proximity image bear implications to the Soviet 

ideas of heroic individuals and masses. While Estonia’s incorporation into the Russian empire 

was labelled progressive, the Russification campaigns of the czarist administration at the end 

of the 19th century were criticized with the consent of the ideological authorities, as blame for 

the enterprise fell on chinovniks, the resented bureaucratic body obstructing the mutual 

understanding between the monarch and the people.783 The wars and battles, however, 

involved the social layer of common people, as the main protagonist here was the soldier. 

This rendered the battle descriptions benevolent in reference to the troops, and the simple 

soldier was not remembered to have ‘plundered’ or engaged in unnecessary aggression. The 

discursive ‘protection’ of both the masses and the czar (at least selectively, as we have seen 

from Stalin’s post-war pronouncements regarding Ivan the Terrible and Peter the Great), and 

the open criticism of the czarist state apparatus was the Soviet interpretation of popular 19th 

century ‘naïve monarchism’. The latter had inspired the conversion movement in Estonia in 

the 1840s,784 and brought popularity to the radical wing of the National Awakening 

movement led by Carl Robert Jakobson and emphasised in Soviet Estonian historiography.785 

                                                
780 Rebas, "Dependence and opposition. Problems in Soviet Estonian historiography in the late 1940s and early 
1950s," Journal of Baltic Studies 36, no. 4 (2005), 428. 
781 Jaan Sepp. Eesti rahva revolutsioonilised traditsioonid. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 3, 1946, 160; ibid., 428. 
782 J. Nuut. Eesti ja vene haritlaskonna ajaloolisest koostööst. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 2, 1945, 81-85. 
783 The criticism became increasingly mainstream as the Soviet rule relaxed after Stalin. In the Stalinist post-war, 
the Russification campaigns, though criticised, were often countered by positive mentions of ‘unintended’ 
progressive consequences that resulted from increased cultural vicinity to Russia, thus upholding the ‘positive 
proximity’ image on all levels. In 1946, Estonian Bolsevik writes, otherwise denouncing the ‘backward’ process: 
‘The Russification-policy brought about many objectively progressive consequences: Estonian intelligentsia 
acquired much positive from Russian culture, the cultural rapport between the two peoples was further 
intensified’. Gustav Naan. Eestlaste liitumine rahvuseks ja rahvusliku liikumise tekkimine. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 
18, 1945, 1342.   
784 A protest movement in the 1840s and 1880s, in which the Estonian and Latvian peasants converted to Russian 
Orthodoxy, the ‘czar’s faith’ in hopes of improving their economic situation and obtaining land.  
785 The term ‘naïve monarchism’ comes from the Soviet Estonian historian Juhan Kahk in reference to early 19th 
century peasant unrests. Jaan Undusk notes that the view was sometimes also mutual, as evidenced by research 
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The impassable distance between the benign leader and the population produces the idealised 

figure that the masses seek to approach by eliminating that very distance, the bureaucracy. In 

the Soviet version, the distance is not antagonised as the masses produce the heroes, but it is 

nevertheless firmly in place, arising, for example, from the leader’s unrepayable merit and 

popular gratitude. Even in the fluctuating fortunes of ‘personalities’, the leader remains 

protected by the party apparatus – when Stalinism is obligatorily condemned everywhere, 

Stalin’s person remains unapproachable for the masses as his writings are removed from 

public space and his quoting is disallowed.  

           

In the first decade of post-Soviet revision, the eagerness of narrating Estonia and Russia into a 

natural bond has been interpreted as an act of clandestine opposition and cunning mockery on 

the part of late-Stalinist Estonian historians.786 Similar suggestions of deliberate iconographic 

sarcasm emerge in the post-Soviet commentary to grandiloquent local entries to monument 

competitions in the Stalin years. However, given the atmosphere of omnipresent fear and 

absence of such hints in any written documentation, it has been difficult to substantiate these 

claims. Still, it is plausible that depending on the historian’s generational peer group and 

background, the intensions and strategies behind certain decisions varied greatly across the 

profession.787  

                                                                                                                                                   
into Nicholas II and Grigori Rasputin. Undusk, "Retooriline sund Eesti nõukogude ajalookirjutuses," in Võim & 
Kultuur, ed. Krikmann and Olesk (Tartu: Eesti Kirjandusmuuseum, 2003), 51-53.  
786 Anti Selart, for example, has studied the depiction of the Russo-Estonian friendship within the works of 
historian Artur Vassar, who became the foremost scholar on interpreting this ideological tenet. Selart is 
convinced of Vassar’s intentional ridicule of this friendship by means of exaggeration and simplification. Anti 
Selart, "Kuidas Artur Vassar eestlased ja venelased sõbraks kirjutas," Kleio. Ajalooline Ajakiri 4, no. 22 (1997), 
32-35. 
787 In their study of historians’ responses to the Marxist-Leninist turn, Meike Wulf and Pertti Grönholm present 
the tension and distrust between three groups of historians: the Founding Fathers (the first generation of home-
grown Estonian historians with ties to the conception of academic traditions in the independent state), the Soviet 
Experts (historians that were educated in imperial or Soviet Russia and migrated to the Estonian SSR in the post-
war years), and Old Guard Bolsheviks (Estonian historians with political sympathies for the underground 
communist party in the interwar years). The group of the Founding Fathers, which Artur Vassar also belonged 
to, is shown to have very little choice in terms of professional strategies, which often came down to the two 
alternatives of ‘ardent conformism’ or passive, quiet, ‘feigned conformism’, with the latter most probably 
resulting in punishment. Vassar’s ‘record’ imperilled him further – after demonstrating Soviet affinities during 
the first socialist year, he continued to work and even defended his doctoral thesis under the German occupation, 
after which he made a failed tentative to flee to the West. Given the omnipresent fear of violence, and the 
general pattern after the launch of a ‘verification and purity’ campaign that one either uncompromisingly turns 
against ‘bourgeois nationalists’ or gets turned against, speculations regarding ‘oppositionary’ irony in historians’ 
writings seem rather to belong in the post-soviet realm of retrospective meaning-making, and a search for a 
simple ‘removability’ of the Soviet experience by ‘peeling off’ the public indoctrination and revealing the 
separate, private truths. This is not to level the agency and personal or professional differences of late-Stalinist 
historians completely. In their study, Wulf and Grönholm identify four major ‘responses’ to Soviet restrictions: 
conformism, opportunism, withdrawal and passive resistance. Meike Wulf and Pertti Grönholm, "Generating 
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The	  Estonian	  nation	  

Another extensive body of texts addressing and recasting Estonian history was concerned 

with nation788 and the correct reading of its formation on Estonian territory.789 The main 

subject of historical materialism – class struggle – was narrated into Estonian history through 

an already respected logic of national and ethnic oppositions.790 The issue of understanding 

the essence and the past of the nation emerged in the context of the late-Stalinist campaigns 

for the unmasking and denunciation of bourgeois capitalists. Proof of the reactionary nature of 

the Estonian bourgeoisie was to be found in its union with tsarist Russia against the working 

people.791 Russian-Estonian philosopher and physicist Gustav Naan would address the 

question at length. Based on local material, he formulated a thesis about the bourgeois-

democratic nature of national movements, attributing their eventual downfall to their 

aspirations of breaking away from Russia and thus revealing their reactionary anti-people 

momentum. The development and downfall of the nation was to be fitted into the Soviet 

three-actor model: autocrats, bourgeoisie and the proletariat along with its allies. Naan’s 

writings in the Central Committee’s socio-political journal Eesti Bolševik (Estonian 

Bolshevik) lead to a separate 20-page publication on the Estonian bourgeois nationalist 

ideology, which remained the highest authority of local historical referencing until the arrival 

of the History of the Estonian SSR in 1952.792   

 
                                                                                                                                                   
Meaning Across Generations: The Role of Historians in the Codification of History in Soviet and Post-Soviet 
Estonia," Journal of Baltic Studies 41, no. 3 (2010), 351-382.   
788 Both Lenin and Stalin approached the ‘nationalities question’ as part of the general question of the proletarian 
dictatorship. While the post-war Soviet construct endorsed ethnic particularism and national liberation, the 
researchers of the Bolshevist nationalities policy in the Soviet Union have prevailingly deemed the idea of 
national self-determination a ‘negative demand’ and a mere hypothetical possibility as Lenin’s true goal was the 
creation of a unified centralised Soviet state. E.g. discussion in: Karjahärm, Vene impeerium ja rahvuslus  
(Tallinn: Argo, 2012), 151; an example of the discourse: Eesti Nõukogude Vabariik: 50 aastat Töörahva 
Kommuuni,   (Tallinn: Eesti Raamat,  1969), 32-48.     
789 E.g. Eestlaste liitumine rahvuseks ja rahvusliku liikumise tekkimine, Eesti Bolshevik, 1946, no. 18. 
790 The term ‘nation’ acquired particular usage and became reserved primarily for specific historical references. 
The mundane, contemporary category in its stead became that of the socialist ‘people’. The Estonian language 
allowed for the change to be rather subtle and not as conspicuous as its ideological implications might suggest – 
the words for nation (rahvus) and people (rahvas) differ by only one, non-accented vowel. The Estonian ‘people’ 
were described to be collectively active and aggressive, as they ‘crushed capitalism’, ‘tore down the 
government’, ‘destroyed the bourgeois state’, ‘grabbed the bourgeois nationalists by their throats’ and ‘initiated 
the society’s transition from prehistory to its real and actual history’. Jaan Sepp, Eesti rahva revolutsioonilised 
traditsioonid. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 3, 1946, 158; S. Formitsev, Isiku ja rahvahulkade osa ajaloos. Eesti Bolsevik, 
No. 2, 1948, 36.  
791 Karjahärm, Vene impeerium ja rahvuslus  (Tallinn: Argo, 2012), 138. 
792 Gustav Naan, Eesti kodanlike natsionalistide ideoloogia reaktsiooniline olemus  (Tallinn: Poliitiline 
Kirjandus,  1947); Karjahärm, Vene impeerium ja rahvuslus  (Tallinn: Argo, 2012), 138-139. 
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For the Soviet narrative, victory was not accomplished until the formation of Soviet Estonia. 

The radical Marxist extension of the Western ideal of freedom was able to draw on national 

antagonisms institutionalised in pre-war historical thinking. While construing the historical 

struggles in terms of class, and declaring interwar freedom a deceptive phantasm, since people 

are not genuinely free until they control their labour, Soviet Estonian historiography adopted 

the nationalist scheme of anti-German attitudes, Drang Nach Osten critique, and the narrative 

of National Awakening. The National Awakening image survived as a progressive element on 

the path towards the Revolution, although all its symbols were abolished, and its culmination, 

independent statehood, was denounced as ‘demagogic’.793 While the interwar independence 

always appeared in quotation marks and accompanied by the militant rhetoric of 

‘falsification’, the national awakening movement was construed in terms of the social, 

cultural and political processes of emancipation from the ruling German elites and tsarism.794 

So rather than the rise of an ageless community with its distinct national psyche, the 

Awakening was narrated in economic, class-compatible emancipatory terms.  

 

The basis for accommodating the National Awakening narrative in the Soviet historical 

discourse as a progressive emancipatory movement was the exaggeration of internal discord 

within its leadership – the radical line of Carl Robert Jakobson and the more moderate, pro-

German agenda of Jakob Hurt and Johann Voldemar Jannsen. In the 1860s, the fundraising 

attempts for an Estonian-language school (Eesti Aleksandrikool) were obstructed by Baltic 

German clergy, which greatly contributed to the people’s ‘mental separation from the old 

world, the liberation of the new ideology from old chains’. The Estonian ‘farm folk’ 

confronted the German manor lords as a unified class, directing the movement against the 

remains of feudalism and serfdom in the society. However, as national movements are 

bourgeois by character, the ‘village bourgeoisie’ and the landless country folk developed 

contradictory interests before long, causing the bourgeoisie to switch from relying on the 

growing activism of masses to fearing it. According to this class-based interpretation, the 

movement then splits into two: the radical pro-Russian wing headed by Carl Robert Jakobson 

directs their efforts to increasing the activeness of the masses, while the steps taken by the 

moderate Jakob Hurt reflect the bourgeois fear of that very activeness. This drove the 
                                                
793 Gustav Naan, ed. Eesti NSV ajalugu: kõige vanemast ajast tänapäevani (Tallinn: Eesti Riiklik Kirjastus, 
1957), 367.   
794 Hackmann, "Narrating the Building of a Small Nation: Divergence and Convergence in the Historiography of 
Estonian 'National Awakening', 1868-2005," in Nationalizing the past. Historians as nation builders in modern 
Europe, ed. Berger and Lorenz (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 188. 
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moderates to seek ‘fearful’ compromise with the ‘enemy’, with ‘slavery’. By the 1880s, the 

‘village bourgeoisie’ had improved their economic positions and were rather turning into 

‘calm bourgeoisie’ with agrarian demands giving way to linguistic and cultural 

considerations. The moderates’ fight against cultural Russification without the intention of 

going against the monarchical rule rendered them a ‘backward anti-people force battling 

windmills’.795 The very clear split between the two camps, however, allowed for the positive 

portrayal of national bourgeoisie as reform-minded and progressive, thus entertaining the 

popular attachment to the movement, while debouching the narrative into the dependable 

moral of class conflict.        

 

The political radicalism and Russian orientation became termed the bourgeois-democratic 

wing, while its ‘opposition’ was referred to as bourgeois-clerical. The emphasis on Jakobson 

enabled to outline the anti-elitist (anti-church) nature of the initiative, and mark off the stances 

of ‘naïve nationalism’ or ‘nationalist idealism’ as belonging to the other camp. The radical 

reform-minded wing could thus be connected to preparing the ground for the revolutions of 

1905 and 1917, which constituted the most important events in Estonian history according to 

the Soviet view. While interwar thinkers had observed the political dissonance within the 

national movement, the Soviet adaptation needed to involve a wider base, and place the 

radical protagonists of the Awakening within a broader perspective than just the social and 

political aspects of nation building, such as, for example, the cultural initiatives of the 

people.796   

 

The National Awakening as described by its foremost post-war interpreter historian Gustav 

Naan resembles the Soviet understanding of the ‘revealing of the individual’ when all 

necessary conditions have been provided. After the prerequisites for Stalin’s four conditions 

materialise,797 the nation ‘awakens’ to actuality. It develops from a ‘nation within itself’ into a 

‘nation on its own’ and a ‘nation for others’. It proves its strength and viability by coming into 

                                                
795 Gustav Naan. Eestlaste liitumine rahvuseks ja rahvusliku liikumise tekkimine. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 18, 1946, 
1340-1342. 
796 Historian Ea Jansen, for example, underlined the work of ethnic cultural associations such as singing choirs, 
and other regional activities that could not be described as pre-revolutionary. Hackmann, "Narrating the Building 
of a Small Nation: Divergence and Convergence in the Historiography of Estonian 'National Awakening', 1868-
2005," in Nationalizing the past. Historians as nation builders in modern Europe, ed. Berger and Lorenz (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 185-186. 
797 The four conditions that need to be fulfilled for a nation to form are: 1) a common language, 2) common 
territory, 3) integrated economic life, 4) unity of psychological mode, manifested in the unity of culture. Gustav 
Naan. Eestlaste liitumine rahvuseks ja rahvusliku liikumise tekkimine. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 18, 1946, 1311. 
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‘real’ existence. For Naan, both the nation and national movement are historical time-bound 

categories. He criticises the former attribution of a ‘sense of belonging’ to the pre-13th century 

population, and the presentation of the 13th century battles and the National Awakening as 

different expressions of the same pursuit. He dismisses such earlier efforts of mnemonic 

indoctrination as ‘bourgeois nationalist’. The ‘nationhood’ narrative upheld by the interwar 

bourgeoisie is exposed for its ‘unhistorical’ mnemonic utility, by which the elites claim the 

power as heirs to the ancient independence, and deliverers of the 700-year-long endeavour. 

Naan also criticises the lack of reflection as to what type of state formation the Estonian 

population was moving towards from the 13th century onwards, and the undebated assumption 

that this would be a nation state, uncommon in Eastern Europe, where multi-ethnic states 

appeared before the capitalist era of nation states.798 The post-war critique of the ‘700-years’ 

battle for independence’ narrative deems it a simplified retrospective created to justify, and 

consolidate support for, the bourgeois dictatorship.       

 

The Soviet narrative places the roots of an early nation-like ‘sense of belonging’ within the 

imperatives of defence. Only after a common enemy was identified in the arriving German 

knights did broader group awareness and attempts at statal centralisation result. Estonia is 

placed within the broader logic of Eastern European developments, in the case of which early 

exigencies of foreign onslaught (Turks, Mongols) necessitated the centralisation of statal 

constructs before the advent of modern nations, producing multi-ethnic states like Russia and 

Austria. Having dismissed the interwar narrative as ahistorical speculation, Naan offers an 

alternative, ‘more probable’ version of what the Estonians were heading towards, enhancing 

the image of small nation vicinity to Russia – had the Mongol-Tatar advance on Russia not 

occurred the way it did, the Estonian military union with Russians against the German 

invaders may have grown into something like a Novgorod-Estonian state.799  

 

During the Thaw and Stagnation years, the coverage of the national awakening broadened. 

The new edition of the History of the Estonian SSR that came out in 1963 devoted 

considerable space to the topic, suggesting there was no considerable conflict on the matter in 

                                                
798 Gustav Naan. Eesti kodanliku ‘iseseisvuse’ sünnist. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 13, 1946, 942-944; Gustav Naan. 
Eestlaste liitumine rahvuseks ja rahvusliku liikumise tekkimine. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 18, 1946, 1330. 
799 Gustav Naan. Eestlaste liitumine rahvuseks ja rahvusliku liikumise tekkimine. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 18, 1946, 
1310-1342. 
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Soviet historiography.800 Historian Ea Jansen underscores the rather peculiar freedom that 

research on the national movement enjoyed in Estonia, given the general Soviet distaste for 

treating controversial actors as separate objects of study.801 Specific cultural manifestations, 

such as song festivals802 or the development of journalism were researched rather 

successfully.803 Research into national movements was further validated and encouraged 

through the popularisation of Miroslav Hroch’s work on small nations. Read and quoted on 

both sides of the Iron Curtain, Hroch included Estonians in his work as ‘equal’ subject matter 

to independent state-nations, such as the Finns. This broader perspective that takes the 

national narrative beyond its specific context and the Soviet construct was also relied upon in 

the late-socialist independence movement, which additionally came to include suggestions of 

positive aspects in 19th century German history formerly left unexplored.804  

 

The confusing stance against the nation-state construct potentially impeded the actualisation 

of the prescribed Soviet identity in the Baltics, as elsewhere, given the elusive nature of 

Soviet nationalities’ theory from Marx to Stalin.805 The profuse official rejection of interwar 

ideas of nationhood was unbalanced by an inconsistency of socialist identifications and 

ubiquitous practical attempts to benefit from the idea of nation as ‘social glue’.806 This meant 

                                                
800 Hackmann, "Narrating the Building of a Small Nation: Divergence and Convergence in the Historiography of 
Estonian 'National Awakening', 1868-2005," in Nationalizing the past. Historians as nation builders in modern 
Europe, ed. Berger and Lorenz (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 185. 
801 Ea Jansen, Vaateid Eesti rahvusluse sünniaegadesse  (Tartu: Ilmamaa,  2004), 37. 
802 The tradition of song festivals was recast as a ‘manifestation of socialist culture’ and thus remained a viable, 
distinctive part of the national ‘form’ with a long, researchable history. Gustav Naan. 13. Uldlaulupidu 
sotsialistliku kultuuri avaldusena. Lopetagem kodanlike natsionalistide katsed rahvuslikku vormi kasutada oma 
huvides. Nõukogude õpetaja, 28.04.1950. 
803 A habitual turn towards Latvia for comparison reveals that Soviet Latvian historiography avoided the term 
‘national movements’ altogether, and preferred to speak instead of ‘young-Latvians’. The class belonging of the 
‘young-Latvians’ was unclear and pending a compromise between their historical idealisation and 
underestimation, but primarily they were classified as enemies of the people, with minimal consideration of their 
oppositional progress-mindedness. Karjahärm, Vene impeerium ja rahvuslus  (Tallinn: Argo, 2012), 144. 
804 Such positive German phenomena would, for example, be German voluntary associations according to which 
the Estonian equivalents were patterned. Hackmann, "Narrating the Building of a Small Nation: Divergence and 
Convergence in the Historiography of Estonian 'National Awakening', 1868-2005," in Nationalizing the past. 
Historians as nation builders in modern Europe, ed. Berger and Lorenz (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 
186-187. 
805 The Baltic states encountered the nation theory in Stalin’s version, which dates back to 1913: a nation is 
defined to be a group of people sharing a common language, culture and history. Stalin’s definition strives to be 
‘objective’ and does not recognise discursive or ‘imagined’ elements therein. Rüdiger Ritter, "Prescribed 
Identity. The Role of History for the Legitimization of the Soviet Rule in Lithuania," in The Sovietization of the 
Baltic States 1940-1953, ed. Olaf Mertelsmann (Tartu: Kleio, 2003), 98-99; Maciej Gorny, "Nation-Building in 
Marxist Historical Narratives in East Central Europe in the 1950s," in Historische Nationsforschung im geteilten 
Europa 1945-1989, ed. Pavel Kolář and Miloš  Řezník (Köln: SH-Verlag, 2012), 139-140. 
806 Ritter, "Prescribed Identity. The Role of History for the Legitimization of the Soviet Rule in Lithuania," in 
The Sovietization of the Baltic States 1940-1953, ed. Mertelsmann (Tartu: Kleio, 2003), 95-96. 
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that the ‘nation’ was not construed solely in ‘bourgeois’ terms but instead according to a 

duality within it: every nation was estimated to possess both bourgeois and socialist 

potential.807 The task of the socialist system would thus be to cultivate the socialist promise 

and battle the bourgeois counterforce, all the while retaining ‘nation’ as the basis of political 

organisation.808 While seeking to benefit from the cohesion priorly established within such 

organisation, this conflict-bound definition of a nation negates the unity that forms the very 

core of the concept. By imagining the nation as two opposing nations, the ideologues attack 

rather than employ the emotional ‘glue’ of historical oneness that the Estonian nation had 

been articulated around. In order to separate and oppose the two impulses, the Soviet 

historians discredit the interwar interpretation of nation as ‘unscientific’, revolving around 

manipulative racial or tribal concepts of ‘blood ties’.809 The somewhat confusing collective 

identification offered by the new regime was thus that of a ‘socialist nation’, condemning the 

old, bourgeois exploitationist version of such organisation, yet struggling to provide a 

compelling, emotionally and psychologically binding content for the new one. 

 

The continued difficulties of articulating a coherent, ideologically dependable logic for 

‘socialist patriotism’ manifest themselves in the history writing of the Eastern Bloc countries, 

where legitimacy for the regime and its rule-abiding historical path was occasionally pursued 

at the expense of resorting to nationalism.810 A possible solution to reconciling the ‘national 

content’ of historical investigations and a politically fostered socialist-patriotic sensibility that 

would overwrite the old romantic national identity was, for example, expressed by the 

Hungarian medievalist Jenő Szűcs who believed the new patriotism would need to reflect the 

socialist-era changes in the relationship of the national community to the state, thus 

                                                
807 This goes back to Lenin’s idea of ‘two nations in each nation’. ‘There are two nations in every modern nation. 
[…] There are two national cultures in every national culture’. Vladimir Ilyich Lenin, Lenin on Literature and 
Art  (Wildside Press,  2008), 85. See: ‘Critical remarks on the national question’, 74-86. 
808 Ritter, "Prescribed Identity. The Role of History for the Legitimization of the Soviet Rule in Lithuania," in 
The Sovietization of the Baltic States 1940-1953, ed. Mertelsmann (Tartu: Kleio, 2003), 95-96. 
809 While the Soviet rupture presents the interwar era as an oppressionist monolith, it engages critically with the 
latter part of the period, after the authoritarian turn in 1934, when the nationalist rhetoric turns decidedly stronger 
and more militant. The critique for the unscientific representation of the nation, for example, falls on a 1938 
publication of The ideals and organisation of the Estonian rural youths, in which the author Ignas Tõrmaküla 
underscores the importance of ‘common blood’ for the Estonian nation, and the guiding ‘voice of blood’ that has 
united the nation in difficult times. The text goes on to identify any attempt to deny such unity as an act of 
enmity towards the Estonian people. Ignas Tõrmaküla, Eesti maanoorte ideaalid ja organisatsioon  (Tallinn: 
Ühiselu,  1938), 5-6, 25. The criticism deems this an unscientific attempt at ‘scientifically’ explaining the 
bourgeois dictatorship. For example, Gustav Naan. Eestlaste liitumine rahvuseks ja rahvusliku liikumise 
tekkimine. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 18, 1946, 1310-1311. 
810 Gorny, "Nation-Building in Marxist Historical Narratives in East Central Europe in the 1950s," in Historische 
Nationsforschung im geteilten Europa 1945-1989, ed. Kolář and Řezník (Köln: SH-Verlag, 2012). 
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combining state patriotism with national patriotism.811 In the GDR, the connection between 

socialism and patriotism was devised in the idea of the transformation of Heimat or home 

territory, providing emotional belonging and investment, and bringing the reproduction of 

such sentiment to the grassroot level.812 Efforts to place the state and the nation in closer 

interaction, however, produced adverse effects as the local communities’ involvement rather 

went past the state and identified with pursuing community goals.813 The success of the 

socialist-patriotic identity was thus arguable – the notion rather belonged within the 

hypernormalized discourse of state propaganda during late socialism, while problems of 

national society and nationalism continued to be interrogated for substance in both official 

and dissident writings.814 The 1990s’ mnemopolitically coloured claim of the Marxist 

narrative being anti-national, is rather misleading.815 

 

On the small ethnically defined scale, the ‘socialist nation’ was a cultural and psychological 

construct, combining the ideals of national language, literature, arts and collective 

characteristics with the idea of ‘national’ freedom for which the Bolsheviks had fought. The 

beloved Estonian literary figures Lydia Koidula and Friedrich Reinhold Kreutzwald were 

liberated from the political agenda that the interwar elites had allegedly fastened them in, 

claiming thus to be heirs to their great cause of national self-determination. Within the 

Bolshevist discourse, these authors were celebrated because of their connectedness to the 

people. Countering the interwar beliefs of Bolshevist hostility towards national unity and 

expression, the communist leaders are emphasised to cherish the cultural traits that join 

people into a nation: ‘How [Viktor] Kingissepp loved to hear the song of the farmers of his 

home corner in Saaremaa! What elation accompanied [Jaan] Kreuks’ reciting of whole cantos 

from the epic Kalevipoeg by heart!’816   

 

                                                
811 Michal Kopeček, "Historical Studies of Nation-Building and the Concept of Socialist Patriotism in East-
Central Europe 1956-1970," in Historische Nationsforschung im geteilten Europa 1945-1989, ed. Pavel Kolář 
and Miloš  Řezník (Köln: SH-Verlag, 2012), 129-130. 
812 Jan Palmowski, "Learning the Rules: Local Activists and the Heimat," in Power and Society in the GDR 
1961-1979. The 'Normalisation of Rule'?, ed. Mary Fulbrook (New York: Berghahn Books, 2009). 
813 Jan Palmowski, Inventing a Socialist Nation: Heimat and the Politics of Everyday Life in the GDR, 1945-90  
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,  2009).  
814 Kopeček, "Historical Studies of Nation-Building and the Concept of Socialist Patriotism in East-Central 
Europe 1956-1970," in Historische Nationsforschung im geteilten Europa 1945-1989, ed. Kolář and Řezník 
(Köln: SH-Verlag, 2012), 135. 
815 Gorny, "Nation-Building in Marxist Historical Narratives in East Central Europe in the 1950s," in Historische 
Nationsforschung im geteilten Europa 1945-1989, ed. Kolář and Řezník (Köln: SH-Verlag, 2012). 
816 Jaan Sepp. Eesti rahva revolutsioonilised traditsioonid. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 3, 1946, 161. 
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Discursively, the Estonian nation was bound into a culture that manifests a particular psyche, 

and carries the traces of the harsh historical conditions and material experiences. The ‘horrific 

conditions of the past’ are believed to have moulded the Estonian character, rendering them 

‘morose, secretive, distrusting, but also tenacious, persevering, and energetic’ – common 

traits that arise not from ‘blood’ or ‘breed’ but rather from the ‘German slave-chains’ as well 

as the maritime position and the rough natural environment.817 However, the broader ‘Soviet 

nation’ encompassing the whole union complements these historical-national traits with the 

socialist friendship and openness between peoples, thus combining nation-specific cultural 

traditions with the cross-national interests of workers.818 The ‘socialist nation’ identity-offer 

ties the small-scale national belonging to the bigger Union-wide whole, creating a ‘new type 

of patriotism’: ‘For the first time in history, the workers’ love of fatherland coincides with 

loyalty towards the soviet societal and statal order’.819    

 

Typically, the understanding of class in Soviet Estonian historiography was somehow marked 

by non-economic factors as well. The coinciding borders of class and ethnicity played a role, 

but also the flawed morality attributed to the higher classes, resonating historically with the 

image of malevolent German dominance. While the pronounced aim of Marxist 

historiography is the detection and elaboration of economic causation as the trigger of 

historical processes, the relevance of purely economic motives to the depiction of social 

layers varies between classes. The lower classes appear motivated by economically defined 

ordeals and destitution, whereas the upper classes do not simply function within the logic of 

economic regulation but are instead driven to behave out of blind-siding non-economic 

desires for power and limitless wealth.820 It is unreasonable greed rather than a specific 

distribution of assets and means of production that causes the peasant to be strained and 

exploited beyond economic efficiency by the Baltic German nobility, and urges the lower 

classes into action for the sake of improving their material footing. The idea of class conflict 

in Soviet Estonian historical culture was thus built on corrupt Baltic German discretion 

                                                
817 Gustav Naan. Eestlaste liitumine rahvuseks ja rahvusliku liikumise tekkimine. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 18, 1946, 
1327-1328. 
818 N. Morotov. Nõukogude inimeste rahvuslikust uhkusest. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 17, 1950, 24-37. 
819 The idea of the qualitatively new multi-level patriotism also involved ‘friendly competitiveness’ between the 
peoples in building up Soviet Communism. N. Morotov. Nõukogude inimeste rahvuslikust uhkusest. Eesti 
Bolsevik, No. 17, 1950, 29, 31. 
820 The Baltic German landowners as a group are often described to be driven by behavioural motivators other 
than greed, such as arrogance, cruelty, and an appreciation of lavish parties. A. Gronski, O. Riss. Suur võitlus-
sõprus. Vene ja eesti rahva vennaliku sõpruse ajalooline kujunemine. Stalinlik Noorus, No. 4, 1950, 27. 
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towards the Estonian peasantry and the absolute lack of a legally defined relationship between 

the two groups.821 For the peasant, manor-managed work was primarily coercion, not an 

exchange.822 Moral rather than economically defined features were transferred onto the 

bourgeois national class enemy as well.      

   

Enemy	  Image	  

The Stalinist ideological discourse was carried by a particular centrality of the concept of 

enemy, setting it apart from the general Marxist tradition. The enemy image in Estonian post-

war historical culture was manifold, revolving primarily around the continuation of the anti-

German sentiment in the immediate post-war, and increasingly around the domestic enemy, 

the traitor from within, over the years of the Tallinn purge. The internal class enemy, the 

bourgeois nationalist, marked both the unwanted past that the post-war present was defined 

against, and the ever-antagonistic West, whose military intervention was blamed for the 

realization of the Estonian interwar regime, and whose capitalist and cosmopolitan values 

were occasionally purged as if coinciding with the allegedly nationalist appeals. The image of 

a domestic enemy whose presence participates in the identity-formative processes of the 

dominant memory group resonates with the phenomenon termed ‘abjection’ in my 

descriptions of the first mnemonic rupture. The definition and publically emphasised damage 

of the ‘internal’ enemy presents a radicalisation of the interwar phenomenon. The Soviet 

project suggests an optimistic solution against this hindrance and antithesis to positive 

socialist identification, this ‘other in self’ that the bourgeois interwar now constitutes. The 

ideology seeks to force the separation of the ‘other’ and the ‘self’, and remove the former, by 

state intimidation or eventual self-discipline. The monument removal campaigns are thus the 

easy, conventional and expected episode in the greater effort of removing the undesirable part 

of the ‘self’. The mentality and its carriers are the more complicated part. The permeable yet 

hugely decisive border of this enemy group is what accounts for its markedly different nature: 

                                                
821 However, there occurred certain deviations from the overall gloomy picture. In 1946, for example, Gustav 
Naan, the main editor of the 1952 History of the Estonian SSR and prime interpreter of the Estonian  National 
Awakening for Marxist historiography, wrote of the private-legislative episodes in the 18th century crisis of 
serfdom, and even mentioned the increased ‘joy of work’ for the peasant folk. Gustav Naan. Eestlaste liitumine 
rahvuseks ja rahvusliku liikumise tekkimine. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 18, 1946, 1315.     
822 One of the first volumes of rural history in the post-Soviet period arrives instead at the detection of a 
primarily positive working relationship between the peasant and the land owner in feudalist Estonia. Undusk, 
"Retooriline sund Eesti nõukogude ajalookirjutuses," in Võim & Kultuur, ed. Krikmann and Olesk (Tartu: Eesti 
Kirjandusmuuseum, 2003), 62; Juhan Kahk, ed. Eesti talurahva ajalugu I (Tallinn: Olion, 1992).   
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the chance and fear of becoming the enemy defined the phenomenon rather than the people 

and ideas ‘othered’ as the enemy group.  

 

The bourgeois nationalists and Germans were construed as one enemy block in the early post-

war and pronounced to be harmful together, as the interwar republic was narrated to have 

been born due to the fact that the bourgeois elite enlisted the help of ‘Estonian people’s most 

outrageous, most evil enemies – the German imperialists.’823 The first Marxist history of the 

older past in the Baltics came from Latvian historian Jànis Zutis and served as a guide for 

Estonian authors. Zutis interpreted the Livonian Chronicle of Henry824 in historical-materialist 

light, opposing the native populations to the German ‘plunderers’ as World War II 

propaganda had done it, thus continuing to uphold the radicalised wartime enemy image.825 

Owing to the small western nation’s particularities within the Russian empire, the main 

historical enemy was identified in the German and not in the czarist administration. The 

people’s ‘burning  anger’ towards the Germans was directed at the interwar elite as well, since 

the independent republic was described to have been born out of bourgeois nationalist 

cooperation with German landowners and imperialists. With the interwar elite discredited as 

the defender of national liberation, the Bolsheviks were presented as the ‘only ones who fully 

shared the people’s hatred of barons and the people’s aspiration to clean the Estonian soil of 

German manor lords’.826 The discourse attempted to divorce the anti-German sentiment from 

its bourgeois pronouncements and to ‘other’ both of the formerly opposed groups.        

 

The strong anti-German sentiment is one of the most obvious examples of continuities 

between Estonian national historiographic traditions and the emphases of the Soviet Estonian 

historical imperatives. The class aspect was weaved into what can be considered a repetition 

of long-instilled national knowledge, according to which the German ‘robber-conquerors’ (or 

‘bereaver-conquerors’, ‘plunderer-conquerors’) robbed the autochthonous population first and 

foremost of the ideational value of freedom, and are only secondarily antagonised for the 

material damage caused in the process.827 The ‘robbing’ and ‘plundering’ has a firm 

                                                
823 Jaan Sepp. Eesti rahva revolutsioonilised traditsioonid. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 3, 1946, 158. 
824 A chronicle detailing the events in Estonia and northern Latvia between the years 1180 and 1227. The latter 
year marks the end of the Ancient Battle for Freedom (1206-1227).  
825 Linda Kaljundi, Marek Tamm, and Carsten S. Jensen, eds., Crusading and Chronicle Writing on the Medieval 
Baltic Frontier: A Companion to the Chronicle of Henry of Livonia (Ashgate Publishing: 2013), 441. 
826 Jaan Sepp. Eesti rahva revolutsioonilised traditsioonid. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 3, 1946, 162. 
827 Designating the German knights ‘thieves’ was a paradigm-changing step dated back to the late 18th century 
writings of the early Baltic German Estophile-Lettophile Garlieb Merkel. The image and term thus belong in the 
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emotional accent towards the immaterial loss of a future, opportunities, liberties and pride. 

Taking the ‘light and shadow’ idea from the National Awakening imagery, the Soviet 

discourse construes the 700 years of ‘shadow’ as downfall into further suppression and 

backwardness.828 The Stalinist post-war years represented the culmination of this image, with 

the greatest robber-conqueror Hitler expelled and with Estonia victoriously on the antithetical, 

Soviet side.  

 

The paradigmatic basis of Estonian historiography as the counter-history to German history-

writing thus largely remained the same in the post-war years and the rest of the Soviet period, 

as certain existing traditions simply required one-sided intensification. The existing image of 

Estonian suffering and historical inferiority was, for example, magnified and built upon in the 

Soviet discourse. At the same time, any legality or contractual arrangements in the Estonian 

relations to foreign landlords829  were actively downplayed, along with any potential sense of 

‘lawfulness’ in either layer of the exploitationist society, contributing to a more schematic and 

straight-forward hatred of the German upper class.           

 

Historians	  in	  the	  Tallinn	  Purge	  

Active ‘domestic enemy’ creation was exemplified in the proceedings of the Tallinn Purge. 

The years 1947-1948 had marked the beginning of more aggressive collectivisation, class-

based stigmatization, and suppression of the ‘Forest Brethren’ resistance movement, 

culminating in the mass deportations of March 1949. That same month, the official 

Communist Party organ Rahva Hääl (The People’s Voice) re-initiated an attack on bourgeois 

nationalism and its propagators, the ‘blood-enemies’ of the people. The editorial read: ‘The 

educational work of our professors, docents and teachers leaves much to be desired. The 

extensive tasks in the field of ideological education are not fully understood, and not enough 

firmness is shown in the eradication of the bourgeois nationalistic ideology, which is still 
                                                                                                                                                   
preromantic tradition rather than a specifically Soviet mythology. Opposing himself to the Christian-Messianistic 
view of the German presence in the Baltic lands, Merkel is the first to pronounce the denial of Baltic German 
historiography and thus start the subsequent gloomy Estonian historiographic view of the downfall that began 
with the German arrival. Undusk, "Retooriline sund Eesti nõukogude ajalookirjutuses," in Võim & Kultuur, ed. 
Krikmann and Olesk (Tartu: Eesti Kirjandusmuuseum, 2003), 45-46, 58-59.  
828 The idea of deliberate damage inflicted on Estonian peasants by the ruling classes comes into Soviet Estonian 
history writing from Soviet Latvia, where Merkel’s ‘downfall’ design is even more rooted. Ibid., 59.   
829 The late-interwar period witnessed the exploration of the ‘legal history’ of the Ancient Battle for Freedom, as 
politician and legal mind Jüri Uluots published the later famed and widely reprinted article Estonian contracts 
with foreigners in the 13th century (1935-36). Kristjan Oad, "Eestlaste lepingud üksteisega enne 13. sajandit," 
Juridica, no. 3 (2012), 151-158.  
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apparent here and there in our institutes of higher education.’830 The person behind the piece, 

publicist and functionary Max Laosson authored a similar address a few months later in the 

literary journal Looming  (Creation), publicly launching what was to be something of a 

cultural revolution in the Estonian SSR. The ‘Tallinn purge’ culminated with the ECP Central 

Committee VIII Plenary Session in March 1950. Originating in Moscow, and combining the 

pressures of post-Zhdanov power struggles, Cold War divide, local difficulties and the on-

going Leningrad Affair, the purge discharged a considerable part of the Estonian 

intelligentsia, artistic elite and the political core. The First Secretary of the EC(b)P Nikolai 

Karotamm and his trustees (the more moderate ‘June communists’) had fallen from favour 

with Moscow after the death of Zhdanov, the patron that had ‘stage managed the Soviet 

takeover of Estonia’ in the summer of 1940.831 Zhdanov's successor in matters of the Baltic 

Republics Georgi M. Malenkov collected allegations of Karotamm’s ‘soft’ measures and 

inadequate management, leading to his replacement by Johannes (Ivan) Käbin, a hardline 

Stalinist raised in Russia. 

 

For historians, the ‘Tallinn purge’ revolved around the planning of the three-volume History 

of the Estonian SSR (published in one volume in 1952). The first draft produced by pre-purge 

authorities on local history Hans Kruus, Harri Moora and Artur Vassar was found to be 

inadequate in terms of both content and language. This first attempt at a comprehensive 

Marxist history became demonstrative evidence of Kruus’s bourgeois nationalist convictions. 

Given his background and experience with the regime, it is unlikely that Kruus would have 

missed the paradigmatic nature of the ‘Short Course’ model and misinterpreted the 

expectations. Wulf and Grönholm suggest that he either tragically overestimated his position 

and integrity within the Central Committee or made an earnest attempt to combine the 

Marxist line with his scholarly principles.832 Independent of the shortcomings in the text, 

Kruus was an obvious victim and scapegoat that the hunt on bourgeois nationalists had to 

produce. In the struggle for ideological inerrancy and favour with the authorities, Artur Vassar 

turned against his former colleague and co-author Kruus, pointing him out as the ‘nationalist’ 

responsible for the flaws of the draft.  

 
                                                
830 Rahva Hääl, 01.03.1949, 1. Translated and quoted in Rebas, "Dependence and opposition. Problems in Soviet 
Estonian historiography in the late 1940s and early 1950s," Journal of Baltic Studies 36, no. 4 (2005), 424. 
831 Ibid., 430. 
832 Wulf and Grönholm, "Generating Meaning Across Generations: The Role of Historians in the Codification of 
History in Soviet and Post-Soviet Estonia," Journal of Baltic Studies 41, no. 3 (2010), 358. 
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Other than discipline and ideological renewal, the function of the purges was to do away with 

previous mistakes, ascribe reasons to ineffective sovietisation, and draw another line between 

the flaws of the past and the new quality of the present that has revealed the truth and controls 

the future. The choices of historians were painfully limited, and the position of the former 

leader was necessarily more precarious than that of an associate or a newcomer. The next 

attempt at the comprehensive history text was assigned to Gustav Naan, Artur Vassar and a 

Russian-Estonian historian Viktor Maamägi, which resulted in the publication of Stalinist 

History of the Estonian SSR in 1952. 

 

The	  June	  narrative	  

Despite the afore-suggested continuation of certain schemes of nationalist historiography such 

as the anti-German self-image and the surviving emancipatory character of the national 

awakening movement, the switch to Marxist historiography necessarily involved more 

‘rupturous’ steps toward an ideologically desired whole, accentuated further after the purge. 

The introduction of class conflict to structure the past was difficult for the audiences and 

authors, even those with ideologically impeccable intentions, since a ‘working class’ in the 

strict Marxist sense never really existed. To decisively switch to a different historical 

emphasis and to counter-work the collective memory from the interwar statehood, the Soviet 

rule needed legitimization and justification, which is what late-Stalinist history writing, like 

any post-rupture ideological rearrangement was largely about. The discourse created a history 

of ‘revolutionary traditions’ for Estonia, deriving from its proximity to Russia, and a 

remarkably ‘high class consciousness’ – a ‘great historical tension of revolutionary energy’.833 

The Estonian working class is narrated to date back to the strikes of the early 19th century.834 

The primary narrative employed for the legitimization of the Soviet presence as well as the 

retrospective class-reading of the historical path leading up to this was the so-called ‘June 

myth’, a term adopted within the post-Soviet conception of the period as heavily 

mythologizing, to refer to the gap between Soviet-imposed fiction and the facts disclosed in 

the new, ‘de-ideologized’ approach to history.  

   

                                                
833 Jaan Sepp. Eesti rahva revolutsioonilised traditsioonid. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 3, 1946, 158. 
834 The first serious strike is revealed to have taken place in 1872 at the Krenholm manufacturing company in 
Narva. In the 1880s, the workers’ movement became more menacing for the ruling classes as it joined forces 
with socialism. Jaan Sepp. Eesti rahva revolutsioonilised traditsioonid. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 3, 1946, 160.  
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The June narrative presented the events of June 21, 1940 as a popular coup, but even within 

that image, debate and differences of opinion ensued. The first History of the Estonian SSR 

(1952) institutionalised the June narrative around the idea of a voluntary and spontaneous act 

on the part of the working people, with mass demonstrations confirming the will of the people 

and their support to the Soviet power. The event exemplified the participation of ‘crowds’ and 

‘masses’ in the unfolding of history – the demonstrations are shown to have engaged a 

representative portion of the national population. Adjectives rather than exact numbers were 

used to create the image of overwhelming popular support. The role of the EC(b)P in carrying 

out the crowds’ resolve was underscored, along with the peaceful nature of the enterprise, 

with no involvement on the part of the Red Army or other Soviet institutions outside the 

scope of camaraderie and moral support.835  

 

Outside these basic notions, however, historians polished and debated the narrative for 

decades, deciding on the ideological correctness of various details. For example, the role of 

individual actors was expectedly contemplated, as well as the logical sequence of the 

revolution's unfolding – whether it was a People’s Revolution turned Socialist, or a Socialist 

revolution from the very beginning.836 Either way, the popular proceedings were presented to 

have constituted one of the first Socialist revolutions in the world in which the proletarian 

masses took power peacefully, without an armed struggle, using the parliamentary path 

instead, and thus confirming Lenin’s revolution theory. The experience of the brief socialist 

rule in 1919 was frequently recognised as the driving force behind the events of 1940. While 

the war myth and liberation from Nazi Germany animated the Estonian belonging into the 

Soviet Union in post-war monumental output, it was the June narrative that set the official 

basis for the regime’s legitimisation.837  

                                                
835 Kreegipuu and Lauk, "The 1940 Soviet Coup-d’État in the Estonian Communist Press: Constructing History 
to Reshape Collective Memory," Westminster Papers in Communication and Culture 4, no. 4 (2007), 47; Gustav 
Naan, Eesti NSV ajalugu: kõige vanemast ajast tänapäevani (Tallinn: Eesti Riiklik Kirjastus,  1952), 373-385. 
836 There were several issues with presenting June 21, 1940 as the Socialist Revolution. The ‘June communists’ 
that were the local figure heads of the turn and that formed the new government were all ousted and condemned 
by 1950, complicating the presentation of the June events as the final materialisation of Soviet rule. Equally 
important, the non-existent proletarian layer in the society at the time of the events called for the elaboration of a 
‘gradual’ revolution narrative. Historians thus developed a ‘theory of two revolutions’, according to which June 
1940 marked a ‘People’s Revolution’, the first stage of the veritable ‘Socialist Revolution’. However, the 
preference for the ‘People’s Revolution’ concept over the more general label ‘beginning of the Socialist 
Revolution’ was not particularly consistent. Kreegipuu and Lauk, "The 1940 Soviet Coup-d’État in the Estonian 
Communist Press: Constructing History to Reshape Collective Memory," Westminster Papers in Communication 
and Culture 4, no. 4 (2007), 51. 
837 The Soviet narrative adapted to the local circumstances and the previously established conflicts. The growing 
dissatisfaction with the authoritarian ‘Silent Era’ of the late 1930s in Estonia as well as the historical anti-
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The June revolution constituted an irreversible turn in Estonian history, dividing the nation’s 

existence into two eras. These events lent themselves to comfortable domestication within the 

Estonian history since the local political actors involved were largely home-grown 

Communist sympathisers, and the support of the increasingly left-leaning intelligentsia was 

not a mere ideological fabrication, although the images of mass participation were greatly 

exaggerated. The June narrative underscored the anti-Estonian character of the German 

restoration of nation state symbols and landscapes, thus invalidating the occupation and its 

ideological claims. In order to negate the interwar republic, the narrative referred back to the 

previous rupture, reconceptualising it around the formation of the Estonian Working People’s 

Commune,838 and its bourgeois nationalist termination following a Western military 

intervention. The rupture was redrafted to have established Estonia’s ties to Russia rather than 

marked the country’s secession – the victory of the October Revolution enabled the victory of 

the proletariat in Estonia two decades later.839 The aberration between the two socialist 

episodes – the interwar independence – was thus generalised to represent a hostile whole, with 

no distinctions made between the authoritarian and democratic years.       

 

Such narratives have acquired research value from the aspect of ‘memory’ within the post-

Soviet and post-mnemonic turn curiosities of the recent decades.840 Late-Stalinist scholarly 

works rarely sought to popularise the notions of ‘historical memory’ or ‘historical 
                                                                                                                                                   
German sentiment were relied upon in the elaboration of the June narrative. In Lithuania, for example, the main 
emphasis of the regime change narrative was on the Lithuanian ‘cry for help’, deriving from the ‘Polish threat’ 
which constituted the main concern in not just the interwar era but in the broader historical consciousness of the 
nation. In the late 1940s, the justification of the Soviet presence came to include the successes of the regime, 
particularly in establishing new borders and good relations with neighbours, and with Poland in particular. Ritter, 
"Prescribed Identity. The Role of History for the Legitimization of the Soviet Rule in Lithuania," in The 
Sovietization of the Baltic States 1940-1953, ed. Mertelsmann (Tartu: Kleio, 2003), 85-110.   
838 The Commune of the Working People was a socialist republic on the Bolshevik-controlled areas of Estonia 
that existed for 52 days between November 29, 1918 and January 18, 1919. It was declared in its capital, Narva. 
839 E.g. Jaan Sepp, Eesti rahva revolutsioonilised traditsioonid. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 3, 1946, 159. 
840 Authors write about Stalinist ‘collective memory’ or ‘historical memory’ in terms of its official perpetuation 
and the elusive local responses to top-down intentions, e.g. Yekelchyk, Stalin's Empire of Memory. Russian-
Ukrainian Relations in the Soviet Historical Imagination  (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004); Ritter, 
"Prescribed Identity. The Role of History for the Legitimization of the Soviet Rule in Lithuania," in The 
Sovietization of the Baltic States 1940-1953, ed. Mertelsmann (Tartu: Kleio, 2003), 85-110. Estonian 
historiography has similarly embraced the closeness of the terms ‘memory’ and ‘history’ for describing the late-
Stalinist society, and begun to withdraw from opposing the strictly private and aggressively imposed versions of 
the past. E.g. Ene Kõresaar, Soldiers of Memory. World War II and its aftermath in Estonian Post-Soviet life 
stories  (Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi,  2011); Kreegipuu and Lauk, "The 1940 Soviet Coup-d’État in the 
Estonian Communist Press: Constructing History to Reshape Collective Memory," Westminster Papers in 
Communication and Culture 4, no. 4 (2007). The post-war monumental production in Estonia has been described 
from the aspect of memory studies in Marie Alice L'Heureux, "Representing Ideology, Designing Memory," in 
The Sovietization of the Baltic States 1940-1953, ed. Olaf Mertelsmann (Tartu: Kleio, 2003), 207-226. 
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consciousness’ but spoke instead about historically situated ‘pride’, ‘patriotism’ and 

‘patrimony’.841 Serhy Yekelchyk associates this obligating and emotionally binding 

terminology that resists any thematic crystallisation with the changing official identity offer. 

The personalities and historical movements with which one was to identify were in a constant 

state of alternation and flux as Soviet socialism progressed.842 The purges, for example, often 

suppressed rather than resolved the conflicts between the separate national histories and the 

Russian historical narratives. 843 Rendering control over any collective ‘memory’ further 

elusive was the diverging imagery of class-based universality and ethnic nationality, and the 

altogether deviating years of German propaganda. The late-Stalinist discourse rather relates to 

memory as something ungraspable and thus contradictory to historical facts. ‘Memory’ is 

something interwar bourgeois nationalists would invoke to lend truthfulness to the ‘legends’ 

incriminating Russia: ‘Bourgeois historians are forced to flee from the facts of real history to 

the realm of people’s consciousness and memories, and base their apologetic assessments not 

on historical actuality but on people’s own evaluations and memories, derived from who 

knows which source.’844              

 

Individual	  and	  masses	  

The June narrative marked the delivery of the Estonian Soviet existence by active masses, but 

one of the key Soviet concepts, liberation, was often narrated into Estonian understanding 

through its impact on the individual. The borders between individuals and masses are peculiar 

and blurry in the Soviet identity offer.845 They converge, for example, in the Soviet concept of 

‘self-criticism’, a term of high relevance to the realm of purges, censorship, ideological 

                                                
841 N. Motorov. Nõukogude inimeste rahvuslikust uhkusest. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 17, 1950, 24-37. 
842 Yekelchyk, Stalin's Empire of Memory. Russian-Ukrainian Relations in the Soviet Historical Imagination  
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004), 8-9. 
843 Yekelchyk, "Celebrating the Soviet Present. The Zhdanovshchina Campaign in Ukrainian Literature and the 
Arts," in Provincial Landscapes: Local Dimensions of Soviet Power, 1917-1953, ed. Raleigh (Pittsburgh: 
University of Pittsburgh Press, 2001). 
844 An article contesting the legend of the ‘good old Swedish time’ (1629-1710). S. Gurin. Niinimetatud ‘kuldne 
Rootsi aeg’. Ühe kodanlike natsionalistide poolt levitatud legendi puhul. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 9, 1948, 18. 
845 In the early 1930s, the Party discourse adopted a greater concern for individuals and their problems as well as 
responsibilities which related to the need for increased efficiency operating the scarce production machinery. 
Stalin denounced ‘depersonalisation’ and the treatment of common people in a ‘soulless and bureaucratic 
manner’. Oleg Kharkhordin, The Collective and the Individual in Russia: A Study of Practices  (Berkeley: 
University of California Press,  1999), 164. The war turned the discourse further towards the acknowledgement 
of the heroic individual. In an educational piece on the social, class nature of ‘talent and genius’ the EC(b)P 
Central Committee’s magazine Estonian Bolshevik writes: ‘The Great Patriotic War of the Soviet people against 
Fascist Germany brought to the fore a remarkable cohort of Stalinist military leaders, brave manful Soviet 
heroes, and remarkable production organisers behind the front lines.’ S. Formitsev, Isiku ja rahvahulkade osa 
ajaloos. Eesti Bolševik, No. 2, 1948, 36. 



 

 
 
 

221 

exoneration, and the development of different professional disciplines. Samokritika could 

refer to individual penance expected from those overstepping the Party line. Collegial 

criticism would be accepted with gratitude and then voiced by the wrongdoer himself to seal 

the episode of public repentance.846 It could also denote the self-aware and forward-thinking 

practice of a specific collective, be it the Party whose members notice and criticise its flaws, 

or the architects and historians who are called upon to be self-critical in the assessment and 

analysis of their work as a group.847 The merits and responsibilities of the collective and the 

individual were intertwined owing to the larger idea of their overlapping interests in the 

society. 

      

The Soviet project was suggested to have created a society in which general and individual 

interests coincide, or even, the success of the individual was measured in terms of how well he 

is able to harmonize his own interests with those of the society at large.848 The soviet 

establishment created a collective within which individual self-fashioning could occur at its 

best, unlike the capitalist society of economically disconnected individuals whose mutual 

alienation presents obstacles to visionary individuality.849 However, the co-existence of 

revolutionary masses and heroic individuals produced a doctrinal discord for the Soviet reality 

that the artists and architects of commemorative statuary  had to carefully consider and 

balance. While the socialist conditions were set to produce exceptional individuals from the 

ranks of the revolutionary masses, intent focusing on such individuals in historical 

                                                
846 Kharkhordin, The Collective and the Individual, 142-149. In the Great Terror years, it was the collective that 
had to verify the individuals responsible for the failures of the group, and thus not only criticise but purge itself. 
Ibid., 154-155. 
847 E.g. the review publications detailing the achievements in the fields of architecture and sciences: Eesti NSV 
Arhitektide Almanahh,   (Tallinn: Eesti Riiklik Kirjastus,  1947); Nõukogude teaduse arengust Eesti NSV-s 1940-
1950,   (Tallinn: Eesti Riiklik Kirjastus,  1950). 
848 E.g. Jaan Sepp. Eesti rahva revolutsioonilised traditsioonid. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 3, 1946, 164; S. Formitsev, 
Isiku ja rahvahulkade osa ajaloos. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 2, 1948, 30-31. 
849 The bourgeois approach to individuals in history is sketched to occupy two extremes that nonetheless produce 
a comparable effect: (1) the ‘idealistic-subjective view’ according to which history is made by individual heroes 
– an ‘individual does all’ approach attributed to Pyotr Lavrov and the Narodniks, Nietzsche, Hitler and American 
imperialists; (2) the ‘fatalist’ view of predestination that does not ascribe historical agency to individuals or 
masses – an ‘individual does nothing’ approach recognised in the views of Bismarck, the Mensheviks, the 
Second International and Karl Kautsky. In the late-Stalinist interpretation, the fatalism and the subjectivism both 
imply obeyance to an imaginary historical logic, accepting the imagined historical path as inevitable and thus 
rendering the individual idle. S. Formitsev, Isiku ja rahvahulkade osa ajaloos. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 2, 1948, 27-30.       
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interpretations threatened to eclipse the crucial role played by collectivises, and the praise of 

the individual as essential and unerring remained inadmissible in Marxist texts.850  

 

The contradictions relating to the performance of individuals and collectivities in history 

continued in the Bolshevik discourse through the episodes of the Great Patriotic War, 

Khrushchev’s ‘cult of personality’ speech and the Stalinist counter-offensive that followed.851 

The War illustrated the discursively envisioned role of the outstanding individual, even if the 

emphasis of the discourse thus affected was on future achievements rather than 

commemoration. In the post-war years, the issue of the individual received direct attention in 

press brochures, underscoring the Stakhanovite movement as a demonstration of individual 

development within a collective.852 The writings of Mikhail Kalinin, a former peasant and a 

later Chairman of the Presidium whose brief stay in Tallinn at the beginning of the century is 

considered to have initiated an organised worker’s movement in Estonia, reveal the effect of 

the war on the use of the concept lichnost’ (individual) – Kalinin was observed to have 

resorted to this word only after the heroic individual accomplishments of the war had called 

for it.853 The post-war press in Estonia paid thorough attention to the opportunities of the 

individual as part of a larger effort to reanimate the concept of freedom.   

 

For the Soviet society, freedom thus signified not only the control over one’s own labour and 

the ‘oneness’ of the production process, producer and product, but also the personal freedom 

to ‘reveal oneself’ with all the cultural and physical abilities one possessed. An individual 

                                                
850 For example, in 1920 the Party voiced criticism towards Anatoly V. Lunacharsky’s play Oliver Cromwell for 
depicting history as an outcome of individuals’ acts rather than collective impetus. Kharkhordin, The Collective 
and the Individual in Russia: A Study of Practices  (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), 192. 
851 As part of a broader pro-Stalin power struggle against Khrushchev’s line, Estonian Rahva Hääl (the ECP 
newspaper) published an article on Stalin’s positive role in history. Rahva Hääl, 05.01.1957. In the Western 
republics, the dynamics of the individual/mass opposition were easily tied to accusations of ‘bourgeois 
nationalism’ – the Stalinist response to destalinisation charged Estonian press with criticising the Soviet 
leadership and thus neglecting its primary task: the uncovering of bourgeois nationalists. See also: Rebas, 
"Dependence and opposition. Problems in Soviet Estonian historiography in the late 1940s and early 1950s," 
Journal of Baltic Studies 36, no. 4 (2005), 436-439. 
852 Philosopher Gerogii Gak publishes a piece entitled Socialist society and the individual in 1945. Kharkhordin, 
The Collective and the Individual in Russia: A Study of Practices  (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1999), 195-196. 
853 The assessment of N. A. Melnikova of Kalinin’s writings. The war years bring heroic details and accounts of 
individual stories into Kalinin’s writings. While the term ‘individual’ appears in the post-war period and often 
within negative images such as class enemies’ activities or bourgeois nationalist selfishness, it was Melnikova’s 
assumption studying the development of the term in the writings of different authors that the overall need for 
marking outstanding individuals habituated the term into everyday language and for different topics. Ibid., 198. 
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could not be freed until the masses were freed.854 The common opportunity to reveal oneself 

did not imply its common attainability – in late-Stalinist discourse, the person within the 

masses was not an individual until he ‘revealed’ such talents.855 Also, the disclosure and 

development of outstanding talents hinged on a correct ‘reading’ of historical conditions, 

limitations and opportunities, and an understanding of the direction of the masses. The person 

that went against the masses and revealed ‘exploitationist’ interests towards derailing or 

dominating them was to perish in history along with the bourgeois potential of the nation – 

such persons were referred to as individuals in derogatory quotation marks. Within the 

Marxist-Leninist ‘freedom as perceived necessity’, an individual can be revealed once he 

masters the logic of societal relations and is no longer a mere ‘slave’ of its laws. 

  

The	  small	  border	  nation	  in	  Soviet	  Estonian	  history	  writing	  

The rhetoric of Soviet history writing made use of the small nation insecurities and the 

perceived state of ‘becoming’ vis-à-vis Europe, and instilled a sense of suppression and 

‘lagging behind’ the Soviet world through specific habituated expressions or adverbials. Old 

facts would appear with a new emphasis accomplished through evaluative comparisons 

involving constructs such as ‘much later’, ‘only then’, ‘already at that time’.856 These 

rhetorical conventions created a history of early backwardness and belated progress for 

Estonia. The much-debated History of the Estonian SSR (1952, 1957) opens with the 

following sentences: ‘The territory of the Estonian SSR was inhabited much later than the 

other, more southern parts of the Soviet Union territory. […] Only after the receding of the 

last ice cover did people gradually arrive on the northern territories, including the Baltic 

                                                
854 Paul Kuusberg, Ühiskondlike ja isiklike huvide ühtimine nõukogude ühiskonnas. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 23, 
1946, 1731. 
855 The reading of the ‘individual’ as simply a singularized person as such within the human mass existed in 
Stalinist discourse as well, dating back to the ‘individualisation drive’ of the late 1930s, but it did not rise to 
prominence until the sociological-philosophical debate on the definition of lichnost’ in the 1960s. Kharkhordin, 
The Collective and the Individual in Russia: A Study of Practices  (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1999), 199-200.  
856 For example, the fulfilment of one of the four Stalinist conditions necessary for the development of a nation – 
a permanent common territory – is always phrased to have occurred ‘surprisingly late’: ‘As a result of the Great 
Northern War, Sweden was forced to concede the Estonian territory to the Russian Empire. Only from then on 
can we talk about a constant unity of territory, something that could be the future base of an economically 
consolidating nation.’ Further illustrating the extreme backwardness of the state of the territory, the article goes 
on to say: ‘If we add to this the fact that the territory’s jugulars were muddy roads full of holes, and that the 
towns were small and had a miserable manufacturing industry (as late as in 1782-83, there were only 19,763 
inhabitants in the towns on the Estonian territory), then we get a clear picture of just how poorly connected the 
different areas were, and what a long historical road needed to be traversed to connect them into a unified 
whole.’ Gustav Naan, Eestlaste liitumine rahvuseks ja rahvusliku liikumise tekkimine. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 18, 
1946, 1312-1313.      
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lands.’857 These images bring together the very beginning of time and the socialist present, 

and suggest to the Estonian reader that in both the civilizational and progressive-Soviet sense 

he is ‘chronically late by birth’.858  

 

The rest of the History of the Estonian SSR follows suit and emphasises the different facets of 

‘backwardness’ on the Estonian territories in comparison to Russian throughout different 

periods, as do other texts of the historical discourse. The whole image of the Estonian pursuit 

of greater proximity with Russia rests on looking up and catching up, and thus a constant 

temporal, geographical and material ‘becoming’.859 Estonia was historically relegated to the 

periphery, but deprived of the ‘civilizational’ mission that previously came with occupying 

the borderlands.860 The accumulated references to backwardness in the language and contents 

of texts resulted in an ideological inculcation that deepened the Estonian collective historical 

self-image of hardship, inferiority and smallness. This general collective perception of the 

past surfaces in interesting historiographic details – for example, for Baltic German historians, 

the size of the peasant’s oxgang is noticeably bigger than it is in the descriptions produced by 

Soviet Estonian historians,861 as the systematic discursive lessening of the Estonians’ 

historical living conditions was part of the required ideological correctness.        

 

                                                
857 Naan, ed. Eesti NSV ajalugu: kõige vanemast ajast tänapäevani (Tallinn: Eesti Riiklik Kirjastus, 1957), 5, my 
italics. Quoted and discussed in Undusk, "Retooriline sund Eesti nõukogude ajalookirjutuses," in Võim & 
Kultuur, ed. Krikmann and Olesk (Tartu: Eesti Kirjandusmuuseum, 2003), 53. 
858 These rhetorical nuances relate to what Jaan Undusk calls ‘metahistorical gesticulation’, the accumulated 
result of which, if effected from a position of power, is the discourse of ‘authoritative emotionality’. Within this 
discourse, logic is eclipsed or even negated by a twofold authority – power and emotions. As his favourite 
example of this, Undusk cites a school textbook of The history of USSR: ‘Russia could not afford that the 
territories located in the immediate vicinity of her borders did not belong to her’. This example aptly 
demonstrates how the values of power, moral and emotion defy logic, and suggest that Russia as a phenomenon 
is borderless as the border is always wrongly drawn. Undusk, "Retooriline sund Eesti nõukogude 
ajalookirjutuses," in Võim & Kultuur, ed. Krikmann and Olesk (Tartu: Eesti Kirjandusmuuseum, 2003), 54-55; 
Jaan Undusk, "Ajalootõde ja metahistoorilised žestid: Eesti ajaloo mitmest moraalist," Tuna, no. 2 (2000), 114-
130. 
859 When speaking of the Russian Empire and its attitude towards Estonia, the Estonian territory is referred to as 
‘periphery’ where the nationalities policies of the czarist administration were particularly trying. Eesti ja vene 
haritlaskonna ajaloolisest koostööst. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 2, 1945, 83. 
860 The ‘historical missions’ were attributed to the Russian troops. For example, one such mission was 
considered to have been the stopping of the Tatar hordes on their way west. A. Gronski, O. Riss. Suur võitlus-
sõprus. Vene ja eesti rahva vennaliku sõpruse ajalooline kujunemine. Stalinlik Noorus, No. 4, 1950, 27. 
861 Undusk, "Retooriline sund Eesti nõukogude ajalookirjutuses," in Võim & Kultuur, ed. Krikmann and Olesk 
(Tartu: Eesti Kirjandusmuuseum, 2003). 
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Equally relevant to the Soviet utilisation of the originally self-inflicted small nation insecurity 

discourse was the image of being suppressed, from early on, ‘already then’.862 The early 

suppression and dependence were presented as continuous and invoked to undermine the 

recent interwar image of independence.863 Other than the aforementioned adverbial practices, 

the suppressed state is constructed, for example, in the descriptions of frequent historical 

‘uprisings’. An ‘uprising’, unlike a battle, onslaught or war, is a confrontation of two unequal 

parties, one suppressed under the other’s domination. Soviet historiography presents the 

majority of Estonian armed clashes as ‘uprisings’, exaggerating the level of inequality from 

the interwar understanding. A good example is the brief episode of Estonian success in the 

Ancient Battle for Freedom (1206/8-1227), when in 1223 most of the territory was taken back 

under local control. The interwar historiography refers to the occurrence as ‘a general attempt 

at liberation’ or a ‘battle for liberation’.864 The Soviet Estonian historiography deems it an 

‘all-people uprising’, suggesting that already then, before the completion of the foreign 

invasion, Estonians were ‘rising up’ from a decidedly inferior position rather than fighting 

against the invading powers as their opponents in battle. Interestingly, after what constitutes 

the most significant ‘rupture’ of the three, the post-soviet change, the same event becomes a 

‘general onslaught of the Estonians’.865       

 

In the Soviet class-inspired perception, an ‘uprising’ was mostly associated with justified 

violence, just as the active aggression of the masses in the June narrative carried a positive 

label, in spite of (or rather – actuated by) the violent language. As a result, the Soviet Estonian 

historiography comfortably included gruesome descriptions of the Estonian peasant violence 

against the German landlords, pronouncing it progressive and well-merited, which 

nevertheless was packaged to underscore the desperation of native existence rather than 

jeopardise the narrative with glimpses of heroic pride. Still, the Soviet Estonian fight for 
                                                
862 The Russians are depicted to have historically encouraged the Estonians to shed the submissive character and 
rise against the aggressors, offering their assistance. They are written into the episodes of the former ‘struggle for 
independence’ narrative and in some texts credited with saving the Estonian people from the destruction 
attempted by the German occupiers. Sulev Vahtre. Eestlaste ja venelaste ühised võitlused saksa feodaalide vastu 
eesti talurahva ülestõusu ajal 1343.-1345.a. Nõukogude Kool, No. 4, 1953, 206-212.  
863 Within the image of ‘servility before the West’, the interwar elite was shown to ‘put the label of independence 
on political and economic reliance on the West’ and even wish for Estonia to become a British colony. Gustav 
Naan. Eesti kodanliku ‘iseseisvuse’ sünnist. Eesti Bolshevik, No. 13, 1946, 955. 
864 Hans Kruus, ed. Eesti ajalugu I (Tartu: Eesti Kirjanduse Selts, 1936), 348ff. The reference is taken from 
Undusk, "Retooriline sund Eesti nõukogude ajalookirjutuses," in Võim & Kultuur, ed. Krikmann and Olesk 
(Tartu: Eesti Kirjandusmuuseum, 2003), 56. 
865 A school history textbook from 1997. Ain Mäesalu et al., eds., Eesti ajalugu I (Tallinn: Avita, 1997), 47. This 
reference comes from: Undusk, "Retooriline sund Eesti nõukogude ajalookirjutuses," in Võim & Kultuur, ed. 
Krikmann and Olesk (Tartu: Eesti Kirjandusmuuseum, 2003), 56. 
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communism did discursively derive its beginnings from the historical readiness to rise up 

against the ruling minority. The Soviet discourse claims to connect Estonian past to ‘strong 

revolutionary traditions’, and accuses the interwar ideology of cultivating and glorifying a 

very distinct ‘Estonianness’ of ‘submissiveness’ and ‘knee-bending humility before bourgeois 

power.’866 The October Revolution is suggested to have eradicated the remains of the 

longstanding slave-mindedness, thus serving as the final uprising, as both the bourgeois-

democratic and socialist revolution for Estonia.867      

 

Changes to monumental landscapes 
The history of Communist monuments and memoryscapes starts with the October Revolution 

and Lenin’s ‘Plan for Monumental Propaganda’ (1918), by which public art is pronounced an 

instrument for communicating socialist ideals and the spirit of progress. As Richard Stites has 

put it, Lenin conceived of a monumental landscape that would at once present the ‘artefacts of 

a museum, the teachings of a school, and the reverent milieu of a church’.868 In April 1918, 

Lenin’s decree ordered the dismantlement of the so-termed ‘hideous idols’ from cityscapes, 

deeming undesired the monuments ‘erected in honour of the czars and their servants’ that had 

no artistic or historical value.869 A flexible categorisation on its own, a commission was 

convened to decide on which monuments belonged in this lineup. The Moscow monument to 

Alexander II was taken down while the equestrian Peter the Great of St. Petersburg lived on 

as a model of monumental sculpture. It has been suggested that it was the very removal of the 

czarist statues that allowed for the continued Soviet use of monarchic formal language in 

monuments, as the Soviet markers were thus not challenged or compromised by potential 

threads to older, ideologically problematic forms.870   

 

Soviet post-war monumental output is grandiose and cult-like. Relying on both the 

suppression and popular legacy of Russian Orthodoxy, the monuments acquire a quasi-

religious quality in which prototype and copy become eerily fused for Lenin’s ‘revering’ 

                                                
866 Jaan Sepp. Eesti rahva revolutsioonilised traditsioonid. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 3, 1946, 157. 
867 Gustav Naan. Eestlaste liitumine rahvuseks ja rahvusliku liikumise tekkimine. Eesti Bolsevik, No. 18, 1946, 
1318. 
868 Stites, Revolutionary dreams. Utopian vision and experimental life in the Russian Revolution  (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1989), 90. 
869 Wanner, Burden of Dreams: History and Identity in Post-Soviet Ukraine  (Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 1998), 176. 
870 The suggestion of Heinz-Werner Lawo in Dario Gamboni, The Destruction of Art. Iconoclasm and Vandalism 
since the French Revolution  (London: Reaktion Books,  1997), 347. 
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effect.871 In the Baltic border lands, the statuary carried important spatial weight in 

pronouncing and legitimising the Soviet presence, and in the introduction and cultivation of 

the new Soviet citizen. For the latter purpose, the monuments were to be legible and clear, 

with minimal interference from artisticity and the medium of iconographic communication as 

such.872 Essentially programmatic art, the aesthetics of socialist-realist public sculpture 

obeyed the discursive message conveyed, and the colossal dimensions and the generalized 

features of that message in space rendered cognisable the power of the collective over the 

individual, even if the statue depicted a singular person as it most often did.873 Complete with 

paradal boulevards and spacious squares, the monuments visually empowered the masses 

while rendering the individual powerless in the face of state authority.874   

 

The Soviet reconfiguration of space towards the ‘collective’ and away from the individual and 

the personal was also accomplished through new material solutions in living arrangements. 

The new regime needed a new relationship to material culture in order to establish and 

perpetuate a new Soviet selfhood. The Soviet space would negate the patriarchal capitalist 

social relations and produce a new kind of female subjectivity by liberating women from the 

confines of former domestic roles. The idea of communal kitchen, the use of glossy minimal 

furniture and simple contrasting colours (dark walls, light tables) – all contributed to the 

person’s detachment from home space and the development of a new worker-self, integrated 

into the socialist production chain and one with the factory and the output.875 The Stalinist 

cityscape combined the visual subordination of man with a ‘radiant’ aesthetic promising just 

such future, and with an elevating proletarian idea of the man’s inhabiting the city as 

‘owner’.876 For the Soviet workers, integrated into the production process and detached from 

the atomic home, the monumental spaces of the industrial city were to serve as political hubs, 

                                                
871 Dario Gamboni recounts a witness memory from 1938 when an imposing seven-ton statue was being erected 
in Magnitogorsk and authorities intervened as the workers placed a cable around the bronze-Stalin’s neck to pull 
it up. Ibid., 57. 
872 The Socialist Realist criticism to all types of artists kept insisting on a ‘deeper depiction of the Soviet reality’, 
that would show the ‘people’s heroic work in building socialism and contributing to the might of the Soviet 
country, the Estonian people’s loyalty to the Bolshevik Party and the great Soviet leader Comrade Stalin, and the 
Estonian people’s revolutionary past’. Peegeldada sügavamalt nõukogude tegelikkust. Rahva Haal, 31.01.1950.  
873 Gamboni, The Destruction of Art. Iconoclasm and Vandalism since the French Revolution  (London: 
Reaktion Books, 1997), 57. 
874 See, for example: Klaus  Ronneberger and Georg Schöllhammer, "Monumental and Minimal Space: Soviet 
Modernism in Architecture and Urban Planning. An introduction," Red Thread, no. 2 (2010). 
875 Victor Buchli, An Archaeology of Socialism  (Bloomsbury Academic,  2000). 
876 Catherine Cooke, "Beauty as a Route to 'the Radiant Future': Responses of Soviet Architecture," Journal of 
Design History 10, no. 2 (1997). 
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spelling out social hierarchies, legitimating and perpetuating the regime in material form 

while intimidating the potentially aberrant populations.  

 

In the Estonian SSR, the Stalinist attempts at monumentalisation started where the interwar 

republic had left off – design competitions for the prime monument on Tallinn’s Freedom 

(renamed: Victory) Square. The old, discursively elaborated memory place was dismantled by 

the celebratory gesture of Johannes Vares-Barbarus, Prime Minister in the June government, 

to direct the relevant funds into the construction of the Working People’s Cultural Building 

instead, marking the birth of the Estonian SSR.877 With the former monument project thus 

culminated into an architectural celebration of the new regime, the vehement (and still vacant) 

memory spot was to be fixed and completed with a new marker, honouring the victory in the 

Great Patriotic War. Already in the fall of 1944 after the Soviet arrival in Tallinn, a design 

competition was launched for the Victory Square monument, and won by August Volberg and 

Peeter Tarvas, proposing a composition of a ‘column boldly dashing up towards the sky, with 

a sculptural group on top’.878 The design was visually and conceptually similar to some of the 

prized sketches in the interwar contests, as if continuing some established vision for layout 

and general atmosphere.879 Somehow the interwar predicament continued, however, with 

numerous conceptual plans put forth for the site, but none deemed economically feasible, 

sufficiently expressive, or sensitive enough to the medieval backdrop of old city towers. Quite 

like the unintended prioritization of the intimate square around The Boy in the interwar years, 

the weight of the ‘prime’ memory place in Soviet Tallinn eventually shifted onto a smaller 

area some 200 metres from Victory Square – the Liberators’ Square that had been chosen as 

the site for the compulsory Soviet common grave, complete with a Monument to the 

Liberators of Tallinn, erected in 1947.     

 

                                                
877 The Working People’s Cultural Building was initially planned for Victory Square, the very location of the 
original monument, but that was soon reconsidered and the edifice was eventually completed in 1947 in a nearby 
side street, around 100 metres from the square. Pihlak et al., Vabadussõjast võidusambani  (Tallinn: Valgus, 
2009), 50. Over 15 years, 590,000 Estonian Kroons had been raised for the erection of a central War of 
Independence monument on Tallinn’s Freedom Square. Tamm, "Negotiating the Contested Past. Mnemonic 
Communities and War Monuments in Contemporary Estonia," ([unpublished article from the author]2011), 8. 
878 M. Eller, Monumente ja dekoratiivskulptuure  (Tallinn 1978), 22. Translated and quoted in: Tamm, 
"Negotiating the Contested Past. Mnemonic Communities and War Monuments in Contemporary Estonia," 
([unpublished article from the author]2011), 9. 
879 For example, the winning design resembled the winning sketch from 1937 by Alar Kotli and Ernst Kesa, 
which proposed a 67-metre-high column with an equestrian statue on top. Pihlak et al., Vabadussõjast 
võidusambani  (Tallinn: Valgus, 2009), 49.   
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The removals 

The removal of Independence War memorials as political symbols of the interwar regime and 

representatives of the latest layer of meaning in interwar memory creation – that of top-down 

national statement – proceeded in parallel with the envisioning of new landscapes.880 The 

process was rather sporadic and disorganised in the beginning. Local Secretaries were 

required to report on the state of their commemorative landscapes, and detail the measures 

necessary for effecting the desired changes.881  

 

The Pärnu memorial by Amandus Adamson was demolished using explosives on the night of 

April 15, 1945. The bronze sculptures and reliefs from the monument remained scattered on 

the memorial site, attracting local attention on the next day. As first-hand memories of these 

events rushed into the public sphere in the late 1980s, we learned that four school girls, 16 or 

17 years of age, had resolved to hide parts of the sculpture group the next night. The 100-kilo 

sculpture of the little boy bearing flowers, the only part of the bronzework they could lift, was 

thus buried under a shadowy footpath some 175 meters away from the monument site.882 

Several similar stories surfaced in the late-socialist years of monuments’ resurrection and 

reassembly. The head-turning Torma memorial was eventually destroyed on October 26, 

1948, with its pieces buried by the cemetery guard. The famous head went missing with 

different hearsay spreading among local population as to its final fate, until it was recovered 

some 25 years later at a local man’s home.883 To the communities just as the authorities, and 

especially after the German occupation, the monuments had become the material remains of 

the lost Republic, and the loss was hoped to be temporary.    

                                                
880 The interwar monuments were also removed from texts and art-historical reference books. For example, the 
late-Stalinist and Soviet period continued to celebrate Estonian sculptors such as Ferdi Sannamees 
(Independence War veteran and author of The Boy) and Amandus Adamson (the Pärnu Independence War 
monument), but left the politically incorrect works out of their sculptographies.  
881 For example, on April 6, 1945 Võrumaa county (South-Eastern Estonia) authorities communicate the survival 
of 6 obelisks, 5 other monuments, and 2 plaques from the interwar era. They report that 7 memorials can be 
demolished using explosives while the remaining 4 are too close to buildings. Võrumaa Committee writes to 
First Secretary Nikolai Karotamm: ‘To carry out the demolition work it is necessary to mobilise 15 party 
activists and 275 men from Destruction Battalions. For the demolition of each obelisk and monument, 15 
workers plus 10 people for defence are needed. For handling the monuments located in the vicinity of buildings, 
please send us also pyro technicians as there are no such local specialists here. They should arrive 3-4 days 
before the execution of the works, so they could familiarise themselves with the setting. To carry out the 
demolition works, we need 225 kilograms of explosives (trinitrotoluol), 15 metres of ignition chord, 125 metres 
of detonating fuse, and a 100 ignition capsules, since there is no demolition material on the spot. For the removal 
of debris we will need to use 11 trucks, which we have, but there is no petrol.’ Source: the report of Chairman 
Tamm of the EC(b)P Võrumaa Committee to EC(b)P Central Committee First Secretary Nikolai Karotamm, 
April 6, 1945, Estonian National Archive.  
882 Strauss, Vabadussõja mälestusmärgid I  (Keila: ETPV trükikoda, 2002), 25. 
883 Ibid., 30. 
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After the debacle of the nightly explosion in Pärnu, which clearly opposed the authorities to 

the local population and even implied some awareness of the criminality of the affair on the 

part of the executors, the issue was discussed in the EC(b)P Central Committee’s Bureau. 

Stenographic records from a meeting on May 23, 1945, reveal the leaders’ concern with the 

public image of the removals, and their resolve to employ the high level of popular attention 

that the monuments are receiving, rather than unwittingly encourage collective attachment to 

the markers by performing top-down acts of iconoclasm. The Chairman of the Presidium 

Johannes Vares-Barbarus suggests to approach the matter from ‘below’, with people 

themselves raising the issue, in relation to the fifth anniversary of the ESSR, for example. 

Painter Adamson-Eric observes artistic value in some monuments, proposing their 

preservation and adaptation using inscriptions. There are even suggestions of investigating 

how the monuments are preserved in the people’s understanding, and incorporating that into 

the removal strategies. 

 

The First Secretary of the Central Committee Nikolai Karotamm is determined but cautious. 

He wants to see the monuments removed over the summer months, but warns his colleagues 

against ‘tightening the situation too much’: he supports the ‘educational’ gatherings for local 

populations but does not think signatures should be collected in support of the removals.884 

The meeting resolves to launch ‘explanatory work’ in the localities to provide ideological 

guidance but also to help gather insight into when the monuments could be removed. The 

removals are suggested to be performed by the Estonian Rifle Corps, the national Red Army 

formation, who would be popularly and ‘fully entitled to demand the removal’ of the 

monuments.885  The discussion communicates the Bureau’s perceived necessity to re-

ideologize rather than demonstrate power. The armed resistance in the woods and slow 

ideological progress raise dilemmas of whether a demonstration of power in the 

memoryscapes helps or hinders the current agenda of sovietisation, leading the Bureau to 

debate a balance between controlling by coercion or cooperation, thus exemplifying the 

                                                
884 The instructions that go out to the county Secretaries urge the destruction of all ‘monuments and plaques put 
up during the German occupation’ within August 1945. The same memo orders the review of street names: any 
surviving dedication to ‘bourgeois Estonian personages’ was to be removed and new suggestions for street 
names were to be run by the central authorities. Source: the correspondence of First Secretary Nikolai Karotamm 
to the Secretaries of counties, August 6, 1945. Estonian National Archive.  
885 Johannes Vares-Barbarus. Stenographic notes from the Estonian Communist (bolshevik) Party Central 
Committee’s Bureau meeting on May 23, 1945, at the Estonian National Archive. 
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‘softer line’ pursued by home grown Zhdanovian ‘June Communists’, as the retrospective 

evaluation would have it. The emphasis in the plans for rearranging the monumental 

landscapes thus moves from secretarial exchanges on gunpowder quantities and Destruction 

Battalion participation numbers to the ‘ideological education’ potential (and necessity) of the 

enterprise. 

 

The	  Boy	  

The surprise detonations and Destruction Battalions were thus abandoned, and more removals 

took place publicly, with the participation of the Estonian Rifle Corps. The removal of The 

Boy in 1948 is an example of a more ‘informed’, public operation, although no explicit press 

campaigns regarding the monuments were launched until the change of leadership and 

direction in 1950. The ‘ideological work’ in the public textual space unfolded around the 

general concept of ‘bourgeois nationalism’, politicising the era and depriving it of all cultural 

merit. However as The Boy proceedings demonstrate, the initiative for the removal was 

presented to have come from the workers of the education sector, and the dismantlement was 

indeed preceded by ‘explanation work’ among those most attached to the monument and thus 

most likely, as evidenced by the first Soviet dismantlement, to put up resistance – the pupils 

of the Science School. 

 

After standing in central Tallinn remarkably long with even the inscription intact, (possibly 

for reasons articulated in the CC Bureau meeting), The Boy was brought to public attention 

during the III Party Conference of the Central District of Tallinn (March 27-29, 1948). The 

head of the city’s Schools’ Department Anna Brandt used the monument in her presentation 

as an example of educational work undone, voicing ‘collective self-criticism’ in reference to 

both the Party and the teachers: ‘Let us take the Second School for instance, the Estonian 

school that is located next to the Estonia theatre. Until this day, there stands that memorial 

monument, and it is a shame to look at it – the monument is dedicated to the liberators of 

Estonia that fought against the Soviet power in the civil war. The pupils themselves should 

have said that this monument ought to be taken down.’886 The day after this strongly worded 

observation, dismantlement works began, involving Estonian workers from the mechanics 

                                                
886 Estonian National Archive f. 287, n. 8, s. 1, 92. 
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division of the city’s Wellbeing Combine and Russian workers from the port factory.887 

According to eye-witness accounts produced in the early 1990s, the work was visibly hard 

and the separation of the statue from its pedestal was not achieved with just hammers and 

crowbars as intended, owing to the ‘decent work done in the German years’. Eventually, 

cranes were used to lift the statue up with the pedestal. The fate of the statue was never 

confirmed, but different sightings and hearsay produced the popular knowledge that The Boy 

ended up in a metal-crusher at the port factory,888 and that the pedestal was refurbished to 

serve under Tallinn’s Lenin.889     

 

Even before the III Conference pronounced the issue though, officials from the Central 

Committee’s education division visited lessons at the Second School (as the Science School 

was called during the Soviet years) and explained the necessity of removing the artwork. As 

the students remember, one of the aspects emphasised to render the dismantlement 

understandable for the young minds was The Boy’s inappropriate nudity. So rather than 

necessarily attempt re-ideologization as a tool or benefit of the affair, the ‘explanatory work’ 

was primarily concerned with silencing public resistance to the dismantlement. The memoirs 

of the alumni suggest that the unaesthetical and inappropriate male figure with low artistic 

value was the primary reason articulated for the upcoming removal, and a new more beautiful 

statue was promised to be erected on the same spot.890 As a rule, the memories collected in the 

early post-Soviet time tend to emphasise the ideological conditioning of the Stalinist years, 

ridiculing it and recounting popular resistance in the form of a ‘humour culture’, while also 

remembering the more private ‘humour heroics’ of secretly laughing at or working against the 

regime. It is thus quite telling that the ‘monument classes’ at the Second School are distinctly 

remembered to have not been particularly ideological, and they can be taken to reveal 

something about the intentions and priorities of the Central Committee. The dismantlement, 

clearly unavoidable in the late-Stalinist cityscape, sought to avoid confrontation and public 

provocations, and control the impact of the ‘negative space’ of the missing monument in the 

                                                
887 According to Estonian post-Soviet participant memories, one of the Estonian truck drivers (the one operating 
the most capable machine in terms of horse power) deliberately sabotaged the operation and cunningly disabled 
his chances of cooperation by driving the machine into the soft soil off the road close to the monument site. The 
memories of the City’s Wellbeing Combine worker Elmar Juhka, as told to Mart Karmo in March 1992. Karmo, 
Ühe vabadussamba lugu  (Tallinn: Huma, 1993), 43-44.    
888 According to factory workers’ memories, more interwar memorials ended up in that very metal crushing 
machine, such as the monument from in front of the Tondi Military School, erected in honour of the cadets fallen 
when suppressing the attempted Communist coup on December 1, 1924. Ants Lond (May 1993). Ibid., 45.    
889 The memories of Ants Lond (May 1993) and Elmar Juhka (March 1992). Ibid., 44-45. 
890 Ibid., 45-46. Also: the memories of Paavo Nurme (May 1993). 
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aftermath, by what the leadership deemed the most effective means, which in this case was 

not thought to be flaming images of ‘people’s enemies’ and ‘bourgeois nationalism’.     

 

While most memories mention fear as an important pacifier of the population and even of the 

traditionally more ‘reckless’ and confrontational social group of school youth, a new 

emphasis, priorly hidden in the turbulent war years of collective emotionality, falls on 

something that could be understood as war fatigue. The transitional period of early post-war 

Stalinism in Estonia is a blend of aggression, fear, control, pretence and manipulation, but 

also post-catastrophic recovery and moments of attempted reconciliation between the 

executors of the regime and the society through building new social structures, cityscapes and 

accepted threads of mnemonic identification. Even if the regime’s pursuit of compromise 

arises primarily out of necessity and lack of absolute control, it nevertheless defines the 

relationship between the two in a different, post-catastrophic way, marked by the beginnings 

of a new sense of stability and durability. The two Soviet dismantlements of The Boy (1940 

and 1948) vary for both the demolishers and the defenders. The post-war affair draws a much 

smaller crowd, and no militia presence. The teachers of the school have undertaken further 

discussions with the pupils to minimize the likelihood of protests. The economic situation was 

difficult for most families, and the pupils’ stories disclose early attempts to adjust to the new 

reality and think rather about the future than congregate in the spirit of protest, especially with 

the severe punishments in place for ‘disorderly’ conduct.891     

  

Certain ‘insider’ rituals were sporadically performed around the empty site, but these mostly 

belonged within the celebrations of the school calendar, such as students placing their flowers 

on the monument site after the last festive assembly of the school year. However, four days 

after the dismantlement, an interesting pupils’ demonstration did take place, ostensibly 

celebrating the homecoming of school mate Heikki Karjus, recently crowned Soviet Union 

youth champion in skiing, from Arkhangelsk. Starting from the central train station, where the 

young champion arrived, more than 100 pupils from the Second School marched in a single 

file into the city, carrying Karjus at the head of the procession, followed by 4-5 brass players. 

The line of boys, more than a hundred meters long, walked through the city, stopping traffic, 

                                                
891 Memories of Eino Joost (June 1993) and Paavo Nurme (May 1993). Ibid., 45-47. 



 

 
 
 

234 

and playing popular songs. According to the memories of the participants, they did not 

explicitly pass by the monument site, but The Boy was on their mind.892  

 

The City Committee kept close watch of the people's reaction to the dismantlement, and 

reported the pupils’ parade to the Central Committee as a demonstration: ‘From the train 

station, the pupils headed to the school house, where they organised a peculiar demonstration 

by the base of the removed monument. To the tune of some old march, they walked past the 

monument site in single file, one foot on the pavement and the other one in the gutter. This 

outdated bourgeois custom of single file is also still popular among the students of the 

Polytechnic Institute. […] State security organs have been informed.’893  

 

Given the role of the pupils’ monument in the interwar memoryscape and the history of 

collective-emotional episodes on the site, the modest shadowy corner remained in the orbit of 

interest for the authorities over the entire Soviet period. After the first flower incident in the 

summer of 1948, the place was temporarily sealed off with barbed wire, and guarded. The 

school was under scrutiny for attention devoted to the empty site, with most flower-layings 

resulting in the headmaster’s interrogation by the authorities, the last of which took place as 

late as 1988. The Boy had thus become a niche memory site, and a slightly rebellious maturity 

challenge for the School folk, honoured in waves, depending on the pupils’ cohorts and the 

teachers’ views on the matter. The absence and the idea of the monument once again became 

a monument, this time to a tradition, to group belonging, and to continuity, but also, in some 

inverse way, to a future, as the flower-laying marked the last day of school for the 

participants, and thus a kind of maturity rite. The empty square of gravel and grass was also 

continually ‘remembered’ by the authorities, since activities around the invisible symbol 

remained monitored and criminalised, perpetuating an almost ritual encounter of the youths 

and the regime in the monument site, and adding a layer of a tradition-honouring self-

actualisation ‘dare’ to the school youths’ Soviet identity.      

 

                                                
892 Memories of Heikki Karjus (June 1993) and Rein Volt (June 1993). Ibid., 46-47. 
893 The report by the information instructor N. Koch and City Committee secretary A. Krundel, Estonian 
National Archive. ERA f. 5, n. 5, s. 43, 18. The single-file march was a Science School tradition from the 1930s 
when a legendary physics teacher P. Ederberg required the pupils to arrive this way in class. The Polytechnic 
Institute was the most popular choice for further study among Science School graduate, hence they continued the 
tradition in their next institution. Ibid., 46.   
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Kalevipoeg	  

Despite the continued correspondence from the county Secretaries, detailing the state of the 

commemorative landscapes and demonstrating rather extensive cooperation on the part of the 

local home grown officials,894 the actual destruction work remains modest and awaitingly 

noncommittal until the ideological turn against the ‘softness’ of the June Communists’ 

performance and against any remains of the bourgeois nationalist culture, which is articulated 

at the VIII Plenary Session of the Estonian Communist Party (the March Plenum) in 1950.  

After the Plenum, the ESSR’s Council of Ministers issued a directive for a list to be compiled 

of the remaining pre-Soviet monuments, which yielded new correspondence from the local 

committees all over the republic and speeded up the process.895 In parallel with the official 

proceedings, a press campaign was launched to discredit the remaining memorials publicly 

and create an active popular base for action against the monumental misfits. The campaign 

and public removal of the state symbol Kalevipoeg in Tartu, and its substitution with a 

cultural monument for the same literary phenomenon (a bust of Friedrich Reinhold 

Kreutzwald, the credited author of the national epic poem Kalevipoeg) exemplifies the more 

experienced ideological-educational approach to rearranging the landscape in the early 1950s. 

 

Tartu’s Kalevipoeg became one of the monuments removed shortly after the March plenum, 

in celebration of the 10th anniversary of the Estonian SSR.896 The monument, damaged in the 

war, stood with 10 bullet holes in the statue and 6 scars in the pedestal, inscriptions long 

removed. The dismantlement was prepared in the press – the issue was raised in a ‘readers’ 

contribution’ article to Edasi (Forward, EC[b]P Tartu City Committee’s newspaper) on April 

23, 1950, entitled ‘Against the remains of bourgeois nationalism’.897 The article was a call for 

removing Kalevipoeg as the country prepares for the anniversary, signed by 9 young workers 

from the Tartu Comb Factory. The piece leads with a celebratory constatation of the ‘new 

victories in each field’ that accompany the ESSR’s arrival in its 10th full year of existence. 

                                                
894 Orders were primarily given over the phone without leaving a reproducible trail, but one folder remains in the 
Estonian National Archive, demonstrating the extent of local participation in organising and carrying out the 
removals. The correspondence covers the years 1945-1950. Estonian National Archive, ERAF f. 1, n. 3, s. 501.     
895 Tamm, "Negotiating the Contested Past. Mnemonic Communities and War Monuments in Contemporary 
Estonia," ([unpublished article from the author]2011), 9. 
896 An important equivalent in Tallinn, demolished on the same occasion, was the memorial edifice in the 
Garrison Cemetery (designed by Edgar Johan Kuusik and built in 1928), a site that had become an important 
state monument in the 1930s, with foreign state visitors ceremonially bringing flowers and wreaths to the place. 
It was demolished by the Estonian Rifle Corps. Kangilaski, ed. Eesti kunsti ajalugu. 6, I osa, 1940-1991 
(Tallinn: Sihtasutus Kultuurileht, 2013), 119.   
897 Kodanliku natsionalismi sailmete vastu. Edasi, 23.04.1950. 
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The Comb Factory youths posit themselves as hardworking Estonian people, who honour and 

live by the fact that ‘every well-accomplished assignment, every item produced over the norm 

helps to fortify our working people’s historic victory and speed up our homeland’s arrival to 

Communism’. In line with the standard scheme of ‘emotional waves’ in Soviet texts, the 

article then moves to incite anger in the reader against obstacles on the path of the 

aforementioned success. The workers write: 

 
At the same time, there remain monuments in town that remind us painfully of bourgeois terror and the fight of 
the bourgeois clique against the workers. One of such monuments is the so-called “freedom monument” erected 
on the Emajõgi riverbank that the bourgeois nationalists attempt to disguise with the name Kalevipoeg. While the 
dates of the class war 1918-1920 have been removed from the base of the monument, this does not change the 
intentions, with which the bourgeois clique erected the statue – to celebrate their victory over workers.   
 
The next paragraph of the carefully considered text elaborates on the signatories’ appreciation 

of the national culture and the grand epic Kalevipoeg, as it ‘demonstrates the heroic fight of 

our people against German aggressors’. By stressing the value of the epic as the ‘people’s 

literary treasure’ and ‘an expression of national uniqueness’, the text strives to separate the 

anti-German heroics from the interwar nationalist monopoly of defining and celebrating them. 

The article redrafts the monument as a mockery of the working people’s achievements and of 

the accomplishments depicted in Kalevipoeg:    

 
We do not accept that the oppressors of the working class, distorting the meaning of our national epic and 
dishonourably abusing the people’s love and respect for their epic, set up a marker for their victory in the class 
war under this very name. 
 

The discourse redeems the audience as victims of bourgeois deception and frees the national 

(or alternatingly termed people’s) epic to be celebrated as social glue in the Soviet 

contemporaneity as well as in the historical and literary retrospective. The monument was 

thus expressly politicised as a victory marker of the hostile regime, and separated from the 

positive figure it had sought to exploit. The strong Stalinist rhetoric expresses contempt for 

such disguise by its practice of double undermining: the use of so-called and the addition of 

quotation marks to the mnemonically charged combination ‘freedom monument’. The article 

closes with a demanding tone, calling for a decision on the part of the town’s leadership 

regarding this matter ‘in the nearest time’.898  

 

                                                
898 E. Kulm, A. Nolk, A. Jakobson, V. Lohmus, M. Maltna, S. Reha, L. Hussar, A. Anderson, R. Kaarman. 
Kodanliku natsionalismi sailmete vastu. Edasi, 23.04.1950. 
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The piece is quickly followed by an even angrier address filled with crude, dramatic language 

by 5 students from Tartu State University, attacking the monument of Villem Reiman, a cleric 

and leader in the National Awakening movement. The article is headlined ‘How much longer 

will the monument to the founder of class-distant ideology stand?’ The text makes references 

to Reiman’s writings and incriminates him for cooperating with the Baltic German nobility as 

part of the moderate wing of the Awakening ideologists.899 The article also addresses the 

popularity of the statue and Reiman’s person during the German occupation as an expectable 

consequence and proof of his anti-people legacy and efforts to cover up the ill blood that the 

population actually harboured against the Germans. With nothing positive left to detract from 

the image after its association with the harmful compromise-prone camp of the national 

movement and thus class enemy, the article serves to invoke a broader context of public 

awareness and participation prior to the dismantlements.900  

 

On the morning of April 28 (29 according to some sources) the dismantling of Kalevipoeg 

was performed. According to the Estonian monument researcher Mati Strauss, the military 

men arrived, placed a cable wire around the statue’s neck, but failed to move it using just a 

truck. A caterpillar tractor Stalinets was then sent for to complete the job by midday. While a 

heart-breaking scene for many, such proceedings also posit the monument as a symbol of 

toughness until its last moments. The statue was later known to have been broken into pieces 

for metal reuse.901  

 

A few weeks after the affair, another readers’ article appeared on the topic of Tartu’s 

monuments. It welcomed the rightful removal of both Kalevipoeg and Reiman by then, and 

raised the issue of a third eyesore in the cityscape that required similar action – the monument 

to Gustav II Adolf of Sweden, the monarch credited with the founding of Tartu University 

(monument erected in 1928). The three attacks on the three monuments cover quite 

                                                
899 Reiman worked closely with Jaan Tõnisson, who, according to the post-war reading of the National 
Awakening, started his activity when national bourgeoisie ‘could no longer objectively be the leader of masses’ 
and feared its ‘own people’s lower layers’, knowingly seeking compromise with the ‘German barons’ and the 
czarist administration. Gustav Naan. Eestlaste liitumine rahvuseks ja rahvusliku liikumise tekkimine. Eesti 
Bolsevik, No. 18, 1946, 1341.    
900 V. Kaarna, A. Künnap, S. Uustalu, H. Tigane, H. Tolga. Kui kaua püsib monument klassivõõra ideoloogia 
loojale? Edasi, 25.04.1950.  
901 The metal would be reused, except for the head which was believed to have been taken home by somebody 
people called Keisu. Strauss, Vabadussõja mälestusmärgid I  (Keila: ETPV trükikoda, 2002), 199. The popular 
stories about the statues’ fate and particularly that of the heads was the main shared discourse that remained from 
the monuments, combining ‘humour culture’ with commemoration. 
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adequately the main points of the post-war rearrangements in mnemonic spaces and historical 

thinking. Bringing Gustav Adolf to public attention, the four citizens underscore the 

bourgeois ‘servility before the West’, and define the monument as a celebration of the 

bourgeois victory, divorcing it from Tartu’s academic traditions. The text contests the 

foundation myth of the University,902 and points to the fact that the statue was unveiled on the 

occasion of the Republic’s 10th anniversary, a year that had little to do with the academic 

establishment or its history. The article takes the reader back to the unveiling ceremony, the 

speeches of which are remembered to have emphasised ‘independence’ and ‘Westernness’ 

over academic traditions. The press campaign thus covered Independence War victory, 

National Awakening, and dependence on the West as the immediate concerns of landscape 

change. Within this all-encompassing discourse of monumental cleansing, only Kalevipoeg, 

no doubt the dearest site of the three, merited some language of positive identification and 

promise of a potential reinterpretation, even if that meant replacement. 

 

Unlike the Boy, the Tartu prime memory site was overwritten with a new monument 

honouring the same, previously liberated figure and symbol of Kalevipoeg, placed in an 

expressly literary realm. On December 28, 1952, a granite bust of Friedrich Reinhold 

Kreutzwald, the author of the epic poem was unveiled on the same spot.903 The memoryscape 

thus provided continuities alongside the rupture. The location had been renamed October 

Avenue and the former celebration of the people’s hero Kalevipoeg was clearly referenced in 

the monument to his creator. Kalevipoeg as the literary cornerstone of the Estonian nation and 

one of the symbols of the National Awakening movement elegantly bracketed the interwar 

decades, and allowed for the celebration of the protagonist’s heroic feats within the tradition 

of emancipatory literature, the ‘fight’ of which began in the Awakening days and culminated 

in the Soviet reality. The magnified split between the moderate and the radical wing in the 

National Awakening thus materialised in the town’s memoryscape – one leader of the 

movement was removed as a harmful ideologue (Reiman’s statue was taken down in 1950) 

and another one was carved in granite for his progressive contributions (Kreutzwald was 

unveiled in 1952). In the monument, Kreutzwald is said to have been successfully depicted as 

a ‘solid person of his time, a creative and spirited mind that deeply contemplated the fate of 
                                                
902 According to the author, the Academia Gustaviana founded by Gustav Adolf in 1632 in Tartu soon moved to 
Pärnu where it ceased to exist, leaving no connecting threads to the contemporary university in Tartu.  
903 The authors of the triple life size bust were sculptors Martin Saks and Johannes Hirv; the base was designed 
by architects Mart Port, Heiki Karro and Ants Mellik. Voldemar Erm. Kiirustamine ei anna  haid tulemusi. Sirp 
ja vasar, 06.05.1953. 
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his people.’904 The continuity of the Kalevipoeg image on the site and the ‘innocence’ of the 

literary space in which the people’s hero Kreutzwald was presented, allowed for a rather 

uncontroversial politicisation of the writer and his aspirations within the Soviet discourse. The 

Kalevipoeg theme continued on the site suggests his commemoration as first and foremost an 

author, while the Soviet press celebrates the memorial as one to a ‘great people’s enlightener 

and democrat’. The ‘safe’ literary space that the figure is rooted in thus allows for both 

cultural and re-politicised readings of the memory place, making it a smart replacement for 

the previous marker.  

 

As part of the cultural landscape and thus less protected than the 15 large-scale Stalinist 

monuments erected in Estonia in the post-war years, the Kreutzwald monument elicited 

criticism regarding its hasty execution and resemblance to two other busts put up in Tartu that 

same year, which was said to diminish the effect and artistic reach of the work. The criticism 

was voiced from the angle of aesthetic and architectural accomplishment and thus remained 

within the discursive mainstream of pursuing a worthy memorial to the ‘enlightener’. 

Constructive criticism towards the rendition was enabled by the cultural-national character of 

the monument, which spared it from the quasi-religious unity of copy and prototype. 

 

Art historian Voldemar Erm considers the realization of the monument unsuccessful 

particularly because the pedestal was created before and not according to the bust, resulting in 

a mismatch between the two. Also, the bust is not accentuated by a necessary extra strip 

separating it from the pedestal, leaving a clumsy impression of the bust growing out of the 

mass of its base. The layout of the site with its lamp post groupings and an unnecessarily high 

earthen mound under the monument attracts further disapproval. The Kreutzwald piece is 

discussed to be part of the same mnemonic landscape as busts to Nikolai Nilovich Burdenko, 

academic and founder of Russian neurosurgery, and Nikolai Ivanovich Pirogov, a coryphée of 

Russian medical science.905 It is thus securely placed in a group of cultural and scientific 

characters, the memorialisation of which leaves freer space for ‘collective’ artistic ‘self-

criticism’, even after the execution of the marker, and for discussions of public art from a 

spatial and not primarily ideological perspective. 

                                                
904 Voldemar Erm. Kiirustamine ei anna haid tulemusi. Sirp ja vasar, 06.05.1953.  
905 Voldemar Erm. Kiirustamine ei anna haid tulemusi. Sirp ja vasar, 06.05.1953. The authors of the Burdenko 
bust are August Vomm and Lagle Israel. The Pigorov monument is designed by Juhan Raudsepp and Arseni 
Mölder. Kangilaski, ed. Eesti kunsti ajalugu. 6, I osa, 1940-1991 (Tallinn: Sihtasutus Kultuurileht, 2013), 192. 
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An uncontroversial character for both the regime and the population, Kreutzwald was to 

neutralise the memory place while building on its former theme, pronouncing the character 

and symbol used in the interwar statue positive and progressive, and denouncing only the 

bourgeois nationalist clique that misrepresented it. The removal operation from the 

discrediting press campaign to the erection of the new statue sought to change the memory 

rather than erase it, and even retrospectively validate the former collective appreciation of 

Kalevipoeg’s heroics on that site. The incorporation and material transformation of the former 

story of the lieu is very different from the continued official ‘remembering’ of the space of 

The Boy by watching it, marking it off with barbed wire, and criminalising the 

acknowledgement of an empty square metre. The theme of Kalevipoeg allowed for the 

renewal more comfortably within the context of the Soviet celebration of national cultures, 

while The Boy was more sensitive and abstract. The two monuments had leaned towards two 

different discourse units (freedom and nation), and represented two very different 

iconographic pursuits. The strong state-orchestrated nation as pronounced in the Kalevipoeg 

of the 1930s lent itself to more natural redrafting since it expressed the contents and 

characteristics of the nation, alongside the freedom ideal. Also, the Soviet discourse engaged 

only with the latter half of the interwar period and its top-down monumentalisation efforts, 

which made it easier to denounce these sites as bourgeois oppression and seal their demise 

with a new material presence. The Boy, however, represents something more elusive, the 

spirit of freedom, with its modest and delicate aesthetics, and almost sacred commemorative 

experiences, the physical replacement of which would have been ‘harder’ on the population, 

and constituted an explicit power demonstration. Contributing to the difficulty of overwriting 

the space of The Boy was its school connection – the inception, funding scheme, name and 

location, all placed the capital’s prime monument in something of a protective school-themed 

disguise, possibly contributing to (though certainly not deciding) the fate of that empty space. 

In addition, it made significantly more spatial sense to put up a new Soviet monument on the 

paradal riverside avenue where Kalevipoeg had stood, than it did for the intimate shadowy 

school-adjacent street corner of The Boy, where it would have looked rather like an out of 

place overreaction, emphasising what it was there to cover up. Thus The Boy remained a bit of 

a wound for both the officials and the population, until it turned into a natural place of 

gathering and discussion in the late-socialist currents of change. 
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All in all, only 8 Independence War monuments survived the second Soviet assault intact, 13 

others endured with either inscriptions removed or other damage inflicted.906 To imply 

continuity and value ‘patrimony’, the term ‘historical monument’ was popularised to denote 

the old fortified town centres like Toompea in Tallinn.907 A new category ‘revolutionary 

monument’ appeared to signify the existing monuments that relate to the workers’ 

movement.908 The most celebratory and public aspect of mnemonic rearrangement, however, 

concerned the design contests and unveilings of the new Stalinist monuments in the 

recovering cityscapes.  

 

The New Landscape 

The post-war attempts to envision a new monumental landscape present architectural 

sovietisation as a gradual tightening of ideological controls and the strengthening of the all-

Soviet symbolism at the expense of ‘national form’ or local city planning logic. The process 

of monumental ‘sovietisation’ does not only involve fashioning effective narrative and visual 

communication between the state authority and the viewer, but rather produces a network of 

relationships  between the architects, the recipient audience, the Party, and the architectural 

juries. The conception of early Soviet monument landscapes was an enterprise primarily 

concerned with monitoring and directing wayward architects, and minimising their dissent by 

increasingly narrowing down ideological criteria for eligible monument designs.909 The 

competition briefs and the proposed conceptual designs were a stage for the communication 

of ‘insider’ symbolic messages to the native population behind the backs of unaware officials, 

for the counter effort of developing control over such messages, for the ‘education’ of the 

interwar architectural cadre in matters of socialist realism and Soviet ideology, for negotiating 

                                                
906 Strauss, Vabadussõja mälestusmärgid I  (Keila: ETPV trükikoda, 2002), 307. 
907 E.g. J. Genss. Ajaloolised malestusmargid jutustavad… Noorus, No. 2, 1946, 62-63. The term would also be 
applied to sites that narrate the historical Estonian-Russian friendship and involvement. For instance, the small 
wooden house in the south of Estonia in which the Treaty of Cardis was signed between Russia and Sweden. E. 
Laaneste. Hoolimatus ajaloolise malestusmargi vastu. Rahva Haal, 25.05.1950.   
908 For example, Tallinn’s seaside monument Russalka is remembered to have congregated workers since May 1, 
1905. Tallinna revoltusioonilisi malestusmarke. Moodunud aegadest. Ohtuleht, 20.05.1950. The ‘revolutionary’ 
memory layer further consists of the graves of Estonian communists such as Jaan Kreuks and Vilhelmine 
Klement, and sites relating to noteworthy individuals or encounters, such as a plaque dedicated to Mihhail 
Kalinin’s activities in Tallinn’s machine factory ‘Volta’. Viigem opilasi revolutsiooniliste sundmuste 
malestuspaikadesse. Noukogude opetaja, 26.05.1950.    
909 Also, broader ideological education was attempted. For example, an Estonian SSR Architects’ Union meeting 
resolved to show a film entitled Great Friendship to enhance the architects’ familiarity with socialist realism, 
and proposed that members frequent Marxist-Leninist night school. Meeting notes from 1948, discussed in 
L'Heureux, "Representing Ideology, Designing Memory," in The Sovietization of the Baltic States 1940-1953, 
ed. Mertelsmann (Tartu: Kleio, 2003), 208-209.  
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the role of national particularities within the Soviet city, and even for opposition and open 

mockery of the regime on the part of the architects, as post-Soviet thinkers have suggested. 

The designs reached a wider audience through press photos and articles, but also in the open 

exhibitions where the public was invited to write notes expressing their preferences. Specialist 

discussions were held in the Estonian Architects’ Union, the Architectural Administration of 

ESSR, and the juries’ meetings, and since the prime monument only developed discursively 

(much like its interwar counterpart), the main legacy of the period was the readjusting of the 

architectural cadres and the ideological education of the professional group that performs the 

material indoctrination in the cityscape, as well as the introduction of public deliberation of 

the cityscapes in Soviet terms.  

 

The group of architects involved in the post-war monumentalisation efforts was increasingly 

diverse. 32 of the 84 registered interwar architects remained in Estonia after the war and only 

around 20 continued to practice.910 Those that did, however, were likely to participate in state-

organised design contests as the main impellent of urban construction. As a result, some of the 

same architects that had submitted designs for the Independence Monument competitions in 

1931, 1933 and 1938, responded also to the 1944 call for Victory Monument ideas for the 

same location, creating a certain continuity of vision and aesthetics. Edgar Johan Kuusik, the 

author of several Independence War memorials, including the arch-like memorial edifice in 

the Tallinn Garrison Cemetery; Alar Kotli, who proposed the elaborate project The Grove 

(Hiis) in the style of old-Estonian woods of worship in 1931; and Ferdi Sannamees, who 

authored The Boy are some of those cross-rupture architects, although exact names and 

numbers are unattainable due to the custom of destroying the identification data for non-

winning projects. Like any professional field, the country's architecture elite was diversified 

by the arrival of Soviet-grown Estonians from Russia, who spoke the language but remained 

otherwise distant to the local culture. In addition, the monument contests were open to the 

architects of other Union republics who increasingly contributed as the enterprise withdrew 

from local mythology and moved towards the unambiguous celebration of Soviet leaders. 

Marie L’Heureux has observed that the divergent interwar group of Estonian architects with 

very different plans for the Independence Monument, irreconcilable to the point of halting the 

venture, performed as a visibly cohesive group within the changed cadre configuration and 

                                                
910 Ibid., 208. 
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the new ideological imperatives, transmitting a sense of national identity that rather bridged 

their artistic differences.        

 

In many cases, the artists’ and architects’ biographical experiences possibly informed their 

creative relocation into the Soviet commemorative canon. Three of them, all active in the 

interwar scene as well as the post-war monumentalisation efforts, arise as interesting 

examples of the meandering biographical backgrounds behind the attempts to recast the 

Estonian identity offer. Ferdi Sannamees (1895-1963), the author of the famed Boy, went on 

to be a highly successful artist during the Soviet decades, celebrated for being one of the first 

locally educated sculpture talents.911  

 

Sannamees was born on a farm in southern Estonia, and his childhood differed little from that 

of other country youth. His school years were divided between a local Arula parish school, a 

Russian Orthodox school in Otepää, and later, a public pro-gymnasium in that same town. 

Coming of age, he tried a variety of activities, searching for his passion. He entered the Tartu 

School of Commerce, but failed to take an interest in the subject, returning instead to his 

family home in hopes of helping the struggling farm raise a profit. Following in the footsteps 

of his forefathers, he began practicing woodwork, not abandoning his childhood hobby of 

drawing. Having recognised creative work as his calling, Sannamees left the farm again to 

work as a retouching assistant for a photographer’s studio in the town of Rakvere. Before 

long, World War I took him to Petrograd to serve in the czar’s army, while the subsequent 

conflict, the Estonian War of Independence, saw him work at the Tartu prisoner of war camp 

in the ranks of the Estonian defence forces. His mobilisation during the War of Independence 

later provided his work with additional recognition, assuming connection with lived 

experience and authentic emotion. During the war, Sannamees also started his art practice, 

learning, at first, from landscape painter Konrad Mägi at his studio, the closest establishment 

to an art school in Tartu at the time. In 1919, just as Tartu’s art school ‘Pallas’ opened its 

doors in the newly established republic, Sannamees put himself through four years of studies, 

first as a painter and graphic artist, then as a sculptor. As an early home-grown professional, 

Sannamees was employed to teach art before he even graduated. His works were admired and 

incorporated into exhibitions in art centres around Europe.  

 

                                                
911 “Ferdi Sannamees,” Postimees, 20.11.1945. 
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The first Soviet year reconfigured the expectations placed on artists, and Sannamees, among 

others, became involved in the work of committees established to structure and reorganise 

Estonian art life. Soviet-era art commentary detects an important intensification of the theme 

of ‘work’ and ‘workers’ in Sannamees’ creation during the first Soviet year, but even his 

interwar artistic expression is observed to speak of socialist affinities.912 The sculptor’s 

wartime conduct thus safeguards him from associations with earlier undesirable work and 

offers his story up for a Soviet celebratory reading. In 1941, he evacuated to Cheboksary on 

the Volga River in Chuvashia, along with five other artists. While the others continued their 

journey before long, Sannamees remained in Cheboksary, taking up a job as a props carpenter 

with the Chuvash State Academic Theatre. Residing in a riverside house, he continued 

drawing and sculpting portraits of locals. He worked there until he was invited to Moscow as 

part of the Soviet leadership’s design to gather artists from occupied territories in order to 

sustain and encourage their creative contribution. Sannamees was the first Estonian artist to 

arrive; he was soon joined by Enn Roos, Garibaldi Pommer and Aleksander Kaasik. Moscow 

exhibitions dedicated to the Great Patriotic War (1942) and to the 600th anniversary of Jüriöö 

Uprising (1943) served as an orientation of sorts for the artists, who ‘developed and grew in 

the course of the exhibition preparations.’913 Sannamees prepared sculptures depicting battle 

scenes or the soldiers’ emotional, yet determined departure for war. In October 1944, 

Sannamees returned to Tallinn, following his appointment as the head of Estonian SSR’s 

Artists’ Union. He also took office as the acting director of Tallinn State Applied Art Institute, 

and worked as a professor of sculpture at the same establishment. Author of several successful 

monument designs to receive mention from juries, his most famous contribution to Soviet 

Estonian memoryscapes was Tartu’s Lenin, unveiled in 1952.  

 

Another celebrated sculptor Enn Roos was born to an Estonian family of agronomists at a 

manor in the Tambov region of Russia, but the family resolved to move back to Estonia in 

1912 when Enn was only four. In the 1930s, he attended art school at Pallas. As the war 

arrived in Estonia, Enn Roos, like Sannamees, practiced his craft in Moscow, producing 

sculptures that weaved the Estonian history of struggles into the on-going conflict. Upon his 

return to Estonia in 1944, Roos worked as a sculpture professor at the State Art Institute, and 

began preparing the monument for Tallinn’s Liberators’ Square. While his interwar creative 

                                                
912 Heini Paas, Ferdi Sannamees. 1895-1963  (Tallinn: Kunst,  1974), 52. 
913 Ibid., 54-55. 
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persona was criticised for succumbing to bourgeois influence, his war-time involvement in 

Moscow positioned him favourably in the late-Stalinist art scene, as even the post-1950 

criticisms commended his overall rapid growth towards assuming ‘realist positions.’914 

 

Not all cross-rupture artists relocated during the war. However, their position was likely to be 

more precarious. Architect Edgar Johan Kuusik (1888-1974), whose work on commemorative 

markers equally spanned both eras, even with observable formal continuity, later 

paraphrasing, perhaps, his own earlier work, was expelled from the Architects’ Union after 

the 1950 purge, regardless of his merits designing the Working People’s Cultural Building in 

1947. As for his artistic convictions or coping strategies, one can only speculate. Interestingly, 

born in a Baltic German milieu to an Estonian manor clerk family that was neither 

Germanised nor fervently Awakening-nationalist, Kuusik reveals to have developed an 

enthusiasm for the Estonian nation and culture that involved acknowledging a civilising role 

of manor culture as well as the positive effects of the russification campaigns.915 His 

participation in the War of Independence is narrated in his memoires in the style of a personal 

bildungsroman, rather obscuring an ideologically informed reading.    

 

Other than many of the authors with their crooked biographical trajectories, the continuities in 

post-war monument production included the forms of practice – the design contest process 

remained the same for most undertakings. Certain themes and artistic shapes also remained 

relevant in the immediate post-war years, but receded after the attempted ideological turn in 

1950. Kalevipoeg and the ancient Estonian fight against German aggressors featuring 

legendary elders such as Lembitu are examples of such topics; continual architectural forms 

include triumphal arches – Edgar Johan Kuusik authored a small arch-inspired memorial 

edifice to the War of Independence in Tallinn, which was destroyed in 1950, and won a prize 

in the 1945 contest for a 30-metre arch gate to be placed on Victory Square. The early 

discontinuities included a somewhat shifted understanding of monumental space. For 

example, suggestions of utilitarian spaces as part of the memorial complex were welcomed, in 

contrast to the interwar preference.916 Also, the architects’ collegial-group identification was 

transformed, as the Soviet project rendered all the practitioners a unit with a common 
                                                
914 “Nõukogude Eesti skulptuurist,” Sirp ja Vasar, 25.08.1951. 
915 Edgar Johan Kuusik, Mälestusi ja mõtisklusi I-V  (Tallinn: Eesti Päevaleht 2011,  2011). 
916 The jury of the 1945 Victory Monument competition commends Edgar Johan Kuusik for including a war 
museum in the monument complex. The project Kalevite kants by August Volberg ja Peeter Tarvas submitted to 
the same jury includes a tram station pavilion.  
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direction and a self-awareness that manifests itself in collective self-criticism and a vocal 

judgement of non-conforming affiliates. Similarly, in artistic expression, individualism was 

one of the greater shortcomings observed in Estonian architects, along with adherence to 

formalism.      

 

The discursive and material construction of new Soviet memoryscapes will be viewed here 

through the two most conspicuous monument projects in Tallinn, which both grow out of the 

same ‘memory place’ – Victory Square (former Freedom Square). One of them materialises 

(The Bronze Soldier) and incidentally becomes the prime monument of the capital for the 

entire Soviet period and beyond, as the other one does not develop past its discursive 

existence owing to the change of agenda after Stalin’s death (The Victory Monument). The 

Soviet self-assertion in Tallinn’s memoryscape begins with appropriating and ‘finishing’ the 

long-intended grand memory place on Victory Square next to the Harju bastion and the 

historical towers of the old town wall. The competition does not yield satisfactory results and 

the monumentalisation effort moves instead to the nearby Liberators’ Square with a new 

contest declared to create a marker for the Red Army common grave. After the realisation of 

the Bronze Soldier monument and square in 1947, the city still lacks a ‘prime’ Victory 

monument, which the subsequent competitions of 1948 and 1953 seek to produce. While the 

Victory monument never materialises and the city’s communist loyalties remain scatteredly 

expressed by the bronze renditions of Lenin, Stalin, Kingissepp and Kalinin, the gradual 

redefining of the grand monument and the restricting of any national leeway illustrates well 

the accelerating sovietisation of symbolic thinking in the late-Stalinist years. 

  

Victory	  Square	  

‘Victory Square’, as it was fixed in 1940, celebrated the October Revolution and the Estonian 

deposing of the bourgeois government, but acquired a new potent layer of meaning in the 

victory of the war over the historical enemy, the German aggressor. As early as the fall of 

1944, the reorganised Architectural Administration of the Estonian SSR declared a design 

competition to erect a worthy monument to the victory of the Great Patriotic War on the 

site.917 The exact location was to be the slope of the Harju bastion, just as intended in the 

1931 monument contest, which was reconsidered by 1938, due to the difficulty of the 

                                                
917 Kangilaski, ed. Eesti kunsti ajalugu. 6, I osa, 1940-1991 (Tallinn: Sihtasutus Kultuurileht, 2013), 139. 
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landscape and the stylistically uncooperative backdrop of the medieval cannon towers. Within 

the post-Soviet revisionist discourse of ‘silent opposition’, it has even been speculated that the 

Architectural Administration, consisting largely of old Republican members, selected this 

particular location as an act of subtle pre-emptive sabotage, expecting that no feasible 

solutions will surface, since the extravagant re-landscaping required for the monuments would 

exceed the capacities of the war-weary urban reality.918        

 

The reinterpretation of Victory Square after the war derived its charge from the June myth – 

the square had been the site of the mass demonstration against the government in 1940. The 

post-war regime appropriated the site as the main square of the capital for parades and various 

other forms of communication between the Soviet system and the individual to unfold. 

Pictures of firemen’s celebrations, pioneers’ parades, military aviation days and May 

festivities published in republic-wide newspapers rendered the space an important 

representation and embodiment of Soviet Estonian life.919 The interaction performed and 

advertised in such public rituals reconfirmed the mutual expectations of people and leaders, 

created a stable routine of mutual predictability, and enabled the performance of cooperation 

and acceptance by citizens.920 With the backdrop of the Old Town towers and the interwar 

architecture lining the square, not to mention the 19th-century Lutheran church on it, Victory 

Square never developed into any sort of socialist heterotopia and ‘proof’ of the arrival of the 

future in the ideological-visual narrative of Tallinn;921 this was rather attempted in the 

monumental endeavours of the new Central Square (Stalin Square). The ideological value of 

Victory Square resided instead in appropriating the ‘urban permanence’ that the site 

constituted, and surpassing its past worth. The new monument was to stabilise its mnemonic 

message – to crown the June myth with the celebration of war victory, which nevertheless 

eventually gave way to the perpetuation of the June events, downplaying the rupture that the 

war constituted for the local understanding of historical course.  

 

                                                
918 L'Heureux, "Representing Ideology, Designing Memory," in The Sovietization of the Baltic States 1940-1953, 
ed. Mertelsmann (Tartu: Kleio, 2003), 212. 
919 Noorte Hääl, 10.05.1945; Rahva Hääl, 17.04.1945; Rahva Hääl, 21.08.1945; Rahva Hääl, 30.04.1945. 
920 Monica Rüthers, "The Moscow Gorky Street in late Stalinism," in Late Stalinist Russia: Society Between 
Reconstruction and Reinvention, ed. Juliane Fürst (New York: Routledge, 2013), 261. 
921 Ibid., 263. 
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The designs for the monument were due in the spring of 1945.922 The call for participation 

defines the idea to be conveyed in the monument as follows: ‘The monument needs to express 

the patriotic rising of the Estonian people, and their fight against the German Fascist invaders. 

The monument must express the friendship of the peoples of the Soviet Union, and perpetuate 

the memory of the manful sons of the fatherland who gave their lives in the fight against the 

enemy.’923 The conditions stipulate consideration of Tallinn’s size and cityscape, and require 

the use of ‘Estonian traditional national forms’ in the visual solution. The material of the 

monument should also be local: Tallinn slate, Vasalemma marble, Saaremaa dolomite, or 

even the less characteristic but still locally present granite. The expectations for the 

monument thus underscore the local relevance of the memory. It is the Estonian people that 

rose to patriotism and fought against the Germans invaders. The only explicit reference to the 

Soviet Union is the friendship of the peoples that supports the otherwise locally executed 

patriotism. Furthermore, ‘patriotic rising’ is a rather soft and slow-sounding image for a 

victorious Stalinist war monument, suggesting the narration of Estonia into the Soviet project 

primarily through the experience of war. The first great Soviet Estonian monument project, 

then, uses ideologically modest language and supports the particularity of the Estonian nation 

in the Soviet establishment.  

 

The press reporting of the competition call places high expectations on the causal link 

between the elevating experience of the war and the imagination of the proud artists. The idea 

of the monument is drafted as follows: ‘The monument must demonstrate to the entire world 

our people’s patriotic rising, the vast riches of their soul, and their fight against the German 

fascist enslavers. It must evidence our people’s steadfastness, character and high level of 

development.’924 The newspaper text speaks implicitly of the Soviet people but still makes no 

reference to the ideologically defined relationship between the Estonian and the Russian 

people, nor, most conspicuously, to Lenin or Stalin. The texts do not even mention Socialism 

or Communism – nothing of the otherwise ubiquitous Soviet ideological imagery. Instead, 

they employ the historical anti-German sentiment, and speak of the war as an occasion that 

revealed the quality of the people.           

 

                                                
922 Kangilaski, ed. Eesti kunsti ajalugu. 6, I osa, 1940-1991 (Tallinn: Sihtasutus Kultuurileht, 2013), 139. 
923 ‘The conditions for the designs of the monument to be erected in celebration of the Fatherland War’, Estonian 
National Archive, ERA R-1992-1-28, 4.  
924 Isamaasoja monument Tallinna. Sirp ja vasar, 24.03.1945. 
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The emphases of the text place this first monumentalisation effort within the discourse of war. 

The people, the soldiers, the veterans, the families are still the ones credited with the grand 

accomplishment. The war is glorified as a people’s affair, and not yet Stalin’s personal feat 

for which the people are rendered grateful and indebted. The monument is thus a celebration 

of an ‘event, whose contemporaries and participants are us ourselves, and whose unfolding 

the whole people spiritedly follow.’925 In the war discourse and historiography, small nations 

still appear as something of a partner to the Soviet Russian centre, and this affords the local 

architects the space to interpret the contest call with a strong national-historical bias, and a 

marked formal continuity with interwar designs.  

 

The monument was expected to form an ensemble with the bastion and medieval towers, and 

was thus already spatially tied to the Estonian history, but in other matters the competition 

requirements awarded the artists abundant discretion. The initiative yielded 22 designs.926 An 

exhibition with all participating compositions was opened for the public to form an opinion 

and express it in writing.927 The jury decided to purchase 9 of the submitted designs, but none 

were awarded first prize or recommended for revision pending actualisation. The jury, in 

which Estonian-born artists dominated over party officials in numbers, deemed the submitted 

projects either weak ideologically or lacking in terms of a national connection. For example, 

the triumphal arch of Edgar Johan Kuusik called Monument is criticised for leaving the 

audience ‘nationally cold’, since it is difficult to apprehend the ‘Estonians’ fight with the 

Germans’ in this structure. Other designs elicit criticism for the lack of national motifs (Lipp, 

14, Pobeda). Failure to find a convincing combination of national elements and ideological 

expression is perhaps unsurprising in the first Soviet monument competition, given the 

laconic ideological guidance and an emphasis on Estonian themes in the context of an 

otherwise acutely perceived newness of the entire reference system. 

                                                
925 Isamaasoja monument Tallinna. Sirp ja vasar, 24.03.1945. 
926 Kangilaski, ed. Eesti kunsti ajalugu. 6, I osa, 1940-1991 (Tallinn: Sihtasutus Kultuurileht, 2013), 139. The 
press reports on the submission of 23 projects on paper and 8 maquettes in addition, but the protocols of the jury 
meetings show the discussion and consideration of 22 entries. Sources: Protocol of the jury meeting on May 3, 
1945, Estonian National Archive, ERA R-1992-1-28, 9-12; Isamaasoja monumendi ideekavandite voistlus. 
Ohtuleht, 31.03.1945, 3.   
927 Suure Isamaasoja monumendi ideekavandite naituselt. Sirp ja vasar, 28.04.1945. At the heart of this impulse 
lay a laudable democratic approach, reminiscent of the early Soviet plans for Moscow and St. Petersburg, where 
around 50 non-durable large-scale models for new monuments were erected, and only those acclaimed by 
masses were to be realized in more permanent material. Sergiusz Michalski, Public Monuments: Art in Political 
Bondage  (London: Reaktion Books,  1998), 108-109. Limited participation for the public in designing 
townscapes in post-war Estonia was to make transition easier, and contribute to the idea of the authorities acting 
out of popular demand.    
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According to the jury (whose own familiarisation with the Soviet imperatives was still in 

progress, given its composition), only three entries were considered to adequately and 

‘dynamically’ convey the ‘Fatherland War and the Estonian fight against German invaders’ – 

projects entitled Monument 1945, Vennale (For the Brother) and Pobeda (Victory). Others 

were deemed ‘too light and airy’ (Tallinn) or ‘not powerful and gripping enough’ (Lipp - 

Flag, Eepos - Epic) for a Fatherland War monument. The emotional rendition of the enemy 

image is clearly considered to be of great importance for a successful design, the idea and 

mood of which are required to be those of a struggle culminating in celebration. The desired 

tone is thus optimistic and empowering rather than solemnly commemorative – some projects 

are severely criticised for being ‘closed and inward-looking, more suited to memorialise the 

fallen’ (Linnus – Fort, Rustika – Rustics).928 The mnemonically charged Victory Square 

requires a celebratory, contemporary rather than a past-bound and grief-invoking marker.   

 

The contemporaneity of the monumental expression was obligatory indeed, both in terms of 

style and idea. The entry Voit (Victory) is unsuitable for its inclination towards stylistic 

romanticism, ‘alien to the present time’. The projects Viisnurk and Linnus both architecturally 

depict an ancient fort, which appears ideologically weak and out of date. The design called 

Kalevite kants, ties the new marker to the old Harju bastion too literally for successful 

representation of ‘the monument’s ideological task’. The jury’s commentary to Kalevite kants 

summarises the fateful contradiction that suspends the monumentalisation efforts on Victory 

Square: ‘In principle, it is not right to tie the monument intended for the present purpose 

directly to the old walls’.929 In order for the monument to ‘work’ as an active memory place it 

needs to form an aesthetically sensible ensemble with the surrounding landscape and thus 

define the capital’s representative square as a worthy architectural whole. Yet, for the 

contemporary Soviet message of a new kind of patriotism and society, the formal or thematic 

referencing of the German towers and the Swedish bastion is bound to be unacceptable, and 

renders the devising of a potent monument even more problematic than it could have been for 

the interwar architects. 

                                                
928 The Soviet post-war memoryscapes contained three main types of army-related monuments: those erected in 
celebration of the victory in the Great Patriotic War (the Great Fatherland War in the Estonian version), those 
symbolising a city’s liberation, and those placed on the common graves of soldiers. Only the latter accepted 
grief-inspired iconography, like the Bronze Soldier monument on Tallinn’s common grave.     
929 Estonian National Archive, ERA R-1992-1-28, 11. Also published in an article summarising the competition 
results: Suure Isamaasoja monumendi ideekavandite voistlustulemused. Ohtuleht, 18.05.1945. 
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With no first or second prize awarded, Kalevite kants and Lipp merit special recognition and a 

monetary prize for III place.930 The first monumental undertaking thus celebrates designs that 

narrate the victory and Soviet belonging on noticeably Estonian terms. Notwithstanding the 

ideological shortcomings, Kalevite kants is commended for its scale and interaction with the 

rest of the square, and its local nature. It receives 8000 roubles for the successful layout and 

general conception.931 The design features an ensemble of terraces, staircases, arches and a 

horse sculpture on top of a column, all connected to the bastion hill, which retains the old 

trees and is additionally decorated with a row of flags.932 The authors August Volberg and 

Peeter Tarvas express dissatisfaction with the previous ‘indeterminate’ connection between 

the bastion and the square, and propose in their project to ‘line the bastion with a supportive 

wall, following the example of the old circular wall already surrounding the citadel of 

Toompea on all other sides, and thus return to the stronghold its ancient, finished form, 

symbolising Tallinn’s final liberation.’933 The image of Kalev, the father of Kalevipoeg, has 

previously been tied to the Estonian image of freedom, and Toompea is considered the 

mythical grave mound of Kalev. Even the Estonian Independence Manifest from 1918 

construes the statehood as the eventual ‘return of Kalev,’ a fulfilment of the prediction given 

in the last stanza of the epic poem.934 Thus, to the native Estonian audience, the monument 

project potentially presented an encoded layer of meaning, with the ‘citadel’ protecting the 

grave of Kalev, the heart of the nation and its freedom, ‘imprisoning’ the heroic spirit within 

the walls, but keeping it safe until its ‘return’.935  

 

Another ‘dissident’ design project is believed to be Edgar Johan Kuusik’s Monument, the 

grandiloquent triumphal arch, disproportionate with the rest of the plaza in its exaggerated, 

foreign symbolism of celebration. Possibly a bitter-ironic reprise of Kuusik’s modest interwar 

                                                
930 Suure Isamaasoja monumendi ideekavandite voistlustulemused. Ohtuleht, 18.05.1945; Suure Isamaasoja 
malestusmonumendi ideekavandite voistluse lopptulemused. Sirp ja vasar, 19.05.1945. 
931 Jury protocol from May 5, 1935. Estonian National Archive, ERA R-1992-1-28, 14. 
932 Suure Isamaasoja monumendi ideekavandite voistlustulemused. Ohtuleht, 18.05.1945. 
933 Cover letters for the competition entries. Estonian National Archive, ERA R-1992-1-28, 20. 
934 Fr. R. Kreutzwald’s epic Kalevipoeg ends with the famous words ‘There will come a time when all torches 
burst into flame at both ends. Then will Kalev arrive back home, bringing his children fortune, renewing the 
Estonian generation.’  
935 L’Heureux points out that the ‘iron men’ associated with Baltic Germans in Kalevipoeg could equally have 
referred to the Soviet regime at the time of the monument campaign. L'Heureux, "Representing Ideology, 
Designing Memory," in The Sovietization of the Baltic States 1940-1953, ed. Mertelsmann (Tartu: Kleio, 2003), 
219. 
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arch-edifice at the Garrison cemetery, Monument received a purchase prize from the jury for a 

‘polished design and good composition’.    

 

In the same vein with Kalevite kants, Artur Leius’ description of his project Voit references 

Kalevipoeg and its importance to the Estonian sense of freedom even more expressly. The 

rich design with a heavy, accumulated narrative makes use of all the main symbols in the 

Estonian historical self-image including the ancient elder Lembitu and the St. George’s Night 

Uprising. The author writes a poetic cover letter filled with militant historical imagery: ‘The 

patriotic rising of the Estonian people and their fight against German invaders is based on the 

epic right, in which Kalevipoeg built his home here, fought his battles with the sorcerers, and 

was sent to guard the gates of hell – but Kalev will arrive back home. This has been the life 

force of Estonianness in battles for the right to live on their own land against German robber-

conquerors. This is the right that Lembitu pledges when he falls, this is what the four kings in 

St. George’s Night proclaim – in battles to be free from invaders. All of this has found 

expression in what brought us into the fights against German fascist invaders in the days of 

the Great Fatherland War, and is depicted in the part of the monument that shapes the access 

to the Harju bastion from Victory Square.’936 The entry thus incorporates imagery and 

language as if straight from the Tartu interwar monument visions, relying on the very contents 

of the last layer of Estonian memory construction, which the Soviet mnemonic project 

otherwise associated with the Päts regime. The monument design continues the narration of 

the Estonian nation, ethnic and militant, complemented (or rather, completed) by the most 

recent war effort.    

 

The proposed sculptural mosaic comprises a multitude of elements on different architectural 

levels between the square and the bastion. The terrace and grandstand facing the plaza feature 

two large relief groups entitled ‘Kalevipoeg building a home’ and ‘Kalevipoeg fighting the 

sorcerers’. Between the two there is a high equestrian group embodying the famous last line 

of the national epic: ‘Then will Kalev arrive back home…’. Staircases from both sides of the 

terrace lead up to a statue of Lembitu, which the author christens ‘The Call of Lembitu’ and 

where he depicts the elder ‘swearing as he falls and urging his people to rise to the fight’. 

These figures serve as a prologue for the Fatherland War monument, which rises up from the 

slope of the bastion. The base of the monument is a mausoleum building, intended as the last 

                                                
936 Cover letter to the contest entry Voit by Alfred Leius. Estonian National Archive, ERA R-1992-1-28, 21. 
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resting place for heroes. The frontal façade of the edifice holds a relief portraying St. 

George’s Night Uprising and the entrance to the Mausoleum. The sides of the construction are 

decorated with ‘heroic battles against German robber-conquerors’ in high relief. The 

monument itself surges up from the top of the bastion as another architectural edifice, with 

sculptures adorning its exterior and inner space presenting a commemorative visitors’ hall. 

The sculptural group on the outside is a rendition of the contemporary friendship of peoples, 

united under the coat of arms of the Soviet Union, constituting the only conspicuously Soviet 

element (and one that was explicitly required).  

 

Inside the visitor would find a commemorative wall dedicated to the perished ‘manful sons of 

fatherland’ complete with an inscribed dedication and the names of the fallen. The hall 

features additional elements of tribute to the ‘people’ – a symbolic figure of a hero for ritual 

wreath-laying, portrait busts, grand paintings bringing to the viewer the ‘heroics of the 

people’, their ‘self-abnegation’ and ‘undying heroes’. Towering over the edifice is the crown 

of the complex – an obelisk growing out of a mighty sculpture group dedicated to the 

celebration of ‘the soldier – the person’. The author elaborates: ‘In this sculpture group, a 

powerful hero-figure emerges, who embodies higher human values and stands guard for 

freedom and victory’. He holds in his hand a ‘sword of justice to fight with the evil of the 

world’. On top of the obelisk, there is a further sculpture group, entitled ‘The Birth of 

Freedom’, the idea of which is supposed to be the following: ‘Estonia, freed from the yoke, 

delivers to the people a new, free Soviet life, valuing highly the new human life. She is 

supported by a son, who is ready to avenge and defend against the robbers of freedom.’937  

The nation is thus improved through the experience of war and the deliverers of this new 

quality are the people themselves.   

 

While the narrative complexity and abundance of detail is likely to diminish the emotional 

impact of the intended materialisation of freedom, the project earned a jury mention and 5000 

roubles for its ‘diverse motifs’. The author employs the interwar narrative of the Great Battle 

for Freedom, aligning all the historical struggles into one effort of liberation and shifting the 

culmination of ‘Kalev returning home’ into the Soviet post-war moment. The monument 

rather dismisses the original meaning of Victory Square and recognizes the lifting of the 

‘yoke’ only in the victorious war, which is conveyed as an Estonian undertaking, rather than a 

                                                
937 Cover letter to the contest entry Voit by Alfred Leius. Estonian National Archive, ERA R-1992-1-28, 21. 
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joint venture of an already-Socialist family of peoples. In spite of the project title, the concept 

of freedom overwhelmingly dominates over that of victory. The monument thus continues the 

wartime narrative cultivated behind the Soviet front in Russia, which celebrated the 600th 

anniversary of St. George’s Night Uprising in 1943 as historical inspiration and a debt to be 

solved in the on-going conflict.938 The design proposes to reconfigure the foundational 

Estonian idea of freedom and use this to celebrate the end of the war. The image of historical 

justice (the ‘sword of justice’ in the sculpture’s hand) strongly pronounces the righting of all 

past wrong in the defeat of the Germans, regardless of whose camp this places the nation in, 

as the Soviet symbolism appears secondary and rather incidental in the monument design (the 

Soviet coat of arms above the ‘Friendship’ sculpture group and the coat of arms of the 

Estonian SSR on the shield of the hero-human in the main sculpture group at the base of the 

obelisk). The jury deems the project excessively ‘romantic’ and not ‘revolutionary’ enough. 

 

Only 8 cover letters remain in the Estonian National Archive’s holdings, and just three of 

them reference Lenin or Stalin in the description of their visual solution. Some (not all) 

include the image of a five-pointed star or propose an explicit sculptural grouping of 

‘friendship between peoples’, but do not elaborate the plan for its execution in detail.939 

Architects appear to be significantly more concerned with the square ensemble and local 

references in the project than Soviet symbolism. The author of Rustika, for example, is the 

only Estonian participant that includes Lenin and Stalin in his design, but places them inside 

the monumental edifice in the form of a bas-relief. Considering the space from the aspect of 

contrast theory, architect Arnold Alas plans to define Rustika with horizontal lines, which 

counterbalance the heavy vertical mass of the cannon tower Kiek in de Kök in the background. 

The monument is essentially a rectangular building with a sculpted frieze on the façade, 

depicting the battles of the Estonian Rifle Corps and the most significant events in the history 

of the Estonian SSR. The entrance has a figure of a ‘fighter-guard’ above it. The four corners 

of the edifice carry sculptures representing the ‘war-bearers behind the front lines’, i.e. the 

people at large – the partisan, the worker, the farmer and the scientist. The space inside the 

monument is ‘simple’, lit by an opening in the ceiling. The back wall has a red granite centre, 

                                                
938 Tamm, "History as Cultural Memory: Mnemohistory and the Construction of the Estonian Nation," in 
Contested and Shared Places of Memory: History and Politics in North Eastern Europe, ed. Hackmann 
(London: 2009). 
939 L'Heureux, "Representing Ideology, Designing Memory," in The Sovietization of the Baltic States 1940-1953, 
ed. Mertelsmann (Tartu: Kleio, 2003), 218. 
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featuring a marble relief of Lenin and Stalin.940 Rustika merits recognition as a good potential 

memorial for an army cemetery, as the project proposes a sarcophagus at its centre. With 

more contemporary military accents, the design reads as a more class-conscious attempt at 

narrating the new Estonian identity. 

 

The contest demonstrated the first efforts of imagining the new Soviet Estonian 

memoryscape. Within the discourse of war, the designs narrated Estonia into the Soviet Union 

through the war itself, and framed the struggle as largely a national continuation of the 

historical aspiration of freedom, with few links to Russia or the Soviet Union, rather 

emphasising Estonia's own historical anti-German capacity. Foregrounded by the architects 

and accepted by the jury was the celebration of the ‘people’ – the actors who contributed to 

the war effort from behind the front line, but also just the human being revealed in the war, 

representing a new quality of higher values. The monument projects combine the new, 

elevated human with the formerly familiarised expression of the nation’s substance and 

freedom, rather than cultivate a new Soviet sense of pride. Not necessarily attempts to encode 

specifically Estonian messages within the Soviet discourse, these political-artistic pursuits 

could also be viewed within the broader post-catastrophic context of making sense of the war. 

 

The unresolved memory place with no first prize award signalled the difficulty of rendering a 

sufficiently ideological Soviet celebration in material form, but also the obstacles arising from 

the very particular historical landscape, the inherent implications of which impeded the 

revolutionary idea by providing too much historical context for the space. According to the 

Estonian Architects' Yearbook 1947, the most important outcome of the design competition 

was the clarified realization that the grand monument requires a more ‘dignified’ location.941 

Instead of appropriating a difficult former memory place with only a discursive independence 

marker to dismantle, partly already accomplished in the name of the square, the newness of 

the Soviet human and its representation was decidedly allocated a new, specifically Soviet 

space. Victory Square remained an unmarked setting for parades and other forms of ritual 

interaction, but also a common space fostering lived experience and urban identities. 

Facilitated by the absence of a grand monument, the sacred square of celebrations and 

                                                
940 Cover letter for project Rustika by architect Arnold Alas. Estonian National Archive, ERA R-1992-1-28, 23-
24. 
941 Eesti NSV Arhitektide Almanahh,   (Tallinn: Eesti Riiklik Kirjastus, 1947), 45. 
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holidays alternated with the mundane space of ordinary days.942 In the post-Soviet moment, a 

particular ‘absent monument’ memory was awakened and projected back into the socialist 

decades, resulting in the much-debated construction of two freedom monuments on the 

square.943 In 1951, a smaller monument to the Estonian communist Viktor Kingissepp by Enn 

Roos had been unveiled on the adjacent Harju Hill, but this marker did not dominate the 

square and was in no way considered heir to the decades-long discursive-mnemonic 

deliberation and conflict on the site. Later still, in 1957, a simple commemorative stone had 

been set up on the square, modestly shifting the meaning of victory back on the revolutionary 

events of 1940,944 and redefining the national-militantly imagined freedom of the contest 

entries as the sober fact of class liberation. 

 

Bronze	  Soldier	  

The second monument competition in post-war Estonia was already declared with a new site 

in mind – the smaller Liberators’ Square nearby. The physical closeness in the cityscape and 

the later interaction (and ‘monument war’) between the locations have nevertheless fixed the 

two memory places as mutually connected in the Estonian collective imagination. The 

creation of meaning for the new Soviet ritual space started with a common grave to Red Army 

officers and soldiers, formed in the triangular area next to one of Tallinn's prime Lutheran 

churches, St. Charles’ Church (1870). Unlike the first memorialising attempt, this site was 

thus intended for the fallen, and demanded a solemn, funereal visual solution, which would 

also express heroism, gratitude and power. While the celebration of victory called for the 

praise of Soviet human heights revealed in the war, the grave suggests the honouring of 

concrete individuals, and pronounces the undeniable loss that the war stands for. With the 

actual bodies there, the commemoration is in graver danger of falling into backward-looking, 

individualising heroics, and the Soviet rhetoric thus takes a stronger stance towards a 

generalizing gratitude, and a debt that can only be levelled in future-oriented socialist feats, 

resulting in a heavier, more mundane and obligating memorial language.   

 

                                                
942 In later Soviet decades, the square even served as a parking lot, further emphasizing the double quality of the 
space as festive-ideological and utterly profane.   
943 The architectonic composition Freedom Clock with two upward-soaring pillars from 2003, and the 
Independence War Victory Monument from 2009. 
944 Peeter Kaasik, "Tallinnas Tõnismäel asuv punaarmeelaste ühishaud ja mälestusmärk," Akadeemia 9, no. 9 
(2006), 1912. 
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The later Soviet reference books perpetuate the site as the grave of the soldiers that fell in 

battles for the capital's liberation,945 and an epic treatise about the Estonians’ role in the war 

recounts the burial in September 1944, when the workers had gathered to ‘pay respects and 

show their sincerest gratitude to the comrades that fell for the liberation of the city.’946 

Newspaper articles, however, place the burial of 12 soldiers on April 14, 1945, after which the 

location was renamed Liberators’ Square.947 The lack of actual fighting activity when taking 

the capital and the public appearance of dead bodies in the centre fed the colloquial ‘humour 

culture’ against the grand Soviet narrative, and inspired pejorative scenarios of who the 

regime had actually buried and presented as heroes.948 The stories survived into the 

independence years, since the marker itself survived, and resurfaced in public discourse in the 

context of the growing polarisation of attitudes around the Soldier in the 2000s, rendering the 

Stalinist monumentalisation projects ‘hot’ and current for the historical imagination. 

 

Given the subversive rumours about the burials and the heavy ideological language that 

distanced the site from a shared solemnity of grief, attempts to create a memory marker met 

with resistence. A temporary wooden monument erected on the common grave was blown up 

by local school youths in May 1946, and swiftly replaced that very night, pending the arrival 

of a permanent marker.949 According to the contest brief, the desired composition was to 

‘express and uphold the memory of the courageous sons of the Fatherland who fought for the 

liberation of Tallinn from the enemy.’950  

  

Based on the submissions, architect Arnold Alas and sculptor Enn Roos were commissioned 

to create the monument, but the final sculpture group was still to be decided on. The press 

presented the choice to be the following: either a mother and a young child, representations of 

                                                
945 Tallinn. Lühientsüklopeedia,   (Tallinn 1979). 
946 Leonid Lentsman, ed. Eesti rahvas Nõukogude Liidu Suures Isamaasõjas 1941-1945, II (Tallinn: 1977). 
947 Viimane austusavaldus kangelastele. Noorte Hääl, 17.04.1945; Igavene au langenud kangelastele. Rahva 
Hääl, 15.04.1945. 
948 Local stories presented the Red Army soldiers as criminals and drunks, who had met their accidental end days 
after the ‘liberation’ in question. One version spoke of soldiers shot dead while breaking into a local alcohol 
factory, another one suggested they were drunkenly wandering the streets and run over by a tank, still another 
indicted them with looting apartments and unwittingly entering that of an army officer in possession of a gun. 
Kaasik, "Tallinnas Tõnismäel asuv punaarmeelaste ühishaud ja mälestusmärk," Akadeemia 9, no. 9 (2006), 
1905-1906. 
949 Karmo, Ühe vabadussamba lugu  (Tallinn: Huma, 1993), 48-49. 
950 The monument was not to exceed 5 metres in height. The requirement to use local materials was retained 
from the previous competition. The Executive Committee of Tallinn, Protocol No. 23 form June 12, 1945. 
Tallinn City Archive, TLA of R-1, n I-II, s 26, 351-359; Kaasik, "Tallinnas Tõnismäel asuv punaarmeelaste 
ühishaud ja mälestusmärk," Akadeemia 9, no. 9 (2006), 1907. 
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a grieving homeland and a hopeful future, or a soldier with a child, depicting the victor who 

values the memory of his fallen friends as he sets about building a better future in their 

honour.951 In the end, a third option grows out of the choice: Enn Roos delivers a sculpture of 

a mournful soldier with his helmet in his hand, stopping, in the middle of the battle, on his 

comrade’s grave, and bowing his head in grief.952 The figure stands before a massive 

limestone background holding plaques with the names of the 12 dead and the inscription that 

reads ‘Eternal glory to the fallen heroes that fell for the liberation and freedom of our country’ 

(see: Figure 9). The site was organised as a small square, to which an eternal flame was later 

added (1964).953 

 

 
Figure 9. The Monument to the Liberators of Tallinn (colloquially the Bronze Soldier). 
Source: Estonian National Archives, photo archive Fotis, ref. EFA.252.0-36368. 
 

The unveiling ceremony on the 3rd anniversary of Tallinn’s liberation (September 22, 1947) 

was connected to a relay race in the city to involve a broader audience.954 A video chronicle 

of the event shows abundant wreath-laying on the site, and an audio commentary pronounces 

                                                
951 Tallinna vabastajate monument. Sirp ja vasar, 25.07.1945. 
952 Enn Roosi tööst. Sirp ja vasar, July 25, 1948. 
953 Tamm, "Negotiating the Contested Past. Mnemonic Communities and War Monuments in Contemporary 
Estonia," ([unpublished article from the author]2011), 10. 
954 Rahva Hääl, 20.09.1945. 
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the monument to be the ‘expression of Estonian people’s eternal gratitude to the Soviet army 

– the army-liberator!’955 After the official proceedings, the participants reportedly remained 

on the site to converse on topics related to the German occupation and its false propaganda.956 

The discourse of the unveiling rhetorically compensated for the visually absent enemy figure 

in the memorial site.957  

 

Regardless of the future-heavy rhetoric and accusatory tone, the aesthetics of the memorial 

site were those of grief, rendering it a relatively unintrusive first arrival in the memoryscape. 

The nation was no longer articulated outside the implied provenance of the mourning soldier 

and the rhetoric of the historical enemy. Conversely, the active nationalisation of the artwork, 

artist and even the Estonian male models it had been sculpted after, saved the monument from 

dismantlement in the 1990s, suggesting a considerable (if gradual) domestication of the 

marker, and a universal perception of loss in a society built on war (see: Chapter 7). A recent 

Estonian anthology of Soviet Estonian art compliments the ensemble as ‘decorous and simple, 

expressing a genuine sensation of grief’.958 

 

Rather than create named heroes, the monument generalised the fallen and mobilised their 

legacy to compel the workers to excel for their socialist homeland and for Communism. The 

memorial aligned freedom with the Red Army, and thus pronounced both the freedom and 

war to be Soviet merits that imply certain obligations and gratitude, rather than collective 

empowerment. The first materialised Soviet memory marker in Tallinn was thus a Red Army 

grave memorial, but already represented the discursive attempt to move away from the war 

and towards the broader sensation of gratitude to inspire the ‘battles’ of the future. 

 

Victory	  Monument	  on	  Central	  Square	  

The small site of the Liberators’ Square, however, was not intended to serve as the 

monumental reference of the capital, and design competitions for a victory monument on 

Tallinn’s modern Central Square continued. The 1947 requirements placed considerably more 

                                                
955 Estonian Film Archive, F 203, 541, 1947. Nõukogude Eesti nr.24, kroonika. Start: 00:07:24, end: 00:09:29. 
956 Tallinn tähistas oma vabastamise 3. aastapäeva. Rahva Hääl, 23.09.1947. 
957 The sculpture itself was briefly scrutinized for remnants of bourgeois ideology after the notorious 8. Plenary 
Session of the Estonian Communist Party in 1950. The author was accused of failing to depict the ‘noble figure 
of a heroic Soviet fighter,’ rendering instead a ‘short-legged shape that appears as if glued to the ground.’ 
“Nõukogude Eesti Skulptuurist,” Sirp ja Vasar, 25.08.1951. 
958 Kangilaski, ed. Eesti kunsti ajalugu. 6, I osa, 1940-1991 (Tallinn: Sihtasutus Kultuurileht, 2013), 140. 
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emphasis on appropriate ideological content than the wartime initiative, and identified the 

Soviet Union as the victorious party that the German fascists had attacked. The instructions 

for the architects as pronounced by the Council of Ministers of the Estonian SSR were the 

following:  

 
The monument must express the Estonian people’s patriotism, and their fight against German fascist occupiers in 
the great family of the peoples of the Soviet Union. The monument must express the friendship of the peoples of 
the Soviet Union, and perpetuate the memory of the manful sons of the Fatherland who gave their lives in fights 
against the enemy. The monument must accentuate the importance of the leader of the Soviet peoples, Comrade 
Stalin, as the organiser of the great victory, and express this in his statue.959  
 
 
Not only was the Estonian war effort strictly placed within the Soviet family of warriors, but a 

rendition of Stalin as the deliverer of the victory was made mandatory, and the image of a 

late, war-triggered ‘patriotic rising’ was removed from the description. Contest entries were 

submitted accordingly. Estonian architects Peeter Tarvas and August Volberg included Stalin 

in their project Voidutuli (Victory Fire), one of the two most successful entries, standing in 

front of a large obelisk, which ends in an eternal flame. To the one side of him, there is a 

group of Estonian workers, and farther away, a group of ancient Estonian warriors. To the 

other side of Stalin, the monument holds a group of Soviet workers, and the ‘victorious Red 

Army’, respectively. The two sides stand united behind Stalin against the common enemy, the 

German invader. Class is thus taking over the nationally cultivated courageousness and other 

merits, and appropriating the historical enemy as its own, conflating its class and ethnic 

essence. The Estonian historical path relies on (and is even dominated by) its Soviet 

connection, which delivers the final defeat of an old enemy. The criticism of the jury is still 

interestingly sympathetic towards the people – they wish for the Stalin to appear in closer 

contact with the figures of the workers.960  

 

Some projects place their Stalins in enclosed spaces or niches rather than display them 

‘proudly’, as the deputy head of the Architecture Administration Voldemar Meigas sharply 

observes. One such design, 8 Karu (8 Bears) nonetheless receives a purchase prize from the 

jury, as does the project of Edgar Johan Kuusik, which does not mention Stalin at all. As first 

                                                
959 Estonian National Archive, ERA R-1992-1-146, 149. I was directed to this source in L’Heureux, 
“Representing Ideology…”. 
960 The jury quotations and photos relied on in this section come from: L'Heureux, "Representing Ideology, 
Designing Memory," in The Sovietization of the Baltic States 1940-1953, ed. Mertelsmann (Tartu: Kleio, 2003), 
222-225. L’Heureux has taken this material from the Estonian Museum of Architecture and the Estonian 
National Archive.  
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prize is not given out, one of the top two mentions is awarded to Ivan Medvedjev for Stalin – 

eto pobedo (Stalin – this is victory), featuring a statue of the leader on top of a high, heavy 

pillar. The jury agrees with the pillar and its reliefs, but wishes for the figure of Stalin to be 

smaller and rather stand in front of the pillar, at its base. It would thus appear that decisions 

were still made with Tallinn’s cityscape and architectural logic at heart, along with a local-

visual bias towards smaller, less exaggerated forms, and a preference for including the 

‘people’, developed in the previous victory monument contest. 

 

At the beginning of 1953, a third victory monument design contest was held, calling for ever 

more grandiloquent and unambiguous references to Stalin. The marker was still to be created 

under the name ‘Victory Monument’, but its location, Central Square was renamed Stalin 

Square for an obvious ideological underpinning to the monumental finish. The requirements 

for the design were this time pronounced as follows: 

 
The monument Victory must express the love of the Estonian workers for their most precious friend, the 
organiser of our victories, Stalin the Great, which must be reflected in the content of the general composition of 
the sculpture. The monument must express the patriotism of the Estonian people and their joint struggle with the 
other brother peoples of the Soviet Union against the German fascist captors, and represent both their creative 
work and the greatness of the Stalin epoch in building Communism.961   
 

The Estonian Film Archive holds a short video reportage from the design exhibition in Tallinn 

Art House, revealing the devised colossal Stalin figures towering over the plaza and over the 

other, spectacularly smaller figures in the composition.962 As the contest description suggests, 

not only is Stalin the deliverer of the war triumph, but the organiser of all victories. People 

win, live, create and build through him, in his epoch. The vast majority of designs manifested 

little awareness of context or townscape, and resorted to straightforward, sizest monumental 

language to honour Stalin. Most local entries were pronounced ideologically weak by the 

head of the Architects’ League Harald Arman, who thus indicted the local artists as a group 

for inadequate ideological understanding of the socialist reality.963 One local project, 

however, did receive a prize and was commended for ideological precision – A by Mart Port, 

                                                
961 Translated and quoted in: ibid., 214. 
962 Estonian Film Archive, Nõukogude Eesti nr. 9, kroonika, F 203, no. 809, 1953. Start: 01:31:28, end: 
01:32:14. Otherwise, not much remains of the contest entries and results, as the sketches were most likely 
destroyed after the death of Stalin. 
963 Based on the meeting protocols from the Architects Union, L’Heureux has concluded that in the post-war 
years, the architect’s worldview was believed to be expressed in his creation. L'Heureux, "Representing 
Ideology, Designing Memory," in The Sovietization of the Baltic States 1940-1953, ed. Mertelsmann (Tartu: 
Kleio, 2003) 
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Heiki Karro and Uno Tõlpus, featuring an exceptionally large Stalin on top of a pillar and 

soldiers, half the height of his knee, grouped at the furthest place from the leader, the very 

base of the pillar.    

 

Even though a gargantuan Stalin or other victorious exaggeration never appeared in Tallinn’s 

cityscape, the gradual strengthening of the monumental concept set the ideological 

foundations for the coming Soviet decades, and integrated the republic’s creative life into that 

of the rest of the Union (the last competition with the express Stalin-theme in 1953 yielded 

113 designs from outside of Estonia and only 18 local entries).964 As other ‘ruptures’ and 

post-catastrophic commemorative developments have suggested, new landscapes become 

increasingly defined by power, and move away from local or artistic priorities. The 

composition of the jury in the victory monument saga changes from a clear prevalence of 

Estonian artists to an overwhelming majority of Soviet ideologues, just as the agency in the 

monumental narrative of ‘overthrowing the Germans’ is shifted from the Estonian people to 

the Soviet leadership. 

 

The Soviet Estonian political-mnemonic landscape remains defined by the capital’s 

Liberators’ Square and a few simple statues of celebrated individuals. A bronze Lenin is 

unveiled on Soviet Tallinn’s representative avenue of science and culture, next to the 

‘Estonia’ theatre and the Academy of Sciences in 1950. That same year, a friendly-looking 

Stalin is set up in front of Tallinn’s railway station. Both pieces come from the Moscow 

sculptor Nikolai Tomsky, rendering them ‘foreign’ in content, form and origin. The local-

Soviet monument site of the Bronze Soldier remains the prime commemorative space of the 

SSR’s capital, with Victory Day (May 9), Liberation Day (September 22) and Army Day 

(February 23) observed there. Tallinn’s memoryscape thus demonstrates an interesting 

continuity – the Boy and the Soldier were both small, ‘quiet’ memorials that did not lend 

themselves easily to the demonstration of power. Imposing markers that seek to define the 

community and command cityspace were continuously contemplated, instead, on the 

discursive plane. Obvious differences notwithstanding, both markers thus ended up as 

‘accidental’ prime monuments of the country, but owing to their relatively unassuming 

                                                
964 The number of projects submitted from the broader Soviet Union in 1945 was 2 and in 1947, 6. Ibid., 214.  
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aesthetics and locations, combined with their sad-solemn importance, they were not actively 

over-written after their era ‘closed,’ following a marked ‘break’ in historical time.965  

 

Conclusion: redrafting the nation and introducing class 

The post-war rearrangement of memoryscapes was more complex, deliberated, and, one 

might even suggest, in certain aspects reconciliatory, compared to the hurried 1940 precedent.  

War fatigue coloured the interaction between the regime and the population; stories of heroic 

resistance to dismantlements were rather told of the first Soviet year. The second removal of 

the Boy was characterised by a more sober understanding by everyone involved that a repeat 

of the dismantlement is inevitable, and special lectures at the Science School further sought to 

pacify any potential protesters, refraining from ideologically framed explanations that were 

likely to produce opposition to the affair. With the weight of the popular ‘fight’ for the 

Independence War markers falling largely on the first Soviet year, attitude in the post-war 

setting was rather shown towards the display of the new ideology as the grave marker on 

Tallinn’s Red Army common grave was blown up by school youths.  

 

The Soviet removals were memory-formative events in more ways than just constituting 

symbols of Soviet brutality and oppression for the mnemonic ‘awakening’ in the years of the 

Soviet dissolution. The different themes or discourse units that the monuments had once been 

erected around continued into the episodes of post-war dismantlement and beyond. The 

specifics of the Boy defied a simple Soviet overwriting of its message, and the absent 

monument retained a wound-like presence in the cityscape, with potential for strong 

individual involvement in the ‘collective enactment’ and upholding of the republic on the 

empty site of the monument in late-Soviet mnemonic currents. At the same time, the empty 

site cultivated an interesting group memory and identity for the school youths and enabled an 

interesting coming-of-age ritual through interactions with the regime. The Soviet attack on 

interwar statuary had grouped everything under the label of a militant display of bourgeois 

ideology, including the early monuments embodying grief and abstract ideals of freedom, and 

discursively only responded to the last layer of interwar meaning creation. Monuments like 

the Boy were thus not confronted on the level of content, and their removal often left an 

                                                
965 Martin Sabrow speaks of ‘objective’ breaks or caesurae in time that are ‘out there,’ and that provide a point of 
view and ‘understanding’ as regards the previous epoch. Lorenz and Bevernage, eds., Breaking up Time. 
Negotiating the Borders between Present, Past and Future (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2013), 25. 
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undefined vacancy – one that occasionally served as a site of negotiation with the regime, and 

that was easily restored to its monumental form with the coming of the second independence.  

 

The interwar monuments with a different charge – the ones that have been discussed here as 

relating to the discourse unit nation – were more easily tied to bourgeois oppression, given 

their militant-celebratory language and the regime that created or appropriated them. The 

‘undoing’ of such memory markers thus involved a more explicit contestation of the 

monuments’ message. Yet, the mnemonic rearrangement here involved redrafting rather than 

discrediting the commemorative experience in its entirety. In the case of Tartu’s Kalevipoeg, 

the positive and negative aspects of the nation-memory were separated, and further 

exemplified in the changes to the rest of the town’s memoryscape. Kalevipoeg remained a 

celebrated cultural phenomenon, and as such it was also tied to the progressive traditions in 

nation building, and the development of particularly Estonian, ‘national’ characteristics. In 

contrast to the earlier interwar monuments with the ideational charge of freedom, the Soviet 

rearrangements took a stronger, more substantiated stand against the mnemonic layer of 

nation, yet the components of the mnemonic construct continued to be used. The different 

paths and requirements of the two discourse units that we have schematically termed freedom 

and nation continue to play a role in the successive ruptures of memoryscapes – the post-

Soviet restorations of Kalevipoeg, for example, follow a slower, more laborious course, 

owing, in part, to the Soviet addition of the Kreutzwald bust and memory.  The memory 

pertaining to nation was more carefully redesigned; it was antagonised as the mnemonic 

‘other’ but its elements, particularly its anti-German character, were employed in the first 

national-narrative attempts at memorialising the Great Patriotic War. 

 

The depiction of the class essence of historical conflict and achievement appeared in the 

subsequent design contests, and finally materialized in sober-factual plaques and simple 

statues of Communist leaders. In the continued absence of a ‘prime monument’ with greater 

narrative capacity and visual effect, local sculptor Enn Roos’ Bronze Soldier served as the 

capital’s main memory site, the surrounding rhetoric of which combined future victories with 

an ethnically defined enemy, but the class connection remained rather weak, owing to the 

theme and visual solution of the monument. 
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Chapter VII  

The Soviet decades and the restoration of independence 

Thaw and Stagnation 

The ‘sub-ruptures’ of the Thaw 

The death of Stalin in 1953 and the official de-Stalinization embarked on in 1956 constituted 

another upheaval in the life of historical representations, in Estonia as elsewhere in Eastern 

Europe. Physical memoryscapes in Estonia did not undergo any popular iconoclastic 

rearrangement remotely reminiscent of the most alarming example of the perils of sweeping 

de-Stalinization – the toppling of the Stalin of Budapest. As in most other places, the Estonian 

Stalin-references were removed from cityscapes by the authorities and compensated for by a 

new focus on Lenin. However, the move away from Stalin also brought about public debates 

on the potentially ‘progressive’ cultural heritage of the interwar republic, and an increased 

interest in the preservation and just appreciation of existing cultural and architectural 

monuments, broadening the array of valued monumental sites and enhancing their appearance 

in public texts. The post-Stalinist changes in historical culture provide a small-scale 

antecedent for the late-socialist revival of the interwar republic and its material traces.  The 

cautious reappraisal of Stalinist policies following 1953, and the history debates further 

enabled by the Secret Speech, proposed revisions to the memory of the Estonian interwar 

republic, resonating in both academic discourse and ritually coded behaviour. The years of 

fluctuating limits and imperatives of de-Stalinization provided an occasional favourable 

atmosphere for even the slow reappearance of sporadic flower-laying initiatives at sites of 

mnemonic significance, such as The Boy in Tallinn.966  

 

The years of destalinisation and its containment witnessed diverse ‘memory work’, similar, in 

many respects, to post-Socialist or even post-rupture non-Socialist societies, involving 

attempts to bring to light the full facts of an historical ‘truth’, victim testimony and traumatic 

                                                
966 Marking the monument’s location and commemorating the statue was primarily the tradition and ‘honorary 
obligation’ of the pupils of the adjacent Science School. Such activism thus fluctuated, in large part, to the views 
and ideological decisions of the faculty throughout the Soviet decades. In the enabling conditions of the Thaw, 
candles and flowers were laid at the site on former national holidays as well as on random, ‘innocent’ dates. In 
the latter half of the 1950s, the last day of school became a traditional ‘flowering day’ for classfuls of pupils. 
Karmo, Ühe vabadussamba lugu  (Tallinn: Huma, 1993), 50. 
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suffering, with suggestions of commemorating (even in monumental form) the latter.967 

Destalinisation unfolded within the frames of the Soviet project, following the tradition of 

Lenin’s glasnost’,968 and relying on Stalinist conventions of unmasking and denouncing, 

which even included attempts at purging the misguided cadres. Historians remained confined 

to the socio-economic preoccupation. While the new editors of Voprosy Istorii Anna 

Pankratova and Édourd N. Burdzhalov disputed Stalinist history writing altogether and 

particularly sought to re-cast party history, the so-termed ‘New Direction’ thinkers largely 

revived previously salient questions whose examination had been withheld under the Stalinist 

leadership.969 Both approaches challenged what Roger D. Markwick has termed the ‘Short 

Course paradigm’, but in different ways, complicating the goals and perceptions of de-

Stalinisation. Arkadii Sidorov and the future ‘New Direction’ thinkers sought to revise the 

Stalinist history rather indirectly, turning their attention to Russian Imperialism, and 

advancing the concept of ‘multistructuredness’ or mnogoukladnost’. The portrayal of pre-

revolutionary Russia as a contradictory, multi-layered social and economic structure with 

                                                
967 Polly Jones, Myth, memory, trauma. Rethinking the Stalinist past in the Soviet Union, 1953-70  (New Haven: 
Yale University Press,  2013), 3. 
968 The term glasnost’ has been dated back to Tsar Nicholas’ I reference to open communication within the 
bureaucracy for the sake of transforming the country economically. However, some Soviet historians at the time 
of Gorbachev’s glasnost’ sought to re-establish the Leninist nature of the principle, tracing its origins to the 
[1901] 1902 political pamphlet What is to be done? See: Alexander Sovokin. Glasnost’ i demokratiya. Pravda, 
19.06.1988, an article edited for publishing by the new director of the Institute of Marxism-Leninism, G. L. 
Smirnov; quoted in Brian McNair, Glasnost, perestroika, and the Soviet media  (London, New York: Routledge,  
1991), 23. In the pamphlet, Lenin criticises the ‘economist’ tendency and camp in Russian social democracy for 
their ‘fear of glasnost’, and asserts the absurdity of claiming democratic governance without the attribute of just 
such ‘publicity’ (also translated ‘openness’). V. I. Lenin. Что делать? 
anticapitalist.ru/books/Lenin_chto_delat.pdf [accessed 18.01.2015], 6, 62. For the purposes of the Soviet public 
discourse, Glasnost’ did not suggest the relaxation of Party control over information, but rather proposed a 
political tool for achieving greater efficiency (e.g. to combat bureaucratic indolence). Janusz Bugajski, "Soviet 
bloc propaganda: The glasnost factor," Political Communication 4, no. 4 (1987), 1. The theoretical basis for 
Soviet censorship and regulated press is also traced back to the 1902 pamphlet. Joseph Gibbs, Gorbachev's 
glasnost. The Soviet media in the first phase of perestroika  (College Station, Texas: Texas A & M University 
Press,  1999), 4. For Lenin, glasnost’ was one of four principles of an effective media practice that serves the 
purpose of socialist construction, the other three being partiinost’, linkage to the masses or narodnost’, and 
truthfulness/objectivity. The compatibility of party-mindedness and objectivity rests on the premise that 
Marxism-Leninism is both a revolutionary ideology and a scientific worldview. McNair, Glasnost, perestroika, 
and the Soviet media  (London, New York: Routledge, 1991), 18. Glasnost’, as the fourth press attribute, 
comprised two imperatives: the publicising of attractive and premonitory phenomena. The positive side of the 
glasnost’ principle thus compelled to provide the public with ideals for emulation, while the negative dimension 
needed to reveal the undesirable phenomena that had become known in the construction of the new structure, 
sustaining the struggle against the adverse aspects of the old. Ibid., 23. 
969 Some of the champions of revision had matured their claims and research emphases before the Stalinist 
imperatives, or risen in their profession over the late-Stalinist years. Denis Kozlov, "Athens and Apocalypse: 
Writing History in Soviet Russia," in The Oxford History of Historical Writing. Volume 5. Historical writing 
since 1945, ed. Axel Schneider, Daniel Woolf, and Ian Hesketh (2011), 386; Thaden, "Marxist Historicism and 
the Crises of Soviet Historiography," Jahrbücher für Geschichte Osteuropas 51, no. 1 (2003), 20; Roger D. 
Markwick, Rewriting history in soviet Russia. The politics of revisionist historiography, 1956-1974  (New York: 
Palgrave,  2001), 75.   
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industrial and financial capital advancing in towns and semi-feudal associations governing the 

more backward countryside contested the economic circumstances of the October Revolution, 

challenging the Short Course notions of its law-driven onset.970 New methodical research into 

pre-revolutionary Russia thus reached outside Stalinist dogmas and deterministic expectations 

in history writing, and with it questioned the legitimacy of central control over scholarly 

output as it rested on just such expired legacy.971 However, the change they proposed resided 

within the Marxist-Leninist problematic, providing a non-deterministic alternative for the 

interpretation of the course of history.972  

 

While authors have pointed to the quintessentially Soviet nature of the mnemonic processes 

that unfolded after Stalin’s death, not observing any absolute break between Stalinist and 

post-Stalinist history-writing,973 the unsteady devaluation of the former conceptual paradigm 

is nevertheless worth exploring as a sub-rupture in the mnemonic composition of Estonia, 

whose effective Soviet experience was all but limited to the war and the late-Stalinist years, 

and whose exposure to Lenin, the return of which the Thaw rhetoric showcased, had been 

rather lacking. Unfolding within the Soviet state and thus necessarily obliged to uphold a 

sense of continuity with the successes of the regime and the positive historical identities it had 

provided, the Thaw in history writing was an intense negotiation between continuity and 

rupture. The continued legitimacy of the regime necessitated severe caution in re-aligning 

historical narratives, particularly after Poland and Hungary demonstrated the limits of change.  

 

                                                
970 Thaden, "Marxist Historicism and the Crises of Soviet Historiography," Jahrbücher für Geschichte 
Osteuropas 51, no. 1 (2003), 20; Roger D. Markwick, "Thaws and Freezes in Soviet historiography, 1953-64," in 
The Dilemmas of De-Stalinization. Negotiating Cultural and Social Change in the Khrushchev Era, ed. Polly 
Jones (Routledge, 2009), 182-183. 
971 Thaden, "Marxist Historicism and the Crises of Soviet Historiography," Jahrbücher für Geschichte 
Osteuropas 51, no. 1 (2003), 20. See also: Markwick, Rewriting history in soviet Russia. The politics of 
revisionist historiography, 1956-1974  (New York: Palgrave, 2001), 75-110. 
972 Roger D. Markwick, "A. Ia. Gurevich's contribution to Soviet and Russian historiography: from social-
psychology to historical anthropology," in Saluting Aron Gurevich. Essays in history, literature and other 
related subjects, ed. Yelena Mazour-Matusevich, Alexandra Shecket Korros, and Aron Gurevich (Leiden; 
Boston: Brill, 2010), 44. 
973 For example, Denis Kozlov notes the professional culture and ‘toolbox’ of Soviet historians as established in 
the late 1930s and 1940s. He recalls the assumption that it was this traditionalist professional culture, complete 
with elements of pre-1917 academic tradition and the intelligentsia’s concept of knowledge that ‘gave the post-
Stalin shifts in historical writing and teaching a direction and lasting significance’. The formal restructuring of 
the profession and activities thus played a lesser role. Kozlov, "Athens and Apocalypse: Writing History in 
Soviet Russia," in The Oxford History of Historical Writing. Volume 5. Historical writing since 1945, ed. 
Schneider, Woolf, and Hesketh (2011), 387.  
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The unhinging of historical interpretations led to a newly charged collective investment in 

searching for identities and constructing historical imaginations around new links and 

continuities. A ‘factographic’ approach to the past, a near obsession with historical detail, the 

flood of memoir-writing, antiquarian interest in an undiscriminating array of material objects, 

and the active rise of architectural heritage protection ideals – all pronounce what literary 

historian Denis Kozlov discusses as the late socialist ‘historical turn’.974 The amassing of 

historical minutiae became a means of looking into the past in search of origins, intended to 

‘complement rather than revolutionize existing worldviews’, and to reconcile the past with the 

present.975 Empiricism, resting perhaps on pre-revolutionary traditions of positivism and thus 

proposing a methodological continuity and ‘origin’ in itself, provided a space for answering 

questions and overthrowing clichés while remaining loyal to the Soviet appreciation of 

scientific fact and operating, whether unwittingly or not, in the fixed conceptual universe of 

Dina Spechler’s ‘permitted dissent’.976 The Party’s inconsistent pronouncements opened 

further avenues for such investigation.977 While Spechler’s exclusive application of the term 

to post-Stalinism risks obscuring broader post-war developments or High Stalinism-provoked 

reactions that appeared even before Stalin’s passing,978 the concept nevertheless aptly 

captures the fact-accumulating retrospection that unfolded within the confines of the system 

and its pre-authorised moulds of historical curiosity. The events that unanchored High 

Stalinist historical maxims thus started a society-wide inspection into the minutiae of the past, 

                                                
974 Denis Kozlov, "The Historical Turn in Late Soviet Culture: Retrospectivism, Factography, Doubt, 1953–91," 
Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 2, no. 3 (2001). 
975 Ibid., 578. 
976 Dina Spechler, Permitted dissent in the USSR. Novy mir and the Soviet regime  (Praeger,  1982); Kozlov, 
"The Historical Turn in Late Soviet Culture: Retrospectivism, Factography, Doubt, 1953–91," Kritika: 
Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 2, no. 3 (2001), 581. 
977 For example, proponents of the ‘working through’ of the Stalinist trauma in public recollections could draw 
on the Party’s rhetoric of lustration and terror, which advanced to renew the de-Stalinisation effort at the 22nd 
Party Congress.    
978 Already in 1952, the Soviet leadership was beginning to show signs of reassessing certain former priorities, 
and a shift in public discussion gave a more prominent voice to minority (and not necessarily dissident) views 
held and debated by intellectuals in the 1940s’ post-war. Political reliability and an uncompromising anti-
Western ethos were receding in importance, with Western scientific literature rehabilitated and Stalin himself 
criticising monopolistic authority figures in his 1952 essay Marxism and Questions of Linguistics. Emphasis 
moved rather onto professionalism and the workers’ material welfare, the individual’s privacy, ideas and artistic 
or intellectual truth in interactions with state interests. The 1952 shift in literature was equally instituted from 
within the Party, commencing with Valentin Ovechkin’s sketch District Routine that dissects the conflict 
between individual and state interests. While the change in leadership certainly brought these changes to 
prominence, one should not discard factors such as post-war economic recovery, improved capacity to respond 
to individual material concerns, and reaction to High Stalinist assumptions of privilege and position, and the 
corresponding literary heroes. Katerina Clark, The Soviet novel. History as ritual  (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press,  2000), 213-216. 
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a practice that continued and grew in the following decades as a mode of legitimate social 

doubt. 

 

At the same time, the leadership struggled to coherently define the borders of welcome 

retrospection, and to contain the moods and memory work that the Secret Speech had 

launched. As this ‘sub-rupture’ unfolded within the Soviet system, it exhibited both the rapid 

surge of traumatic memories into public use and the subsequently attempted regulation of the 

plurality of mnemonic possibilities thus enabled. While mnemonic ‘containment’ and near 

exclusive directionality occurs also in regime change upheavals, such as the collapse of the 

Soviet Union and the ensuing national narratives in the Baltics, the de-Stalinisation process 

was inherently more conflicted. Though the Secret Speech constituted a hitherto unforeseen 

intervention, bringing forth a new ‘truth’ and a ‘need’ to disclose it, the preferred tonality in 

public discussions and literature remained that of optimism rather than repentance, as the 

latter was considered more harmful, even ‘unhealthy’. Polly Jones demonstrates how Soviet 

Russian writers supported the celebratory framings of public memory when it came to 

narratives of the cult of personality.979 Stories of trauma and psychological hardship were 

censored in the late Thaw years for failing to embrace the triumph of rehabilitation, and for 

‘incorrectly illuminating’ issues related to the cult of personality.980 Those advocating the 

necessity of performing the more negative memory work and upholding a mnemonic 

preoccupation with the cult of personality continually negotiated the confines of the 

permissible.981  

 

The issues of truth and trauma raise the question of the private-collective binary, one of the 

most important theoretical aspects of a mnemonic rupture. De-Stalinisation efforts rested on, 

and indeed encouraged, the rethinking of the Stalinist years, also among the creative 

intelligentsia and the population at large. This means that Aleida Assmann’s ‘parabola’ of 

memory levels and their interactions was, at least partly, set to work – the accelerated 

communication between private (or collected) and collective memory, between 

communicative and cultural memory marked the unfolding of a second, alternative post-war. 

                                                
979 Jones, Myth, memory, trauma. Rethinking the Stalinist past in the Soviet Union, 1953-70  (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2013). 
980 Polly Jones, "Memories of Terror or Terrorizing Memories? Terror, Trauma and Survival in Soviet Culture of 
the Thaw," The Slavonic and East European Review 86, no. 2 (2008), 346. 
981 This was done, for example, on the pages of Novy Mir. Spechler, Permitted dissent in the USSR. Novy mir 
and the Soviet regime  (Praeger, 1982). 
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Khrushchev authorized the publication of war stories outside the previous narrow scope of 

narrating Stalin’s prowess, and thus accomplished what Lisa A. Kirschenbaum has deemed 

the most durable measure in the de-Stalinisation process,982 which continued even after 

Brezhnev’s administration halted further de-Stalinisation of historiography for nearly a 

quarter-century.983 The image of this alternative post-war, one in which the people got to keep 

their war memories and accomplishments and maintain a sense of unity with the Party, was 

further perpetuated in the rising war cult, and it rather complicated future state efforts to 

manage memory.984 Even though the contemporary scholarly glance into Soviet memory 

making has long been informed by the appearance in the public sphere of ‘genuine’ memory 

to counter ‘official’ memory, it is quite recently that authors have explored the more nuanced 

make-up of memory negotiations.985 The contestation of mnemonic borders by individuals 

and groups for the sake of having their personal experiences included in public memory 

culture did occur within the controlled Soviet space, and even intensified after the Party’s 

attempts to curtail the scrutiny of Stalinism.986      

 

Burdening the relationship of private memory to public were ideas and designations of 

‘healthy’ remembering. While the exploration of Stalinist terror was vehemently encouraged 

at times, the private and official urgencies conflicted over the morality and healthiness of 

exposing large-scale trauma and its aftereffects. At the height of post-Stalinist memory 

anxieties and discussion after the 22nd Party Congress, certain memoirs and manuscripts were 

unapproved for their gloom and obsessive lingering on traumatic wounds. The official appeals 

to expose the terror of 1937 had yielded uncomfortable and unsolvable narratives, accounts of 

enduring psychological damage. The leadership, operating under the longstanding bias that 

                                                
982 Lisa A Kirschenbaum, "Nothing Is Forgotten. Individual Memory and the Myth of the Great Patriotic War," 
in History of the aftermath. The legacies of the Second World War in Europe, ed. Frank Biess and Robert G 
Moeller (New York: Berghahn Books, 2010), 76-77. 
983 For developments in historiography under Brezhnev’s Stagnation, or what the author terms the ‘third crisis of 
Soviet historiography’, see Thaden, "Marxist Historicism and the Crises of Soviet Historiography," Jahrbücher 
für Geschichte Osteuropas 51, no. 1 (2003), 24-27.    
984 Kirschenbaum, "Nothing Is Forgotten. Individual Memory and the Myth of the Great Patriotic War," in 
History of the aftermath. The legacies of the Second World War in Europe, ed. Biess and Moeller (New York: 
Berghahn Books, 2010), 76-77. 
985 Important works include Yekelchyk, Stalin's Empire of Memory. Russian-Ukrainian Relations in the Soviet 
Historical Imagination  (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004); Jones, Myth, memory, trauma. Rethinking 
the Stalinist past in the Soviet Union, 1953-70  (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013); Lisa A 
Kirschenbaum, The legacy of the Siege of Leningrad, 1941-1995. Myth, memories, and monuments  (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press,  2009).  
986 Jones, Myth, memory, trauma. Rethinking the Stalinist past in the Soviet Union, 1953-70  (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2013), 10-11. 
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memory should be manipulated, both on the state and individual level, aspired to consolidate 

public memory around ‘condemnation without gloom’, and around an ultimately optimistic 

Socialist Realist aftermath to the ‘cult of personality’. Authors have demonstrated degrees of 

agreement between top-down direction and private perceptions: Polly Jones traces the popular 

support for ‘optimistic’ narratives on the ‘cult of personality’ problem during the Thaw;987 

Catherine Merridale finds former soldiers unwilling to recount ‘the grimmest scenes of war’ 

after the collapse of the Union, resorting instead to the once state-sanctioned language of 

honour and pride, and thus adopting a sense of dignity, discarding any ‘truth’ about the bleak, 

simple, inglorious tragedy of the war’s routine immediacy.988 Jeffrey Herf demonstrates the 

vital role political leaderships can have in bringing the memory of past crimes to public 

awareness, while personal experiences of political persecution are by no means an 

unimportant factor in shaping their mnemonic priorities.989 Contexts such as that of West 

Germany described by Herf, could afford, both ideologically and politically, to ‘break’ with 

the past, and perform emotional retrospection to heal, from a certain distance. In the post-

Stalinist situation, the top-down impulse emphasized a different version of ‘healthy’ 

remembrance, as dictated by doctrinal forward-looking optimism, eschatology, and 

progressivist zeal for identifying and fixing problems.  

 

The idea of ‘healthy’ remembrance rested on the Soviet Marxist chase for purity and the 

malleability of the societal construct. It pronounced the ‘fixability’ of psychological tragedy, 

and the idea of a naturally ‘just’ distribution of traumatic repercussion between the minds of 

perpetrators and victims. The rather Stalinist insistence on ‘exposing’ the remnants of 

Stalinism in people’s psychological make-up occurred in medical metaphors for two 

important ends: in order to pathologize impenitent Stalinists, and to imagine the cult of 

personality as a tumour, removable by the ‘surgical procedure’ of ‘unmasking’, which leaves 

the Soviet socio-political body unscathed for a healthy future.990 Alongside Khrushchev's 

pronouncement at the 22nd Party Congress that, ‘like a nightmare’, the past ‘weighs on the 

                                                
987 Ibid. 
988 Catherine Merridale, Ivan's war. Life and death in the Red Army, 1939-1945  (New York: Metropolitan 
Books,  2006), 386-387. Other studies have observed the broader relevance of the effective amalgam of private 
and public perception to the durability of the Soviet state, e.g. Stephen Kotkin, Magnetic mountain. Stalinism as 
a civilization  (Berkeley: University of California Press,  1995). 
989 Jeffrey Herf, Divided memory. The Nazi past in the two Germanys  (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press,  1997). 
990 Jones, "Memories of Terror or Terrorizing Memories? Terror, Trauma and Survival in Soviet Culture of the 
Thaw," The Slavonic and East European Review 86, no. 2 (2008), 352. 
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minds of the living’, other speakers made a case for an uneven, morally contingent bearing of 

the burden, suggesting Stalinist perpetrators be ‘persecuted by nightmares’ and ‘sobs and 

curses’.991 The past wrongdoing is thus expected to linger with the guilty as a punishment of 

sorts, and this limits the attention afforded to equally ‘haunted’ victim testimony. Journalistic 

discourse often focuses on Stalinists’ unhealthy fixture on past attitudes, and their 

‘memorization’ of long-condemned stances.992 This focus relegates the heavy, 

psychologically vexing aspects of private terror-memory to the realm of those that seemingly 

brought such suffering upon themselves. While disclosure followed by a full ‘ventilation’ of 

the Soviet minds was deemed highly important, the ‘treatment’ of the wounds was not to 

include their ‘reopening’. Private stories that were to represent the personal memories of the 

victims at large were selected to promote ‘healing’ and contrast the dysfunctional prospect of 

remaining ‘stuck’ in the past.993 While such selection hampered the upward movement of 

detailed victim memories on Assmann’s parabola and their entry into ‘official’ histories, 

emotional oral accounts of victimhood accompanied both high-level de-Stalinization speeches 

and local Komsomol meetings.994 Thus, with victim memories not completely marginalised in 

the public discourse, and with the negotiation over the limits of memory work in literary 

circles on-going, Polly Jones notes the ‘striking durability of hopes, almost until the end of 

the 1960s, that Soviet literature and historiography might accommodate the truth about the 

Stalinist past’.995   

 

The post-Stalin political elite and particularly the Brezhnev administration sought to 

reconfigure the private-collective memory dichotomy by reviving the Great Patriotic War.996 

                                                
991 Translated and quoted ibid., 350. 
992 For example, in her examination of Vsevolod Kochetov’s Oktyabr magazine, Jones discusses a published 
piece where a henchman of the Stalinist regime finds himself utterly confused because of what has happened, but 
remains oriented towards the past and repents nothing. Ibid., 351.  
993 For a late-war precedent for writers acting (and struggling to perform) as ‘healers’ of psychological injury, 
and the Party’s support for a ‘literary’ solution to the mental impact of the war, see: Anna Krylova, ""Healers of 
Wounded Souls": The Crisis of Private Life in Soviet Literature, 1944-1946," The Journal of Modern History 73, 
no. 2 (2001). In the Holocaust discourse, the imagery of wound-healing was problematized in the 1960s by the 
‘resentment’ philosopher Jean Améry, who argued that a social conception of time-bound relief negates the 
victim’s experience of how the injury acts (or resists) in the face of the time’s passing. Nancy Wood, Vectors of 
Memory: Legacies of Trauma in Postwar Europe  (Oxford: Berg,  1999), 63-64. 
994 Jones, "Memories of Terror or Terrorizing Memories? Terror, Trauma and Survival in Soviet Culture of the 
Thaw," The Slavonic and East European Review 86, no. 2 (2008), 352-353. 
995 Jones, Myth, memory, trauma. Rethinking the Stalinist past in the Soviet Union, 1953-70  (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2013), 14. 
996 On the War’s transformation into a ‘sacrosanct cluster of heroic exploits’ in the Brezhnev era, see: Tumarkin, 
The Living & the Dead. The rise and fall of the cult of World War II in Russia  (New York: Basic Books, 1994), 
133ff. 
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The mnemonic charge of the War had changed through different stages since the unfolding of 

the event. The calamitous war years celebrated individual contribution and the self-sacrificial 

heroics of the Soviet people, and the myth of the war was thus reasonably synchronised with 

the ordinary person’s understanding and experience of the war. Literary critic Lidiya 

Ginzburg writes in her unnerving account of the Siege of Leningrad that during these days 

one would hear ‘a real grandmother talking like a granny in the articles and stories. That’s 

never happened before. Only in talk of the war does the language of the people merge with 

that of the newspapers’.997 The victory, once secured, saw the conversion of the enterprise 

into Stalin’s triumph; the Thaw years ascribed the feat to the Party and allowed for a 

resurrection of real life and literary war memories. The War’s ascendance into a state cult 

during Khrushchev’s and particularly Brezhnev’s reign, complete with new monuments and 

imposing rituals998, was accompanied by a return to wartime language that was to restore the 

corresponding atmosphere of unity and purpose.999 While the invoked unity of the people and 

the Party was to promote Party-mindedness and patriotism, the return to the people’s heroics – 

accomplished, for example, in Leningrad’s Piskaryovskoye Memorial Cemetery complex and 

Olga Berggolts’ verses culminating in the famed ‘Nothing is forgotten’ – produced additional, 

diverging consequences. The war discourse awakened unfulfilled hopes that arose in the 

‘normalcy’ of war, regarding an individual’s opportunities to take meaningful action in the 

society. The resurrected language thus drew attention to ordinary citizens and their 

accomplishments as well as their potential, not necessarily supporting the elite’s aim to wed 

the war and its mnemonic capital to the Party’s role and importance.1000 Berggolts’ closing 

lines that became a catchphrase for the war cult – ‘no one is forgotten, and nothing is 

forgotten’ – exemplify the particular alignment of private and public remembering in the war 

discourse. The language incites identification and individual mnemonic exercise, private 

meditations on ‘knowingly’ remembered ‘people’ and ‘things’. At the same time, it offers 
                                                
997 Lidiya Ginzburg, Blockade Diary  (London: Harvill Press,  1996), 56 (quoted in Lisa A. Kirschenbaum, 
""Our City, Our Hearths, Our Families": Local Loyalties and Private Life in Soviet World War II Propaganda," 
Slavic Review 59, no. 4 (2000), 829).  
998 On the ‘supershrines’ and monuments where the cult materialized into aesthetically controversial solutions, 
and where Brezhnev’s personal participation in the battles of the war was cast into history, see: Tumarkin, The 
Living & the Dead. The rise and fall of the cult of World War II in Russia  (New York: Basic Books, 1994), 141-
150; Michael Ignatieff, "Soviet War Memorials," History Workshop Journal, no. 17 (1984). For an overview of 
scholarship on the war cult with particular reference to its monuments, see: Scott W. Palmer, "How Memory was 
Made: The Construction of the Memorial to the Heroes of the Battle of Stalingrad," The Russian Review 68, no. 
3 (2009). 
999 Kirschenbaum, "Nothing Is Forgotten. Individual Memory and the Myth of the Great Patriotic War," in 
History of the aftermath. The legacies of the Second World War in Europe, ed. Biess and Moeller (New York: 
Berghahn Books, 2010), 70. 
1000 Ibid., 70. 
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solace in the unifying, collective, simple myth that claims to uphold and accommodate these 

memories, thus synchronising the private impulse with the public while relieving the 

individual rememberer from the burden of memory work.1001  

 

Thaw in Estonia: the debate on interwar cultural heritage 

Polly Jones has highlighted the complexity of de-Stalinisation processes after 1953, and 

skilfully described the memory-political meanderings and fluctuations in the form of trial-

and-error within the party leadership, the historical profession and the field of literature. The 

historical production that followed the toppling of the Short Course paradigm revived the 

emphasis on ‘people’ and their role in history making, and the Soviet Estonian press focussed 

on this previously exercised, dependable line in this time of caution and change. Historian 

Olaf Kuuli deemed the Thaw-era cohort of intellectuals and public figures in the Baltics a 

‘battered and frightened generation’, and thereby ‘somewhat more obedient’, if bitter.1002 

However, with the campaign against ‘bourgeois nationalists’ weakening and Union-wide 

voices for an increasingly ‘objective’ appraisal of history and literature resounding, the new 

edition of the History of the Estonian SSR (started in 1955) became a context for renegotiating 

the official stance on the interwar era, as the indiscriminate chastising of the entire creative 

and intellectual life over these two decades no longer appeared appropriate. The vulnerability, 

even assailability of Stalin, and the publicly acknowledged capacity for error within the 

Soviet system signalled an irreversible (though impermanent still in terms of degree and 

direction) need for reinvention, particularly with regard to the historical output and emphases. 

While practicing kritika and samokritika had already been expected of collectives and 

professionals previously,1003 the early de-Stalinising currents obliged the historian to include 

the mistakes performed by the Soviet state as an important part of the historical description of 

the Union’s inception and progress. Within these frames and with a fair amount of caution, a 

debate unfolded in Estonian press, seeking a revised approach to the interwar heritage, and 

                                                
1001 Ibid., 72. 
1002 This refers to the arrests and persecution carried out in the late 1940s and early 1950s against the cultural 
intelligentsia of the interwar era and the members of the first communist government in the summer of 1940, but 
also the fact that many then current public figures had family and relatives jailed by the Soviet authorities.  Olaf 
Kuuli, "Diskussioon eesti kultuuripärandist Hruštšovi "sula" ajal," Kleio. Ajaloo ajakiri 4, no. 14 (1995), 29.  
1003 For this indivisible duo of Soviet values with a near incantatory air, see Kharkhordin, The Collective and the 
Individual in Russia: A Study of Practices  (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), 142ff. 
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probing whether it is best achieved through generalising criticism of late-Stalinist cultural 

politics or by subtler, more specific corrections for a ‘nuanced’ interwar history.1004  

 

The debate began with a surprising piece by a formerly fierce anti-nationalist literary critic 

and functionary Max Laosson in the cultural weekly Sirp ja Vasar (Sickle and Hammer) in the 

spring of 1956, a month after the XX Congress. This unlikely opener to the polemic reads as a 

sharp criticism of the prevailing ‘anti-Leninist’, ‘nihilistic’ premise of the ‘decay of Estonian 

national culture’, attributed, by the author, to the vulgar-sociological method and poor 

synthesis of cultural-historical facts.1005 Laosson was an improbable spokesperson for the 

defence of the interwar heritage and its overlooked ‘progressiveness’, since he himself had 

previously helped launch an uncompromising attack on literary heritage, and vocally 

participated in the offensive against ‘bourgeois nationalists’, complete with a corresponding 

accusatory address at the infamous VIII Plenary Session of the Central Committee of the 

Estonian Communist Party in 1950. The reasons for a sudden turn and an attack, instead, on 

the trend of ‘ruthless bashing of the bourgeois period’ are perhaps rooted in professional 

ambition and an insightful reading of the currents of the Thaw.1006 He was well informed 

about the climate in Moscow from his studies at the Gorky Literature Institute, and aware of 

his fellow historian Eduard Päll’s forthcoming manuscript that criticized Laosson’s views 

from a 1949 article.1007 All factors considered, the time seemed right for a new initiative of his 

own.  

 
                                                
1004 Kuuli, "Diskussioon eesti kultuuripärandist Hruštšovi "sula" ajal," Kleio. Ajaloo ajakiri 4, no. 14 (1995), 30. 
1005 Max Laosson, “Progressiivse rahvuskultuuri arengust ja selle “mandumisest”,” Sirp ja Vasar, 23.03.1956, 2-
3. 
1006 The quote is from Laosson’s speech at the Writers’ Union party meeting on May 17, 1955. Since joining the 
Union’s party cell in 1953, Laosson’s language became more emotional and biting, as exemplified in his talk at 
the Union’s party organization on September 7, 1954. The tone suggests little remorse over past statements and 
does not inspire hypotheses of a change in his personal convictions – historical, literary or otherwise. Rather, 
they bespeak a timely understanding of discursive possibilities, and tumultuous relations with other professionals 
in the field. Excerpts from the addresses have been published in Kuuli, "Diskussioon eesti kultuuripärandist 
Hruštšovi "sula" ajal," Kleio. Ajaloo ajakiri 4, no. 14 (1995), 30-31. Meike Wulf and Pertti Grönholm have 
identified ‘opportunism’ as one of the four major coping strategies available for Soviet Estonian historians in the 
late- and post-Stalin period, given the ideological climate and methodological constraints (the other three being: 
‘conformism’,  ‘withdrawal’, and ‘passive resistance’). Career-related opportunism, in this case, is one of the 
performative strategies enabling self-actualization and meaning-making for one’s profession, bypassing, to a 
degree, scientific convictions, and building instead on ‘situational sensitivity, cold reasoning, and personal 
relations’. Such opportunism should thus be understood as not simply a derogatory image applied to the 
disingenuous by those adopting supposedly more ‘Estonian’ strategies, but rather in the key of Yurchak’s 
‘performativity’ and the complex interplay between the ‘public’ and the ‘private’ face, the ‘true’ and the 
‘pretend’-self. Wulf and Grönholm, "Generating Meaning Across Generations: The Role of Historians in the 
Codification of History in Soviet and Post-Soviet Estonia," Journal of Baltic Studies 41, no. 3 (2010), 356-357. 
1007 Kuuli, "Diskussioon eesti kultuuripärandist Hruštšovi "sula" ajal," Kleio. Ajaloo ajakiri 4, no. 14 (1995), 31. 
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Laosson’s article demonstrates a good knowledge of the ‘rules’ of post-Stalinist criticism. He 

begins by declaring that one of the main problems and conditions of building Communism 

had always been the right association of ‘proletarian revolutionism and the best traditions of 

humankind’. Drawing on the XX Party Congress and Lenin, he goes on to address the issue of 

the wrongful, dogmatic denial of the capitalist world in its entirety, including the scientific, 

cultural and technological progress accomplished. He ties the nihilistic denial of Soviet 

people’s cultural treasures to foreign, hostile tendencies. Bringing the discussion onto Estonia, 

he sets the ideological tone by recounting the progress of socialist culture, and criticizing the 

‘bourgeois nationalist’ cultural policies, associating the nihilist, absolutizing impulse of 

denunciation clearly with the ‘bourgeois’ literary circles dating from the early 20th century. 

With the ideological imperatives observed and the argument accounted for, Laosson presents 

his defence and rehabilitation pitch for the interwar heritage with particular reference to 

literature and theatre.   

	  

The article criticises the ‘decay of culture’ thesis in the History of the Estonian SSR and the 

works of Viktor Maamägi, a historian belonging to the group of ‘Soviet experts’ – the 

Russian-Estonian post-war arrivals believed to be specialists in Marxism-Leninism.1008 

Scholars in this group had been most vocal in deeming Estonian interwar culture degraded, 

alongside home-grown Communist sympathizers that had joined the illegal party in the 1920s 

– Gustav Naan and Joosep Saat, for example, wrote the section on ‘bourgeois dictatorship’ in 

the History of the Estonian SSR of 1952 and pronounced the societal construct with all its 

manifestations unnatural and unsuccessful.1009 Laosson suggests that the unjust and harmful 

condemnation of the entire cultural output of the interwar years stems from a simplified, 

dogmatic dichotomy of proletarian and bourgeois culture. He underscores the importance of a 

third, overlooked category – progressive democratic culture1010 – that applies, for example, to 

the critical realists in literature, a group that does not fall under proletarian production but 

nevertheless ‘fights against the distortions of bourgeois culture’. He lists authors that ensured 
                                                
1008 Wulf and Grönholm, "Generating Meaning Across Generations: The Role of Historians in the Codification 
of History in Soviet and Post-Soviet Estonia," Journal of Baltic Studies 41, no. 3 (2010), 359. 
1009 Ibid., 360. 
1010 The notion of the three categories of culture that coexist in a bourgeois society was a sanctioned viewpoint in 
the Soviet Union of the day, deriving from Lenin’s writings. The political classification delineates the different 
cultures as follows: the bourgeois culture defends the power and interests of the bourgeoisie; the democratic 
culture criticises the bourgeois society and its distorted ways but fails to demonstrate a way out; the proletarian 
culture fights for socialism and the Soviet power. The debate could thus only accommodate the question of the 
proportion of each of those three historical facts. Kuuli, "Diskussioon eesti kultuuripärandist Hruštšovi "sula" 
ajal," Kleio. Ajaloo ajakiri 4, no. 14 (1995), 32. 
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both the ‘broadening and deepening’ of the realist expression and enriched the tradition with 

new themes and ideas, providing an outlet for the people’s ‘humanist-democratic ideals’. He 

rehabilitates the Estonian interwar culture, situating it within the fertilizing aftermath of the 

October Revolution, and cautioning that the denial of cultural progress in capitalist Estonia 

implies undervaluing the impact of the Great October. The fight of the Estonian people 

alongside their Russian counterparts that culminated in the brief establishment of Soviet 

power in 1917 is emphasised to have had an enormous impact on the population and its 

creative thrust. 

 

Counter arguments were introduced two weeks later by Gustav Naan, the chief editor of the 

History of the Estonian SSR from 1952, in an article straightforwardly entitled M. Laosson is 

wrong.1011 He opens by pointing to Laosson’s breach of basic logic, and ‘programmatic’ 

intent. He goes on to defend his work by suggesting that, while democratic culture did yield 

results over the interwar decades, ‘non-progressive culture’ produced ‘a thousand times more’ 

in volume. Moreover, the latter is argued to have exerted damaging influence on the former, 

rendering it reasonable and well-founded to speak of the degradation of culture as a whole. 

Naan also provides arguments against Laosson’s treatment of the October Revolution itself 

and its imprint on cultural directions – the counterrevolution is pronounced to have destroyed 

all the socialist and some of the bourgeois-democratic achievements of the revolution, causing 

the society to take a step back in historical development. Reactionary culture is said to have 

dominated to the extent that only elements of democratic and proletarian culture existed to 

oppose it. The debate thus engaged with broader issues of possible rehabilitation for the 

interwar era and the very role and legacy of the October Revolution. The latter had important 

implications for the mnemonic timeline and claims of continuity, and whether the interwar 

republic remained a denounced aberration or was written back into ‘accepted’ history through 

some of its manifestations.  

 

The discussion on the pages of Sirp ja Vasar spanned the next three months with Viktor 

Maamägi, Eduard Päll and Gustav Naan in one camp, and a considerable majority of 

contributors siding with Laosson’s proposed criticism of the formerly institutionalised 

                                                
1011 Gustav Naan, “M. Laosson on eksiteel”, Sirp ja Vasar, 06.04.1956, 2. 
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consensus.1012 The defenders of the ‘decay’ thesis resorted to politically charged 

argumentation and pronounced the ‘inevitability’ of cultural degradation following a 

reactionary event such as the fall of the Soviet power.1013 Maamägi maintains that it is 

fundamentally wrong to join proletarian and democratic culture in any argument, for only the 

former ‘stood in the service of its historical task’, opposing the reactionary production, while 

the latter remained inconsistent in its ideological loyalties.1014 Naan even makes (not entirely 

unwarranted) observations about Laosson’s supporters defending the ‘full flourishing of the 

entire people’s culture’ during the interwar era.1015 However, ultimately, the ‘decay’-thesis 

defenders’ notable (even pronounced) avoidance of facts in favour of theory, and recourse to 

political accusations of ‘revisionism’ resulted in their opponents building an increasingly 

convincing case around the achievements of interwar art, music, literature and science. The 

editorial board of Sirp ja Vasar that had thus far distanced itself from the discussion by 

explicit comments, summarized the debate strongly and expressly in favour of Laosson, 

stating that the ‘erroneous positions’ of the opposing wing were thrown into high relief as the 

discussion progressed.1016 The discussion was thus brought to a close on the assertion that the 

leading figures of the Estonian SSR’s Academy of Sciences – Naan, Maamägi, and Päll – 

were operating on faulty theoretical premises, which were also employed in practice. The 

closing article summarizes the outcome of the debate: the realization that revisions in the 

treatment of interwar culture are necessary in order for the Estonian scholarship to respect the 

Soviet tenets of the three cultures, and the tried, familiar principle of the role of the people in 

history.   

 

                                                
1012 Maamägi, Päll and Naan all represented the Soviet newcomers on the Estonian history-writing scene. Born in 
Russia, Maamägi and Naan had arrived in Estonia after the war. Päll was born in Estonia but he had spent the 
entire interwar period studying and working in Russia. The background of the opposing wing was more varied. 
Madis Pesti, who became most outspoken in the group after Laosson’s opening address, was an increasingly 
popular younger generation historian with no communist background from the interwar years. He had had 
pronounced discords with the director of the History Institute Viktor Maamägi, and his persona and popularity 
are deemed to have influenced the course of the debate to an important degree. Other contributors on Laosson’s 
side included Igor Yankovski, a Pole born and educated in Estonia, and Nina Zelentsova, a literary scholar from 
Moscow, whose participation was strategically important in order to avert accusations of Estonian bourgeois 
nationalism. Six out of the 15 participants of the debate were professional historians; creative intelligentsia was 
represented in more modest numbers – 3 members of the Writers Union took part, with other creative fields 
remaining mere onlookers. Kuuli, "Diskussioon eesti kultuuripärandist Hruštšovi "sula" ajal," Kleio. Ajaloo 
ajakiri 4, no. 14 (1995), 33.	   
1013 Articles from Maamägi, Päll and Naan quoted ibid., 32. 
1014 Viktor Maamägi, “Demokraatlikust kultuurist kodanlikus Eestis”, Sirp ja Vasar, 20.04.1956. 
1015 Kuuli, "Diskussioon eesti kultuuripärandist Hruštšovi "sula" ajal," Kleio. Ajaloo ajakiri 4, no. 14 (1995), 33. 
1016 “Progressiivse kultuuripärandi küsimuses toimunud mõttevahetusest”, Sirp ja Vasar, 13.07.1956, 4. 
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The impact of the debate on historical thinking requires consideration, even if the confusing 

de-Stalinization currents caused the country’s leadership to be cautiously vague in 

formulating their position, and some of the revisions were virtually undone by a Stalinist 

counter-offensive that followed. Authors in exile communities gave the debate a totalitarian 

reading, presupposing a dichotomy of ‘real’ vs. Soviet-imposed convictions: Leonhard Vahter 

suggested the whole controversy was a top-down arrangement to establish a more liberal 

direction as introduced at the XX Party Congress, and Arnold Purre observed an unmistakable 

division between ethnic Estonian and Russian-Estonian arguments in the discussion.1017 

However, the hesitant party pronouncements, changing dynamics in the historians’ camps, 

and a network of broader cultural and political issues that surfaced in later episodes of history 

contestation suggest a more complex reality. The debate was broadly perceived by the 

intelligentsia as a sign of the relaxation of dogmatic schemes, and the inception of a new, 

unfamiliar culture of public discussion. It was openly acknowledged that the debate was not 

only important for the future of interwar cultural heritage, but pertained to the ‘most salient 

question of the day – whether the world was created in 1940 or earlier’.1018 Articles reviving 

the creative progress accomplished in the interwar decades appeared in the fields of 

performance art, painting, poetry, and even émigré writers were endorsed to assume their 

rightful place in the poetry anthology, literary journals, and literature reviews.1019 For 

historiography, the debate continued in the preparations for the manuscript of the new History 

of the Estonian SSR, where the former methods were questioned – the previous edition and its 

contributors were criticised for allowing ideological dogmas to determine the facts presented, 

the latter serving only as suitable examples for a premeditated conclusion.1020 Suggestions of 

Estonian cultural ‘self-sufficiency’ went as far as to contest the assumption of the ‘friendship 

                                                
1017 Rebas, "Dependence and opposition. Problems in Soviet Estonian historiography in the late 1940s and early 
1950s," Journal of Baltic Studies 36, no. 4 (2005), 434-435; Leonhard Vahter, "Communism and the Cultural 
Legacy of Independent Estonia," The Baltic Review, no. 11 (1957); Arnold Purre, "Teine punane okupatsioon 
Eestis. Aastad 1952-1964," in Eesti saatusaastad 1945-1960. 3, Kommunistlikus haardes, ed. Richard Maasing 
(Stockholm: EMP, 1965). 
1018 Literary critic and Secretary of the board of the Writers’ Union Lembit Remmelgas made this statement in an 
address a few months after the end of the debate. Kuuli, "Diskussioon eesti kultuuripärandist Hruštšovi "sula" 
ajal," Kleio. Ajaloo ajakiri 4, no. 14 (1995), 34. 
1019 E.g. the literary journal Looming published a positive review of exiled poet Gustav Suits’ collection Fire and 
Wind (Stockholm, 1950) in October 1956. In 1957, Looming continued to publish poems by Estonian émigrés in 
Sweden such as Marie Under, Ilmar Laaban, Kalju Lepik, Bernard Kangro. Rebas, "Dependence and opposition. 
Problems in Soviet Estonian historiography in the late 1940s and early 1950s," Journal of Baltic Studies 36, no. 
4 (2005), 435-436. 
1020 An overview of the proceedings of the publication is published in Kuuli, "Diskussioon eesti kultuuripärandist 
Hruštšovi "sula" ajal," Kleio. Ajaloo ajakiri 4, no. 14 (1995), 34, and Rebas, "Dependence and opposition. 
Problems in Soviet Estonian historiography in the late 1940s and early 1950s," Journal of Baltic Studies 36, no. 
4 (2005), 439-440. 
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of the Estonian and Russian people’. Formerly purged historian Hans Kruus contributed to the 

discussion, probing the boundaries of ‘permitted dissent’, and submitting that the notion of 

Estonian territory forming part of ‘age-old Russian lands’ is invalid: ‘it is the conception of 

the Russian czars Ivan III and Ivan IV, and we should discard it’.1021  

 

The heritage debate also led, perhaps inevitably, to an examination of the ‘wrongs’ performed 

in the late 1940s and early 1950s on the Estonian cultural landscape, and the writings reached 

the pages of the Central Committee’s newspaper Rahva Hääl (The Voice of the People), 

turning against the very initiator of the changes in rhetoric, Max Laosson. An investigation 

into the maltreatment of intelligentsia and their creation pronounced Laosson to have been the 

very architect of nihilistic bias to cultural heritage, and underscored that, while ‘it is good that 

Laosson now opposes the nihilistic attitude, […] it is entirely unfortunate that he forgets in 

this battle the most important of his adversaries – Laosson himself’.1022 Laosson’s role as the 

spokesperson for the anti-nihilist wing was discredited by tracing public anti-nihilist voices 

back to 1951, many of which were reaction to Laosson’s own denouncements of interwar 

literary works.1023  

 

The issue was also entered into Central Committee meetings, where the editor in chief of Sirp 

ja Vasar Lembit Remmelgas exposed the wrongful dismissal of cultural heritage in all its 

manifestations. The ‘erroneous’ official bias had not only censored public attitudes and 

publishing decisions, but it had also been solidified through rearrangements to physical 

landscapes, as occurred in the removal of poet Ernst Enno’s (1875-1934) memorial in 

1951.1024 Meeting stenograms reveal that speakers from among literary scholars regretted the 

lack of clarity, seeking explicit commentary from the Central Committee on the issues 

debated – a plurality of views and possibilities made parts of this cohort rather uneasy and 

                                                
1021 Kuuli, "Diskussioon eesti kultuuripärandist Hruštšovi "sula" ajal," Kleio. Ajaloo ajakiri 4, no. 14 (1995), 34. 
The debate around the manuscript for the new history is summarized (and criticised) in “Vabaneda 
lihtsustamisest Eesti NSV ajaloo käsitlemisel,” Rahva Hääl, 27.12.1956. Among other arguments, the article 
defends the discrediting of the czarist past as a basis for potential notions of Estonian-Russian unity, and 
reinstates the ‘progressive’ cultural influence of Estonia’s western, southern and northern neighbours.   
1022 Lembit Remmelgas, “Vigadest ja väärhinnangutest,” Looming, No. 11, 1956, 1603. 
1023 Lembit Remmelgas, “Vigadest ja väärhinnangutest, Looming, No. 11, 1956, 1602-1604. A shortened version 
of the same article was published in Rahva Hääl, the voice of the Communist Party Central Committee. Kuuli, 
"Diskussioon eesti kultuuripärandist Hruštšovi "sula" ajal," Kleio. Ajaloo ajakiri 4, no. 14 (1995), 35. 
1024 The memorial was opened on July 30, 1939 in the town of Haapsalu, in western Estonia, where the poet and 
children's author had worked. Following its removal, the bust was restored in 1957. National Registry of Cultural 
Monuments, register.muinas.ee, accessed 21.10.2015. 
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cautious in the face of potential mistakes.1025 The Party leaders, however, remained hesitant 

and emphasized, instead, the long-established need for exposing and fighting bourgeois 

nationalism, and rather denied any dogmatic dismissal of interwar heritage within the Party 

organisation. The leaders’ hesitation was further illustrated in the head of the Central 

Committee Ideology Department Leonid Lentsmann’s address at the ECP CC III plenary 

session just months later, in which he concluded that Maamägi, Naan and Päll should have 

acknowledged their mistakes from the start rather than engage in an ineffectual self-

defence.1026 It was clear that the Central Committee did not particularly like the development 

and outcome of the debate, as it operated uncomfortably close to the questionable decisions of 

the EC(b)P CC VIII plenary session, which had launched a major campaign against cultural 

intelligentsia in 1950. 

 

The debate succeeded in upsetting the unconditional rule of ideological dogmas. Even though 

the Hungarian 1956 Uprising brought about a discursive reversion to Maamägi’s line of 

thinking and a stifling of the public debate by uncompromising, top-down addresses in the 

Party’s daily Rahva Hääl, the substantive feats of the opposing camp proved significant over 

the next years. Their arguments had gained popularity among the intelligentsia and influenced 

the tone and scope of the second edition of the History of the Estonian SSR.1027 Their main 

suggestion that interwar history and culture be more carefully studied was slowly taken up by 

authors, and the viewpoints articulated in the debate received consideration in the subsequent 

work of literary scholars and historians, even if this influence was necessarily reconciled with 

the fluctuating ideological frames.1028 The debate opened the door for a revised sense of 

continuity, suggesting a link between the October Revolution, interwar cultural efforts and 

contemporary achievements, thus writing these decades back into historical imagination as a 

potential repository of cultural roots and identification.1029 It ushered in the literary return to 

the ‘golden’ 1930s that occurred in the 1960s – the ‘poetry boom’ even came to feature new 

collections by Betti Alver, a celebrated interwar poetess who had retreated into translating 

                                                
1025 Kuuli, "Diskussioon eesti kultuuripärandist Hruštšovi "sula" ajal," Kleio. Ajaloo ajakiri 4, no. 14 (1995), 36. 
1026 Lentsman’s pronouncement at the ECP CC III Plenary Session, October 23-25, 1956. Quoted in ibid., 36. 
1027 E.g. the coverage of culture is more thorough in the second edition; ideas of peaceful coexistence and 
collective leadership set the context for the chapters. Rebas, "Dependence and opposition. Problems in Soviet 
Estonian historiography in the late 1940s and early 1950s," Journal of Baltic Studies 36, no. 4 (2005), 439-440. 
1028 Kuuli, "Diskussioon eesti kultuuripärandist Hruštšovi "sula" ajal," Kleio. Ajaloo ajakiri 4, no. 14 (1995), 38. 
1029 This resonates with the wider Soviet search for origins in the post-Stalin years: Kozlov, "The Historical Turn 
in Late Soviet Culture: Retrospectivism, Factography, Doubt, 1953–91," Kritika: Explorations in Russian and 
Eurasian History 2, no. 3 (2001). 
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since the coming of the Soviet rule.1030 This literary climate also inspired novels that read as 

meditations on the Estonians’ place in the whirlwinds of history, thus obliquely bringing the 

‘small nation’ theme and problems into literature, and into the personal drama of 

protagonists.1031 The debate on cultural heritage started the process of interacting with the 

interwar past, and probed the boundaries of ‘permitted dissent’ as well as creative impulses, 

enabling more explicit fragments of influence to travel across the rupture of war.  

 

Nationalism and organization 

The interwar experiences of civic culture and nationalism resurfaced and combined to shape 

the post-Stalin decades in Estonia and eventually also inform its post-soviet transition. 

Scholarly accounts of nationalist movements in the Soviet Union after Stalin attribute their 

rise to a spectrum of factors, from socioeconomic developments to ideological 

disillusionment.1032 Alexander Motyl, for example, prioritized the role of political 

circumstances in the actualization of possibilities created by modernization, suggesting that 

the fluctuations in political moves by Khrushchev and Brezhnev – openness and toleration 

followed by backlashes and re-Stalinization – brought to fruition the Ukrainian nationalist 

movement in the 1960s.1033 Yitzhak Brudny believes disappointment with Khrushchev’s 

policies alone, like his campaigns against private plots or the Orthodox Church, was key in 

the development of post-Stalin nationalisms.1034 In any case, Khrushchev’s discontinuation of 

terror as both a political tool and an ideological tenet, resting on the construct of intensifying 

class struggle, was crucial in laying the basis for a diversification of socio-political stances 

among the elite, even if Russian or Estonian nationalism did not grow into a significant force 

until the mid-1970s.  

 

                                                
1030 Betti Alver publishes Mõrane peegel. Kuus poeemi (Cracked Mirror. Six long poems) in 1962 (Tallinn: 
Loomingu raamatukogu) and Tähetund (Star hour) in 1966 (Tallinn: Eesti Raamat). 
1031 The Estonians’ complex fate between two great powers, and the internal drama that ensues is depicted, for 
example, in Paul Kuusberg’s Andres Lapeteusi Juhtum (The Case of Andres Lapeteus) and Villem Gross’ 
Pinginaabrid (Desk mates), both published in 1963. 
1032 Yitzhak M. Brudny gives a brief overview of scholarly arguments from the 1980s and 1990s, himself settling 
on a combination of political and social factors for an analysis of the rise of a nationalist discourse. Yitzhak M. 
Brudny, Reinventing Russia. Russian Nationalism and the Soviet State, 1953-1991  (Cambridge, Massachusetts 
Harvard University Press,  1998), 28-30.  
1033 Alexander J. Motyl, Will the Non-Russians Rebel?  (Cornell University Press,  1987). 
1034 He primarily refers to Russian nationalism, but speaks also of the effect of the discontent with Khrushchev’s 
rule on non-Russian ethnic nationalist thought. Brudny, Reinventing Russia. Russian Nationalism and the Soviet 
State, 1953-1991  (Cambridge, Massachusetts Harvard University Press, 1998), 39-46. 
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The rejection of Stalin’s nationality policies meant more flexible education and language 

management for non-Russian ethnicities, enabling prospective indigenous elites to grow. The 

proposed idea of a Soviet national identity furthered the ethno-nationalist impulse – while 

failing to resonate with the newly urbanized Russian intelligentsia who came to play an 

important part in the Russian nationalist thought, it also contributed to a rise in the nationalist 

sentiment among the non-Russian elites who feared that statements of a ‘complete unity’ 

between ethnic groups stood for further efforts to russify.1035 Khrushchev’s tolerance of ‘thick 

journals’ such as Novy mir and ‘village prose’ that became the voice of nationalism, and 

Brezhnev’s ‘inclusionary politics’ that co-opted Russian nationalist intellectuals were 

motivated by the need to mobilize popular support, and curiously, while curtailing the 

representation of the liberal-reformist voice, Brezhnev’s policies elevated the nationalist 

intelligentsia into an officially supported group with a remarkable freedom for debate 

regarding issues such as ecology, Slavophile legacy, and the protection of historic 

monuments.1036 Against this background, the growing preservationist awareness in Estonia, 

sustained by building on the interwar precedents of civic mobilisation, furthered nationalist 

sentiment and mnemonic continuity within the sphere of culture.    

 

Investigating Estonia’s successful post-Soviet transition, Li Bennich-Björkman traces the 

exemplary ease of liberalisation back to the interwar experience of collective arrangements 

that even survived the semi-authoritarian Päts regime in the latter half of the 1930s.1037 In 

those decades, a generation grew up amidst co-operative organisations and communalism.1038 

While no substantial research has been conducted on the inter-generational communication of 

pre-war memories, it has been consensually observed that they moulded and helped preserve 

national identity and patriotism, growing into something of a social memory that features 

converging story lines and analogous ascriptions of meaning.1039 Nationalism and 

                                                
1035 Ibid., 43. 
1036 Ibid., 57ff. 
1037 Li Bennich-Björkman, "The Cultural Roots of Estonia's Successful Transition: How Historical Legacies 
Shaped the 1990s," East European Politics and Societies, no. 21 (2007).  
1038 Citizen initiatives in the interwar republic included organisations caring for the unemployed, conducting 
areal studies, etc. Even upholding the tradition of song festivals has been considered an example of citizen 
initiative. Maie Pihlamägi, "Tööpuudusest Eesti Vabariigis aastail 1918-1940," Acta Historica Tallinnensia, no. 
10 (2006); Aili Aarelaid-Tart, ed. Kodanikualgatus ja seltsid Eesti muutuval kultuurimaastikul (Tallinn: Jaan 
Tõnissoni Instituut, 1996). 
1039 E.g. Ene Kõresaar, Memory and History in Estonian Post-Soviet Life Stories: Private and Public, Individual 
and Collective from the Perspective of Biographical Syncretism  (Tartu: Tartu University Press,  2004); Helle 
Rakfeldt-Leetmaa and Rakfeldt Jaak, "Rahvusliku identiteedi sailitamine okupeeritud Eestis," Akadeemia, no. 8 
(1996). 
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communality developed in close intertwinement – the collective interwar individual was 

forged in the practices of singing together, working together, and participation in grandiose 

state campaigns such as the home improvement initiative.1040 The social trust and communal 

interdependence that developed in the context of a rather equal society with minority rights 

and no inherited hierarchies can be viewed as a strong emerging civic culture whose later 

effect was perhaps enhanced by its pre-war fate, evident in a comparison with neighbouring 

Latvia.1041 In the Estonian case civil society functioned, to a noticeable extent, during Päts’ 

‘silent era’, whereas Kârlis Ulmanis’ regime adopted a much more heavy-handed stance 

towards associations, resulting in different developments in state-society dynamics for the two 

Baltic republics.1042 Estonia also differs from its two southern neighbours in that a ‘second 

society’ of interconnected elite groups went on to be formed under the Soviet rule, while in 

both Latvia and Lithuania this was much less pronounced, with the Popular Fronts in 1988 

marking a break towards something entirely new.1043     

 

The first manifestation of ‘collective mobilisation’ was the club Bit, founded by Tartu’s 

academic youth in 1965 as a community and a space for exchanging information, acquiring 

new knowledge and spending free time in socially engaging ways. The activities included 

academic presentations, discussions as well as trips and excursions, which the participants 

remember to have been enthusiastically educational rather than leisurely – history and culture 

were approached from ‘unofficial’ angles, and whole families would join in for visits with 

local specialists on relevant topics.1044 With a strong social and intellectual appeal, on the one 

hand, and the growing momentum of tapping into shelved layers of cultural memory, on the 

other, the club broadened the concept of Soviet Estonian ‘normalcy’, which balanced, in the 

next decades, between soft opposition and adaptation. The nationalist thought and cultural-

historical initiatives found their place within the soviet experience, and the officially 

sanctioned structures. In 1974, a ‘book enthusiasts’’ campaign was centrally launched in 
                                                
1040 Ene Kõresaar, "Childhood as an image of history: Metaphorical depiction of the nation and the state in 
childhood memories of elderly Estonians," in Memory and History in Estonian Post-Soviet Life Stories: Private 
and Public, Individual and Collective from the Perspective of Biographical Syncretism, ed. Ene Kõresaar (Tartu: 
Tartu University Press, 2004), 7. 
1041 Bennich-Björkman, "The Cultural Roots of Estonia's Successful Transition: How Historical Legacies Shaped 
the 1990s," East European Politics and Societies, no. 21 (2007), 339. 
1042 Ibid., 340; Rein Ruutsoo, Civil society and nation building in Estonia and the Baltic States: Impact of 
traditions on mobilization and transition 1986-2000. Historical and sociological study  (Rovaniemi: Lapin 
yliopistopaino,  2002), 59. 
1043 Bennich-Björkman, "The Cultural Roots of Estonia's Successful Transition: How Historical Legacies Shaped 
the 1990s," East European Politics and Societies, no. 21 (2007), 333-334. 
1044 Siina Lepik, ""Biti" klubi," in Tartu Ülikooli ajaloo küsimusi, XXX (Tartu: Tartu Ülikooli Kirjastus, 1998). 
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Moscow, and a group of high school friends organised themselves into a book club, which 

they called Tõru (Acorn), and which surprisingly operated in stable monthly meetings over 

the subsequent 12 years.1045 The club endeavoured to educate its intellectually curious 

members on Estonian history and culture and its preservation, not engaging in discussions on 

democracy or ideology. While any nationalist ideals were cultivated and shared solely within 

the cultural frame and the glance was directed rather to the past, the symbolism chosen for the 

movement nevertheless indicated grand hopes for the future, or perhaps, simply spoke of an 

identity that the members chose to assume – an acorn that is dropped into fertile soil and cared 

for ultimately becomes a mighty oak, a metaphor for Estonian nationalism.1046  

 

The practical preservationist movement Kodulinn (Home town), initiated in 1975, was even 

more expressly apolitical, as it grew out of television journalists’ concern for the state of 

disrepair in parts of Tallinn’s Old Town.1047 But the students’ participation in renovating old 

facades and cleaning cemeteries still contributed to a historically grounded belonging, and 

awakened a national consciousness, facilitated further by the experience of working together 

and functioning as a collective for an independent ‘home embellishment’ cause. 

 

A more direct challenge to the all-union identity and a solid preparation for the Heritage 

Protection movement at the end of the 1980s came from another home town initiative Noor 

Tartu (Young Tartu) that politicised nationalism and advanced a more radical agenda for the 

historical memory unearthed.1048 Even though this movement, unlike its predecessors, was 

clearly situated outside the state sanctioned scope of initiatives, both in terms of inception and 

character, it was nevertheless not oppositional in its entirety, serving also as a social club, a 

meeting place, and a cultural affair. These associations built on the interwar layer of memory 

both by confronting the historical subject matter and by reviving the organisational culture 

that had instilled a nationalist rapport in the young state nation.  

 

                                                
1045 Bennich-Björkman, "The Cultural Roots of Estonia's Successful Transition: How Historical Legacies Shaped 
the 1990s," East European Politics and Societies, no. 21 (2007), 325-327. 
1046 Ibid., 325. 
1047 Kodulinna maja – kultuuriparandi hoidja. Kesklinna Sonumid, 22.02.2013. 
1048 The association was terminated by the KGB in 1984. Bennich-Björkman, "The Cultural Roots of Estonia's 
Successful Transition: How Historical Legacies Shaped the 1990s," East European Politics and Societies, no. 21 
(2007), 330. 
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Rather than the memory of ‘oppositionist’ behaviour, what is most valuable about these 

Soviet Estonian associations for the unfolding of the post-socialist rupture is the participants’ 

strong identity as moral actors.1049 In 1987, Motyl wrote of the Soviet Union, that, even 

though the structural grounds for conflict are there, and behavioural reasons for rebellion may 

build up, non-Russian peoples will not rebel since, with the KGB intact, ‘the de-privatisation 

of anti-state attitudes will be problematic, anti-state collectives and elites will be unlikely to 

mobilize, alliances between workers and intellectuals will not materialize,’ and revolt will be 

impossible.1050 Motyl is judged to have been both right and wrong – wrong especially when it 

comes to the Baltic republics.1051 In Estonia, the history of clubs challenges claims of civic 

apathy, and the fact that being ‘anti-state’ was not their raison d’etre contributed to the 

tradition and sense of a ‘moral’ cause and purpose.    

  

The ousting of Stalin in cityspace 

Thaw-era changes in the more inert context of cityscapes and spatial thinking revolved around 

the fading figure of Stalin and the solidification of heritage protection ideals. A discussion of 

cultural monuments followed the ‘progressive interwar heritage’ debate, bringing to public 

awareness the need to better protect cultural and historical landmarks, and promote mass 

involvement in the initiative.1052 The focus was on locations related to the cultural elite’s life 

and work, but also older history, such as medieval bishop’s forts or earlier fortifications and 

burials.1053 In 1961, heritage protection legislation was passed to govern the treatment of 

historical and cultural monuments, and thus began a more systematic integration of 

revolutionary sites, Soviet monuments, archaeological locations, and medieval heritage into 

the material commentary on history that was popularised ‘in the service of the present’.1054       

 

                                                
1049 See: ibid. 
1050 Motyl, Will the Non-Russians Rebel?  (Cornell University Press, 1987), 170. 
1051 Valery Tishkov, Ethnicity, Nationalism and Conflict after the Soviet Union. The Mind Aflame  (London: 
SAGE Publications Ltd,  1997), 46-47; Ronald Grigor Suny, "Rethinking Soviet Studies: Bringing the Non-
Russians Back In," in Beyond Soviet Studies, ed. Daniel Orlovsky (Washington, D.C.: The Woodrow Wilson 
Center Press, 1995), 120. 
1052 The rhetoric of the discussion drew a link between the upkeep of culturo-historically significant spaces and 
the ‘correct understanding of the present’ as well as the ability to ‘evaluate future prospects’. “Kultuuri- ja 
ajaloolised mälestusmärgid on rahva uhisvara,” Rahva Hääl, 22.08.1956. 
1053 On locations of cultural importance from the more recent history: E. Laugaste, H. Siimikser, A. Järv, “Miks 
peab ja kes peaksid kaitsma meie kultuurimälestusmärke,” Edasi, 14.07.1956. On older markers: E. Tooms, 
“Rohkem tähelepanu ajaloolisele mälestusmärgile,” Sirp ja Vasar, 17.06.1955; E. Vint, “Muinasaja 
mälestusmärkide populariseerimine Voru rajoonis,” Sirp ja Vasar, 05.04.1957. 
1054 Elfriede Vint, “Oleviku teenistuses,” Sirp ja Vasar, 04.12.1964. 



 

 
 
 

287 

The retreat of Stalin in the cityscape was gradual and quiet. The public discussion around the 

completion of an imposing Stalin square as Tallinn’s new centre continued in 1954 in 

decreasingly ideological terms, and featured technical arguments and aesthetic insights over 

recourse to the ideational ‘worthiness’ of proposed solutions.1055 While the name of the square 

endured until 1960, Stalin was increasingly absent from the process of imagining the space 

and its buildings. More importantly, a ‘square’ as the central concern in city planning receded 

in importance altogether, making way for urban environment upgrades and the compositional 

integrity of specific city blocks as the prime focus for discussion.1056 The Estonian city thus 

moved away from the spatial imagination of an imposing central square complete with 

monumental symbolism at high concentrations.1057 This change ushered in a new era of 

monument aesthetics – one of simpler, mournful memorials to those murdered at the hands of 

Fascists, or monuments outside the city centre that blend into natural surroundings in a less 

intrusive manner, integrating their statement into the landscape rather than purposefully 

redefining an old spatial experience.  

 

The actual statues of Stalin disappeared quietly, without even an urgency that would award 

the matter some priority. In Pärnu, the county archive preserved the transcripts of an 

Executive Committee meeting from December 2, 1961, revealing that the decision to remove 

the monument was casually passed as the tenth item on the meeting’s agenda, right after the 

participants discussed rearranging public transportation.1058 It was subsequently taken down, 

at night, along with the pedestal, using the crawler tractor Stalinets.1059 Tallinn’s Stalin retired 

with even scarcer trace, and quite expectedly, no public commentary.1060 The new monuments 

                                                
1055 P. Härmson, “Keskväljaku ja Nõukogude Maja arhitektuurist,” Sirp ja Vasar, 16.04.1954; L. Gens, “Loovalt 
rakendada progressiivset rahvuslikku kultuuripärandit,” Sirp ja Vasar, 26.03.1954. 
1056 “Tallinna väljaehitamise teemadel,” Sirp ja Vasar, 23.11.1956; Udo Ivask, “Vaagigem, vaielgem,” Sirp ja 
Vasar, 20.09.1963. 
1057 The de-Stalinization of architecture sought to eradicate exaggerations. Exaggerations in built environment 
and the cult of personality in the political sphere were deemed to have been one another’s preconditions. Anders 
Aman, Architecture and Ideology in Eastern Europe during the Stalin Era. An aspect of Cold War history  (New 
York: Architectural History Foundation,  1992), 219.  
1058 "Stalini pronkskuju kadus Pärnu kesklinnast nagu viirastus," Pärnu Postimees, 28.08. 2003, accessed 
through http://www.parnupostimees.ee/2373169/stalini-pronkskuju-kadus-parnu-kesklinnast-nagu-viirastus on 
Aug 17, 2015. 
1059 Ibid. 
1060 No record of the dismantling exists in Estonian archives, nor do historians know the year. Given that this is 
rather recent history, Tallinn City Archive has even reached out on Facebook, asking Tallinners to enquire with 
their older acquaintances about the year or date of the monument’s removal. (Facebook post from Feb 28, 2013 
by Tallinna Linnaarhiiv; accessed Aug 17, 2015).  
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did not emerge to overwrite the lacuna, but rather relocated the mnemonic saliences – 

spatially, aesthetically as well as thematically.    

 

Like the Blockade memorial at Piskaryovskoye, the monuments erected in the early 1960s did 

not celebrate victory but honoured the dead.1061 Similar also in its horizontal quality to the 

Leningrad counterpart, an important example is the Tartu monument to the 12,000 people 

reportedly murdered by Fascists, which was unveiled in 1964. Pointedly laconic, the 

memorial features a dolomite wall, 4 metres high, with a modest figure group accomplished in 

relief sculpture appearing on the left while the right side of the structure is a simple white 

surface rising in front of the viewer. The wall is located 7 kilometres outside of Tartu, and 

emerges in a vast openness. It was celebrated as the ‘newest statement’ in Estonian relief art, 

‘one of the most fortunate and unique’ monuments in the republic.1062 Unlike other parts of 

the Soviet Union, such as Russia or Ukraine, where the monument landscapes witnessed a 

return of grandiose military victory celebrations during Brezhnev’s years, the Estonian 

monument aesthetic continued to develop along modest, ‘quiet’, and rather ‘local’ lines.1063 

 

Lived history in the Brezhnev years: museums, monuments and the Old Town 

The impression of the Brezhnev years as an era of russification and the levelling of national 

characteristics derives primarily from the increasingly ubiquitous rhetoric of the ‘new 

historical community of peoples,’ and perhaps distracts from the active generation of national 

culture enabled by the assurance of stability on the one hand, and the ambiguity of messages 

by the leadership, on the other.1064 The ‘local’ features in Estonian monument art, and its 

rather unproblematic post-Soviet ‘domestication’ fits within a broader advance of the national 

                                                
1061 Lisa A Kirschenbaum, "Gender, Memory, and National Myths: Ol'ga Berggol'ts and the Siege of Leningrad," 
Nationalities Papers 28, no. 3 (2000), 558-561. 
1062 Ilmar Torn, “Uus monument Tartus,” Sirp ja Vasar, 17.07.1964. Another well-known monument to the 
Fascist mass murders in Estonia was that of Kalevi-Liiva, opened in 1960. It consists of three simple stone 
blocks and a large plaque on top. “Inimesed, olge valvsad! Võidelgem väsimatult rahu eest,” Rahva Hääl, 
04.11.1960. 
1063 The monument entitled ‘To the heroic defenders of Leningrad’ (1975) is a fitting example of male military 
triumph cast in sculpture. Kirschenbaum, "Gender, Memory, and National Myths: Ol'ga Berggol'ts and the Siege 
of Leningrad," Nationalities Papers 28, no. 3 (2000), 561. Kiev’s gigantic monument to the Great Patriotic War 
(1980), while displaying a female figure, is nevertheless overwhelmingly martial. Ignatieff, "Soviet War 
Memorials," History Workshop Journal, no. 17 (1984).   
1064 Jeremy Smith, Red Nations. The Nationalities Experience in and after the USSR  (Cambridge; New York: 
Cambridge University Press,  2013), 219-229. Nationalist and socialist values were interwoven with state 
agendas and personal loyalties, making for a particular power regime, which yielded conflicts, ambiguities, and 
changing ideological stances by the Party. See, for example: Neringa Klumbyte and Gulnaz Sharafutdinova, eds., 
Soviet Society in the Era of Late Socialism, 1964-1985 (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2013). 
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cause in the Union republics over Brezhnev’s decades, manifested, for example, in history 

writing, linguistics and city development.1065  

 

The Brezhnev era has received stimulating scholarly attention since the problematization of 

the Gorbachevian discourse on zastoi.1066 The society achieved and settled into a particular 

kind of normality. Even if public criticism of the Party’s moulds of thinking could not subsist, 

conflict and tension signalling an active plurality of opinions was present within the Party 

over the production of discourse, resulting in gaps, opportunities, and grey areas in everyday 

encounters with ideology and politics.1067 At the same time, the permanence of such tension, 

the remarkable longevity in office of political leaders, and social change in areas such as 

work, leisure and consumption contributed to a stable regime. The stabilisation of the regime 

involved a new balance of public and private communicative strategies (e.g. private media 

consumption vs. public concert halls), and a state-provided emphasis on privacy. This new 

mode of negotiation with the regime, in which the state favoured new possibilities of 

ascribing personal meanings within the private sphere, served to integrate the citizens and 

foster their acceptance in the aftermath of state policies of persecution.1068 All of this 

contributed to a reality in which inventive, unpredictable forms of ‘normal life’ were 

                                                
1065 Especially in the non-Russian republics, academics, artists and writers celebrated the national present and 
explored the national past. Language policy favoured the national language, and even in the RSFSR linguists 
concerned themselves with the virtues of the Russian language. National capitals exhibited differing architectural 
styles, as seen, for example, in the variety of the executions of the Academy of Sciences buildings across the 
Union in the 1960s. It was during the Brezhnev years that the republics enhanced their national characteristics 
that manifested themselves in the tumult of perestroika, and enabled the appearance of preconfigured nation 
states upon the fall of the Union. Smith, Red Nations. The Nationalities Experience in and after the USSR  
(Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 225-255.  
1066 For a comprehensive treatment, see: Edwin Bacon and Mark Sandle, eds., Brezhnev Reconsidered (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002). 
1067 Caroline Humphrey partly challenges Alexei Yurchak’s construction of the relation between language and 
the political unravelling of the system by focussing attention on the battling bureaucracy, suggesting that the 
coexistence of ‘wooden language’ and diverging meanings dates back to the beginning of Soviet rule and did not 
stem from a post-Stalin discourse shift. The ‘woodenness’, for her, appears as a way of executing the ideal of 
‘anonymous collective unanimity’, which does not supersede ideas themselves. She explores disagreements over 
ideology and state policy decisions, and argues that officials differentiated between ‘ideas they believed in’ and 
the formalistic production of texts. She submits that it was the former, along with the broader education and life 
experience of the cadres (i.e. the intra-bureaucratic discourse) that caused the discursive shift of the perestroika 
years. She attributes the particular constancy of discord in the Brezhnev years to the experience of controversy 
over matters of ideology acquired during the Thaw, and the fact that the stakes for individual actors were high in 
the post-Stalin party hierarchy. However, she identifies the more fundamental, and more permanent reasons in 
the incompatibility of the three roles of the Party, which produce antagonistic moral claims in its functionaries: 
revolutionary leadership, Party discipline, and the pragmatic management of the society. Caroline Humphrey, 
"The 'Creative Bureaucrat': Conflicts in the Production of Soviet Communist Party Discourse," Inner Asia 10, 
no. 1 (2008).     
1068 Kirsten Bönker, "Depoliticalisation of the Private Life? Reflections on Private Practices and the Political in 
the Late Soviet Union," in Writing Political History Today, ed. Willibald Steinmetz, Ingrid Gilcher-Holtey, and 
Heinz-Gerhard Haupt, History of Political Communication (Frankfurt; New York: Campus Verlag, 2013). 
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discovered and lived by a public that neither opposed nor necessarily supported the facts and 

events of Soviet life around them.1069  

 

Within this normalcy, national dissident movements existed side by side with ‘Estonian’ 

monumental appropriations of official memory. The national and the Soviet were at odds in 

their extremes, mutually constitutive in certain state-structural or cultural aspects, and in 

many contexts simply blending more successfully than before. Monumental art acted to 

convert ‘Soviet’ ideas into those of the nation’s ‘own’, by both aesthetic and narrative means. 

The post-Soviet discourse even places celebrated monuments form the 1970s on the side of 

‘resistance’ – resistance through art, – ascribing to them a voice of protest rather than 

occupation.1070 This suggests a rather strong assumption of agency that is remembered to have 

been of relevance during the Brezhnev years, as opposed to the more passive small-nation 

mnemonic subjugation of the previous historical periods. At the same time, the assumption 

readily attributes the distinction between the ‘liberal’ subject and the ‘indoctrinated’ subject to 

a commitment to ‘resistance’, and thus blends the five Soviet decades into one aberrational 

dichotomy, emphasising the ruptures at the expense of the period in between.1071 A look at the 

Brezhnev era spaces of memory, however, outlines the mnemonic trends that lead up to the 

rupture of the Soviet collapse, even if the story of late socialism itself becomes secondary in 

the narrative of national memory.  

 

The	  Old	  Town	  and	  the	  ‘monumentalization’	  of	  historical	  space	  

The ‘active’ spaces of history acquired a new charge in the ‘historical turn’ as the society and 

intelligentsia grew dissatisfied with existing textual representations of the past for their dry 

and repetitious ‘scientific’ style, and lack of character and detail. On the other hand, collective 

readiness for alternatives was gradual to develop, and the desire for change found a politically 

accepted outlet in the extreme appreciation for detail in the ‘factographic’ approach.1072 The 

re-evaluation of lived space in search for historical ‘character’, assisted by a consumerist gaze 

and the rise of mediated images, can be observed in a shift in the representation of Tallinn’s 

historical Old Town.  
                                                
1069 Yurchak, Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More  (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006). 
1070 E.g. the Tehumardi monument in Saaremaa. Ellujäämise kunst: Kuju (skulptuur), ETV, 20.05.2005. 
1071 For the history of late socialist subjectivity in western scholarship, see Anna Krylova, "The Tenacious 
Liberal Subject in Soviet Studies," Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 1, no. 1 (2000). 
1072 Kozlov, "The Historical Turn in Late Soviet Culture: Retrospectivism, Factography, Doubt, 1953–91," 
Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 2, no. 3 (2001), 581. 
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The theme and imagery of the Old Town spread beyond the ambit of heritage protection and 

rose to the forefront of interest in both the academic and popular discourse, in textual as well 

as visual production, extending into interior decoration, product design, films and television 

output.1073 The unique historical setting with connotations of ‘westernness’ and cultural 

authenticity became simultaneously a means of countering and adapting to the socialist 

reality.1074 Tension and competition between the Old Town and Soviet modernism was 

articulated in the discussion around the planned Stalin square in the mid-1950s. The dominant 

role played by medieval towers in rendering the city’s architectural face unique was invoked 

as a standing criticism of Soviet Estonia’s progress – it stood to suggest that modern times 

had not amounted to contributing anything of value to city building, since the contemporary 

cause was only represented by a few industrial chimneys in the city’s silhouette.1075 The 

contrasting of the two sides of Tallinn led to an interesting dynamic where the Old Town and 

its historicity proposed a cultural continuity over the rupture of the war and regime change. At 

the same time, the accentuation of the old-European style cityscape provided a means of 

exercising the ‘small nation’ border identity, one of ‘belonging’ to the West and, by practicing 

this belonging, coping better as part of the East. These were the decades that Pribaltika 

became the ‘Soviet West’1076 and was thus considered more ‘western’ than ever before within 

the political system it belonged to.1077  

 

The rise of the Old Town into a ‘monument’ providing cultural definitions relates to the 

‘touristification’ of the space. In her analysis of Brezhnev era scenic films, Estonian visual 

arts historian Eva Näripea applies John Urry’s concept of ‘the tourist gaze’ to the changing 

local experience of the Old Town in these decades.1078 The notion suggests a specific 

                                                
1073 Eva Näripea, "Tourist Escapism and Symphonic Variations: The Old Town of Tallinn in the scenics of the 
1960s and 1970s," Kunstiteaduslikke Uurimusi, no. 2-3 (2005). 
1074 Ibid. 
1075 The article regrets the lack of modern vertical structures that would add to the city’s skyline. It thus 
addresses the maritime quality of the city, anticipating the ‘touristification’ of the gaze. Mart Port, Uno Tölpus, 
“Mõtteid pealinna uue keskuse arhitektuurist,” Sirp ja Vasar, 19.03.1954. 
1076 The rest of the Soviet Union population recognized the three Baltic States as more European, freer 
(particularly in terms of pressure and censorship on literature), and more familiar with western trends. 
Kasekamp, Balti riikide ajalugu  (Tallinn: Varrak, 2011), 188. 
1077 This is to refer to the difference with the interwar and post-Soviet periods that were marked by a state of 
constant ‘becoming’ – a struggle to ‘arrive’ or ‘return’ to the West, – and the predicament of being met with a 
relegation to the periphery that is ‘lagging behind’ by the core of the new nation group and political system that 
Estonia belonged to.  
1078 Näripea, "Tourist Escapism and Symphonic Variations: The Old Town of Tallinn in the scenics of the 1960s 
and 1970s," Kunstiteaduslikke Uurimusi, no. 2-3 (2005), 70. 
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relationship to the surroundings, not limited to the act of travelling.1079 In its essence, it 

signals the end of a profound engagement with a setting, and suggests a division, even 

hierarchisation, of the cityscape into monuments. While a certain objectification of landscapes 

and stillness of views is considered intrinsic to socialist realism as a whole, and the 

consumption-related ‘tourist gaze’ even renders Western images similar in tone, the specific 

relevance of the Estonian shift to the history of memory lies in the ‘monumentalisation’ of the 

Old Town into an ‘authentic’ memory place within the Soviet reality.1080 The Old Town 

breaks into museum exhibits, and is thus elevated, from the viewpoint of mnemonic capital, 

from a lived, pragmatic space into a symbol.1081 The media and applied art reproduce an 

unchanging selection of these exhibits from the 1960s onwards: the tower of Tall Herman, the 

church towers, the medieval cannon tower Kiek in de Kök, the Gothic Town Hall. Film 

scenes devoted equal attention to interesting details found on those monuments, diversifying 

the view and adding to the ‘character’ of the scene. The new ‘gaze’ uncomplicated the 

German heritage and rendered its message simpler and thereby more potent. 

 

The	  museum	  and	  the	  enhancement	  of	  the	  ‘immediate’	  in	  space	  and	  time	  

A more comprehensive picture of the official memory design and its intended ideational 

impact on the viewer is revealed in the visual space that was constructed in the State History 

Museum of the Estonian SSR. The commitment to ‘moulding’ memory rather than 

representing the past in its variety made socialist museums a profoundly ‘educational’ space, 

one that served the ideal of a ‘total’ experience – the dissipation of borders between life and 

display, action and reflection, involvement and artificial demonstration of culture.1082 The 

                                                
1079 John Urry, The Tourist Gaze  (London: SAGE Publications,  2002). The impulse for the ‘touristification’ and 
the ‘Old Town fashion’ did largely come from the expanding tourist industry. However, prior to the second half 
of the 1970s, which is when preparations began for the Moscow Olympics and scenic films were produced 
explicitly for distribution abroad, the reach of the Old Town’s ‘monumentalisation’ was conceivably more 
significant among the domestic audience, whose consumption of the historical space permeated (and often 
decorated) their private sphere. Näripea, "Tourist Escapism and Symphonic Variations: The Old Town of Tallinn 
in the scenics of the 1960s and 1970s," Kunstiteaduslikke Uurimusi, no. 2-3 (2005), 70. 
1080 Näripea, "Tourist Escapism and Symphonic Variations: The Old Town of Tallinn in the scenics of the 1960s 
and 1970s," Kunstiteaduslikke Uurimusi, no. 2-3 (2005). 
1081 The heritage protection impulse popularises this image already in the 1950s. Helmi Üprus, “Tallinn kui linn-
muuseum” (“Tallinn as a town-museum”), Rahva Hääl, 18.03.1955.  
1082 Speaking of art museums in particular, Boris Groys observes that the aesthetic of socialist realism represents 
the culmination of the avant-garde project in creating a total, all-encompassing space in which life and art 
coincide. For the Soviet historical display, this implied ‘not the liquidation of old culture but requisitioning it on 
the level of ideology, just as it had already been requisitioned physically from the former ruling classes’. Boris 
Groys, "The Struggle against the Museum; or, The Display of Art in Totalitarian Space," in Museum Culture. 
Histories, discourses, spectacles, ed. Daniel J. Sherman and Irit Rogoff (London: Routledge, 2003), 147. 
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museum was thus as much a contemporary actor and commentator as it was the repository of 

past developments.1083 The needs of the past and the present had been reconciled, and the 

status of the history museum was enhanced by its role in preparing the society for the next 

step in history. As such, the language and composition of the museum display were rather 

stable, but certain informative changes may be observed over the Brezhnev years in the 

approach to both the historical timeline and the museum setting.  

 

Compared to the 1950s, the new museum displays in the early 1980s dedicated considerably 

more space to the ‘soft values’ of cultural development. The evolvement of the Soviet people 

was increasingly portrayed through socialist culture, the scientific revolution, and changes in 

lifestyle. The lack of cultural coverage for the previous historical eras contrasts with the 

wholeness of the contemporary person with new values and an environment for creative 

growth. The inclusion of achievements outside the scope of the revolutionary struggle 

integrated the contemporary viewer into the historical space through an emphasis on the 

cultural and ideological development of the Soviet Estonian person. Comparing the 

permanent exhibition opened in 1956 to the new setup in 1974, we see that the display had 

moved ‘closer’ to the audience also in terms of time and the locus of historical events. When 

previously it had been the October Revolution that was celebrated as the core of the historical 

narrative, then in the 1970s the apogee of the exhibition was instead the restoration of the 

Soviet power in Estonia in 1940 and the republic’s entry into the Soviet Union.1084 This was 

now the event that divided the exhibit in two – the time ‘before’ and the new era ‘after’. 

While, in a way, shifting with the audience as the temporal distance to the event remains 

roughly one generation, the display also manifests a move away from efforts to bind Estonian 

history with Russian history, and a new emphasis on events that demonstrate the free will of 

the local population in advancing the Soviet cause.1085 Instead of the bilateral friendship 

postulate, the theme of a broader ‘friendship between the Soviet peoples’ gained prominence, 

                                                
1083 Since the contemporary moment was included in the historical narrative, as was the future it heralded, the 
museum became an institution to document and direct public life. It was frequently featured in the press as an 
establishment that ‘teaches’ or ‘tells stories’ of the progress that the society has made ‘thus far’, on the road 
towards building communism. In line with the ‘total’ experience and the idea of ‘teaching’, it was also depicted 
as the space where individual and public memories converge for a ‘truthful’ experience of the past, present and 
future. A. Suurvärav, “Ajaloomuuseumi saalides,” Rahva Hääl, 14.08.1955; A. Karisto, “Ajaloomuuseumis,” 
Õhtuleht, 20.08.1955. 
1084 Mariann Raisma, "Aegruum Nõukogudeaegses muuseumiekspositsioonis," in Aeg ja ruum. Uue 
muinsuskaitse poole, ed. Anneli Randla (Tallinn: Eesti Kunstiakadeemia, 2009). 
1085 Ibid., 79, 85-86. 
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and highlighted various culture-related achievements, which were largely portrayed to be the 

result of mutual collective enrichment.  

 

Another change occurs in the museum’s use and appreciation of the immediate physical space 

it is in. The museum is housed in Tallinn’s early 15th century Great Guild Hall, a Gothic 

building in the heart of the Old Town. Over the Brezhnev years the exhibition hall 

transformed from a closed, rather congested text-heavy space with separation screens and 

confined niches holding an abundance of information, to an open medieval hall, the aesthetics 

of which took precedence over the exhibition. The display now ran along the walls of the hall, 

creating an openness that also implied a change in how the ideological message was 

experienced and interacted with. The historical space itself as part of the value and concept of 

a history museum arose in conjunction with the ‘Old Town fashion’ and heritage protection 

principles, but also possibly followed from the opening of the Tallinn Town Hall to the public 

in 1972, which inspired recognition of the museum hall as a whole.1086 The museum display 

thus corresponded, and contributed, in some way, to the emergence of an Estonian Soviet 

socialist aesthetic and a sense of a culturally distinctive, historically grounded local Soviet 

identity.  

 

Maarjamae	  Memorial	  and	  Tehumardi	  Sword:	  the	  ‘local’	  Soviet	  monuments	  

The most relevant, lasting influence to the Estonian memoryscape came in the form of 

monuments and memorial complexes that enjoyed a degree of public popularity and were 

‘nationalised’ after the restoration of independence. The grandest such monument project in 

the 1960s-1970s was the Maarjamae Memorial Ensemble on Tallinn’s open seacoast, outside 

the town centre. The site of the structure was in fact a former German garrison cemetery, 

where an imposing monument complex had been planned during the wartime occupation.1087 

Technically, the new design was thus overwriting a former story of battling for an order and 

an ideal, but the popular memory of the German site had largely faded, and the fact of its 

previous use only remained referenced in touristic overviews of the monument’s history.1088 

Much more pertinent to the new site’s importance was its impressive natural setting – a 

                                                
1086 Exhibition plans and descriptions held in the archives of the Estonian History Museum have been researched 
and described in ibid., 82-85. 
1087 Earlier still, Soviet war graves had marked the space out as an ideologically significant location. 
1088 Leo Gens, The Maarjamägi memorial: a memorial ensemble to the fighters for Soviet power in Estonia  
(Tallinn: Perioodika,  1982). 
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limestone slope rising from the sea, offering a view of the towers of the Old Town across the 

water, and the nearest islands in the bay of Tallinn. It stands by one of the town’s 

thoroughfares, connecting the centre to the popular summer resort district of Pirita. The 

construction of the monument began in 1960 with a dolomite obelisk erected to commemorate 

the ‘Ice Cruise of the Baltic Fleet’ – a trying icebreaker-led evacuation of the ships from 

Tallinn to Soviet held harbours prior to a new German offensive in the early spring of 1918. 

The 35-meter obelisk gained recognition in the wider Soviet Union and was held up as an 

example of good contemporary monumental style.1089 Separate from the Old Town towers for 

its peripheral location and standing out in the surrounding landscape, it became part of the 

familiar Tallinn skyline, a worthy Soviet contribution to which many monument planners 

concerned themselves with in the 1950s. 

 

In the mid-1960s, the idea of a larger monumental whole around the obelisk was advanced. 

Within the broader language of unity between the Party and the people, the complex was 

rededicated to all those that had fought for Soviet power in Estonia. This fight was construed 

in the broadest sense, involving and celebrating the centuries of struggle against ‘social 

violence, injustice, and oppression’, as well as the Communist underground in the interwar 

years, and naturally all episodes of warfare.1090 The 1965 design competition sought for an 

‘original’ arrangement that provided an ‘artistic experience’ through ‘simple architectural and 

sculptural elements’.1091 Work towards the realization of the winning design began in 

1967.1092 The ensemble was meant to create a solemn space of serenity, removed from the 

everyday life and its manifestations. One of the most celebrated aspects of the selected 

monument project was the architect’s plan to lower the visitor’s viewing horizon by four 

metres, and devising hollowed out walkways for the two intersecting axes of the site, 

directing the view and closing off the distractions of the road traffic and the nearby residential 

district. The prime compositional element is precisely the rising walls of the walkways, slopes 

of different heights and levels. The axis leading up to the heart of the ensemble from the 

seaside is lined with grass-covered slopes while the central part includes rising surfaces of 

                                                
1089 Tamm, "Negotiating the Contested Past. Mnemonic Communities and War Monuments in Contemporary 
Estonia," ([unpublished article from the author]2011), 11. 
1090 The inaugural speech of the monument in July 1975, speaker Johannes Käbin, First Secretary of the Estonian 
Communist Party. Noorte Hääl, 19.07.1975. 
1091 K. Pedak, “Maarjamäe memoriaalansambel,” Õhtuleht, 30.09.1968.  
1092 The winning design team was led by architect Allan Murdmaa and sculptor Mati Varik. K. Pedak, 
“Maarjamäe memoriaalansambel,” Õhtuleht, 30.09.1968. 
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dolomite. There is a ceremonial square at the core of the complex, opening up to the sea 

below. The square stretches out of the slope, over the busy road beneath it, and the two stands 

for the audience located on both sides of the square complete the isolation of the 

commemorative experience, as they frame the sea view, covering even the towers of the 

distant town centre. At the heart of the ensemble, the viewer thus only interacts with the open 

sea and the deliberate symbols of the monumental composition with a pronouncedly upward 

aesthetic.1093 (See: Figure 10) 

 

 
Figure 10. Aerial view of the Maarjamäe Memorial, 1977. Source: Estonian National 
Archives, photo archive Fotis, ref. EFA 204.0-107952. 
 

The monument fused the struggles of the Estonian people in an eternal flame. The Moscow 

precedent of the ‘Fire of Glory’ at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, brought from 

Leningrad’s Field of Mars, explicitly ‘transfers across an entire half-century the undimmed 

flame of October’ and unites ‘the soldiers of the revolution and the soldiers of the Great 

Patriotic War’ into ‘one immortal rank’, undying in the gratitude and emulation of the 

                                                
1093 Among others, a 1969 article reviewing the progress on the monument site lists the intended ‘cleanliness of 
mood’ as one of the important virtues of the chosen project: ‘A person only sees the sky and what the monument 
wants to show him’. M. Soosaar, “Eesti suurim monumentaalteos Maarjamäele,” Õhtuleht, 28.05.1969. 
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successive generations.1094 The opening ceremony of the Maarjamäe Memorial similarly 

stressed the obligations of the surviving generations, merging the various battles from history 

into one path, and celebrating the union of the people and the Leninist party. Lighting the 

flame on July 18, 1975, the first secretary of the Central Committee Johannes Käbin 

emphasised the ‘long and difficult historical path’ that the Estonian people had walked prior 

to the victory of progressive societal forces, alluding to older history before expressly 

detailing the feats of the newer. He fastened the future into the commemorative effort by 

stating that the best monument for everyone honoured on this memorial site is the ‘current, 

blooming, building Soviet Estonian republic’.1095 The flame was located in a dolomite niche, 

carved with the image of two human palms, placed as if warming themselves from the heat of 

the flame (see: Figure 11). This is said to symbolise ‘a person’s hands that have created all the 

benefits in the world, hands that are skilled at holding a weapon to protect the people’s 

freedom and happiness.’1096 

 

                                                
1094 From the opening speech of the unveiling ceremony of the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier in Moscow on 
May 8, 1967. Spoken by the first secretary of the Moscow Committee of the Communist Party, N. G. 
Yegorichev Roger D. Markwick, "The Great Patriotic War in Soviet and Post-Soviet Collective Memory," in 
The Oxford Handbook of Postwar European History, ed. Dan Stone (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 
701; Tumarkin, The Living & the Dead. The rise and fall of the cult of World War II in Russia  (New York: 
Basic Books, 1994), 128-129. 
1095 “Nende auks, kes võitlesid nõukogude võimu eest,” Noorte Hääl, 19.07.1975. 
1096 “Nende auks, kes võitlesid nõukogude võimu eest,” Noorte Hääl, 19.07.1975. 
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Figure 11. The opening of the Maarjamäe Memorial and the lighting of the Eternal Flame. 
July 18, 1975. Source: Estonian National Archives, photo archive Fotis, ref. EFA 204.0-
101646. 
 
What made the symbolism of the memorial resonate with the Estonian historical identity and 

particular ‘small nation’ self image was its manifold reliance on the theme of sea. The sea in 

view was heavily incorporated into the rhetoric of commemoration – it appeared significant as 

the ‘western border’ of the vast Soviet homeland, or as a connecting link to the broader 

homeland and what it stands for.1097 It was invoked as a guarantee of permanence and eternity 

on a par with the flame: ‘As eternal as this fire, as eternal as the flowing sea…’ was a phrase 

that featured repeatedly in the First Secretary’s address about the Communist cause, past 

fighters and future workers. Other than providing an intimately Estonian nuance to the 

monument’s mnemonic capital, the sea theme also enabled ambiguous messages to be cast in 

bronze, while keeping the more blatant Soviet symbolism at bay.1098 The dolomite-covered 

portions of the earthen walls close to the intersection of the two axes are designed as 

                                                
1097 The Russian seamen buried on the site were portrayed to receive messages from the ‘homeland whose 
liberation and happiness they had sacrificed their life for’, in the ‘wind blowing across the Baltic Sea’. “Nende 
auks, kes võitlesid nõukogude võimu eest,” Noorte Hääl, 19.07.1975. 
1098 Head architect Allan Murdmaa recounts the pressure from above to include a Lenin statue, averted by 
insisting on the Estonia-specific design and a focus on the various stages of the nation’s difficult history. Allan 
Murdmaa, “Kalevipoja kuju kui mõttetu suurushullustus”, Sirp, 02.03.2007. 
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pyramids, with a bronze sculpture of dying ‘hero-seagulls’ lodged between them, forming a 

gate for the visitor who passes through under the birds to reach the seamen’s cemetery at the 

back of the monument that borders on a fir grove (see: Figure 12). The generic seagulls, 

which do not receive elaboration in any of the newspaper articles, appear as simply dictated 

by the logic of a seaside monument site. Later, the Soviet discourse attributed to them an 

expected revolutionary meaning – birds ‘caught between cold architectural solids’ symbolised 

the hard and self-denying character of the socialist struggle.1099 According to the head 

architect, however, the seagulls conveyed the tragic fate of Estonians between the two great 

powers, the latter symbolised by the dolomite trihedra closing in.1100 

 

 
Figure 12. Bronze sculpture of ‘hero-seagulls’, fragment of the Maarjamäe Memorial, 1975. 
Source: Estonian National Archives, photo archive Fotis, ref. EFA 251.0-86936. 
 

Maarjamäe Memorial became the most imposing monument in the Estonian SSR, challenging 

even the position of the Bronze Soldier (1947) in the republic’s memoryscape.1101 It was 

elevated into the site of the most important commemorative rituals, as it also allowed for a 

                                                
1099 Mart Eller, “Monument ajastu tähisena,” Eesti Kommunist, September (9), 1987, 99. 
1100 Allan Murdmaa, “Kalevipoja kuju kui mõttetu suurushullustus”, Sirp, 02.03.2007. 
1101 Tamm, "Negotiating the Contested Past. Mnemonic Communities and War Monuments in Contemporary 
Estonia," ([unpublished article from the author]2011), 11. 
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larger audience. It carried a strong Soviet and a particularly Estonian message, which enabled 

the later ‘nationalisation‘ of the complex, not just as neutral public art or historical 

illustration, but also as a current memory place with capacity for identity consolidation. The 

aesthetics of isolation, the sea connection and the narrative of the successive historical 

struggles towards liberation resonated with the post-Soviet memory construction to the extent 

that the architect sought to complete the complex in independent Estonia. The inauguration of 

the memorial ensemble in 1975 was only intended as the end of the first of two construction 

stages, the second one scheduled to produce something along the lines of a Brezhnevite 

‘cathedral’ of remembrance on the site.1102 Time for the Soviet project, however, ran out, and 

the second phase was barely even started. In 2003, head architect Allan Murdmaa, with the 

support of Tallinn’s municipal government, applied for a state grant to complete the plans for 

the structure, keeping elements of the Soviet era concept.1103   

 

A second important work of commemorative art in the Brezhnev era came from the same 

architect and was erected on Estonia’s biggest island, Saaremaa, in 1966. This is a monument 

to the fallen in the Great Patriotic War, located on the former battle site of Tehumardi. The 

monument features a 21-metre-high rectangular pillar made with concrete and dolomite, 

representing a sword soaring into the sky (see: Figure 13). The sides of the ‘blade’ are marked 

by horizontal divisions or steps that ‘accentuate the height and create a rhythm, as if marking 

the many war paths traversed’.1104 The sculptural element is located between the ‘handle’ and 

the ‘blade’ – faces of soldiers on two opposite sides of the sword, possibly looking vengeful 

gazing west, and less threatening on the eastern side, as the interpretation of Sirp ja Vasar 

would have it.1105 The monument stands by the sea and blends in with the surrounding nature, 

rising up from the highest spot in the area. There is an army cemetery included in the 

complex. The Sword won acclaim as one of the best ‘ideational and artistic’ achievements in 

the field, equalling the celebrated Bronze Soldier of Tallinn.1106 The appreciation of the 

                                                
1102 Markwick, "The Great Patriotic War in Soviet and Post-Soviet Collective Memory," in The Oxford 
Handbook of Postwar European History, ed. Stone (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 704. 
1103 For example, the main figural sculpture of the intended ‘cathedral’ would have remained the same – ‘Mother 
with Child’, except its height was reduced from 20 metres to 4,5 and the material was now going to be dolomite 
or marble instead of the original bronze. Allan Murdmaa, "Kalevipoja kuju kui mõttetu suurushullustus," Sirp, 
02.03. 2007. The design, however, never materialized, and the weight of public discussion shifted onto the idea 
of placing a huge bronze rendition of the mythic hero Kalevipoeg into Tallinn bay, a plan that also eventually 
(quietly) subsided. 
1104 Viivi Viilmann, “Kaks monumenti Saaremaal,” Sirp ja Vasar, 06.10.1967. 
1105 Viivi Viilmann, “Kaks monumenti Saaremaal,” Sirp ja Vasar, 06.10.1967. 
1106 Leo Gens, “Kangelaste mälestus monumentides,” Sirp ja Vasar, 23.05.1975. 
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monument as art and as a mnemonic marker continued into the post-Soviet tradition. The art-

reflective discourse of independent Estonia suggests the Sword was an aesthetically 

successful attempt at translating an ‘alien’ idea into something identifiably local.1107 

 
Figure 13. Tehumardi Sword in Saaremaa, authors Allan Murdmaa, Mati Varik and Riho 
Kuld, 1973. Source: Estonian National Archives, photo archive Fotis, ref. 412.0-280559. 
 

Other monuments erected in this period were funereal in nature, placed on war graves or 

battle sites all over the republic, with the ‘mourning mother’ and ‘eternal flame’ frequently 

employed as focal points of compositions.1108 The rather unproblematically perceived 

‘Estonianness’ that carried some of the monuments into the memory landscape of the 

independent republic had much to do with the generalisation of grief in the commemorative 

iconography – the body of monuments received criticism at the time of inception for failure to 
                                                
1107 Mati Karmin, Ellujäämise kunst: Kuju (skulptuur), an art-educational program on the Estonian national 
television channel ETV, 20.05.2005.  
1108 Of notable examples, the ‘mourning mother’ appears on the cemetery at Muhu (K. Reitel, E. Reitel, 1972), 
Kahtla (A. Jürjo, 1974) and Hellamaa (A. Kuulbusch, 1974). The image of an eternal flame (cast in bronze or 
stone) is featured in the monument at the cemetery of Pärnu-Jaagupi (A. Mölder, 1974) and Jõgeveste (A. 
Murdmaa, 1973). Leo Gens, “Kangelaste mälestus monumentides,” Sirp ja Vasar, 23.05.1975; K. Laas, 
“Pühendatud Suure Isamaasõja kangelastele,” Rahva Hääl, 18.04.1975. 
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‘concreticize’ the theme, and thus potentially fitting on ‘any’ grave.1109 The ‘mourning 

mothers’, the Tehumardi Sword and the Maarjamae memorial survived beyond the Soviet 

breakup as more than merely grave markers, particularly the latter. 

 

With the inclusion of this monumental art in the post-rupture life, the identity-formative 

aspects of the Brezhnev period were largely excluded from the memory of a Soviet ordeal, 

which was instead condensed around the theme of Stalinist crimes. The new rupture was first 

and foremost undoing, and interacting with, the previous rupture, relegating the more recent, 

late socialist experience to the mundane accounts of the everyday, and to the later realm of 

nostalgic humour. Memory and historiography advanced in a mutually constitutive logic – 

after the Soviet collapse, scholars focussed overwhelmingly on the earlier periods of the 

socialist project, neglecting the ‘stagnation’ for the sake of the darker, more particular eras of 

the Soviet past. While this can partly be accounted for by the opening up of the archives and 

the temporal distance favouring such history writing, other, more ‘mnemonic’ considerations 

are equally, if not more, important. This historical discourse participated in sorting out the 

legal aspects of what was now deemed occupation, in bringing to daylight the Stalinist 

atrocities and persecution, and in debunking the Soviet narrative of legitimacy by ‘undoing’ 

its beginning in the Baltic States. The monuments that became key actors in the new identity 

construction and ‘othering’ imperatives were also tied to the ruptures – the ruptures that once 

again became representative of the entire periods in between. While ambiguity regarding 

Stalin’s terror and victims persisted throughout the post-Stalin era, the immediate post-Soviet 

history and memory sought to place victims centre stage, along with other Stalinist 

phenomena. However, the heavy reliance on ‘ruptures’ resulted in a monumental practice that 

did not respond to or ‘correct’ late socialist inadequacies in commemorating Stalinist 

atrocities, but rushed to ‘undo’ the very coming of the Soviet power, by restoring what the 

regime had removed and dismantling its obvious sculptural aggressions, without leaving 

much space for deliberation regarding new commemorative ideals. Many late socialist 

memorials were ‘domesticated’ without controversy, while the commemoration of Stalinist 

deportation victims, for example, remained unrepresented on the mnemonic landscape. The 

new rupture gained momentum interacting with the previous one. 

                                                
1109 There was discussion of replacing the immediate post-war monuments, simple obelisks, with new 
monuments, given the higher artistic standards of the designs as well as execution. However, precisely because 
these early monuments did address the authentic, very specific grief for the fallen in the battlefield, deciding 
their fate became more complex. Leo Gens, “Kangelaste mälestus monumentides,” Sirp ja Vasar, 23.05.1975. 
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The fall of Soviet Socialism 

On March 11, 1985, Mikhail Gorbachev took office as the General Secretary of the 

Communist Party, and what followed was a swift, incredible unravelling of a political system 

whose vital signs indicated nothing of an impending collapse, but rather spoke of chronic 

conditions, the progression of which need not have been ruinous. Collapse, the long term 

noun of choice for historians and other commentators alike, has been challenged, for it seems 

to assume a set of deadly flaws within the system that brought the state down without much 

human effort, and reduced it to unusable rubble.1110 As ‘objective’ factors fail to provide a 

comprehensive account of the sudden, unexpected yet unsurprising demise, discourse and 

concepts have been compellingly analysed as the central aspect of the Soviet dismantlement 

in more recent scholarship.1111 The breakdown of the soviet metanarrative and discursive 

regime has its roots in the 1950s. That is when the metanarrative began growing incoherent – 

with the keystone and external ‘master’ of ideological discourse gone, it became increasingly 

difficult to reconcile the different aspects of the Soviet story and the tensions therein, while 

also accounting for why things had gone in an undesired direction under Stalin.1112 With the 

disappearance of the ‘outside’ voice legitimising and editing the discursive regime, the key 

discrepancies of the ideological edifice were exposed, particularly the contradiction between 

the pronounced goal of accomplishing the full liberation of the individual and the society, and 

the means resorted to – subsuming that individual and society under absolute party control.1113 

This led to a thorough transformation of the discourse – ideological representations became 

read less and less for their ‘literal’ messages, what mattered instead was their established, 

unchanging form.1114 This formulaic language created a space and a necessity for an internal 

                                                
1110 Glennys Young, "Fetishizing the Soviet Collapse: Historical Rupture and the Historiography of (Early) 
Soviet Socialism," Russian Review 66, no. 1 (2007), 97-98. The author also questions the assumption of a causal 
link between the very unravelling of the system and changes in historiographical trends, suggesting it might not 
be warranted to approach the ‘collapse’ as the decisive factor in bringing about shifts of perspective. 
1111 Leon Aron, Roads to the Temple. Truth, memory, ideas, and ideals in the making of the Russian Revolution, 
1987-1991  (New Haven: Yale University Press,  2012); Graeme Gill, Symbolism and Regime Change in Russia  
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,  2013); Yurchak, Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More  
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006); Edward W. Walker, Dissolution. Sovereignty and the Breakup of 
the Soviet Union  (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers,  2003). 
1112 Graeme Gill, Symbols and Legitimacy in Soviet Politics  (New York: Cambridge University Press,  2011), 
164-212. 
1113 Yurchak, Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More  (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), 10-
14. 
1114 During the post-Stalin transformation, the increasing uncoupling of referential meaning from the utterance 
itself in everyday authoritative discourse was the result of a shift in the authority providing the ‘norm’ – instead 
of an ‘external voice’, text production was to rely on ‘objective scientific laws’, following Stalin’s own 
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reinterpretation of the Soviet system, enabling unexpected expressions of creativity and 

ascriptions of contradictory meanings. The internal displacement of the system is what 

ultimately rendered the demise of the metanarrative and the state, once underway, shockingly 

unsurprising and fast.1115  

 

While Khrushchev had been cautiously aware of the precariousness of the Soviet edifice that 

Stalin had constructed on lies and terror, Gorbachev’s actions suggest that he was influenced 

by the literal meanings of ideological pronouncements,1116 and adhered to the belief ‘what is 

right is also politically manageable.’1117 His trust in the concept of the ‘friendship of peoples’ 

and reliance on Soviet discursive constructs regarding nationalism and nationalities policy led 

to fruitless efforts of upholding the Soviet paradox of liberalisation and constraint on the 

federal level – his unrelenting opposition to secession was paired with a commitment of 

transforming the USSR into a properly voluntary union.1118 Gorbachev’s expectations for the 

congruity between the ‘friendship’ motto and popular attitudes proved unrealistic in the 

Soviet West. He failed to grasp the depth of national sentiment in the republics as well as the 

dynamic between the republican leaders and the populations that made nationalism a deep-

                                                                                                                                                   
comments on the essence of language. In the absence of an external canon, any text could possibly ‘deviate’ 
from the norm, and texts could only be read against each other in efforts of normalization. Reducing the 
authorial voice and thus personal accountability, the discourse became increasingly repetitive, predictable, and 
was composed in growing secrecy. Plus, authorship was irrelevant, since the meaning of texts originated in the 
objective scientific laws of language. Ibid., 46-50. A lot of the Soviet legal language had already, through the 
great bulk of the state’s history, lacked ‘literal’ content, being mythological and symbolic, rather than an 
assurance of any legal reality. For example, the federal ‘right of secession’ was rather a sacralised origin myth, 
and recognized to be no right at all. Walker, Dissolution. Sovereignty and the Breakup of the Soviet Union  
(Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2003), 185-187. 
1115 Yurchak, Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More  (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), 14. 
1116 Gorbachev appeared to accept that the Soviet regime had in fact solved the nationality problem, just as he 
was reluctant to abandon the fiction that the Soviet people had made a voluntary ‘socialist choice’ in 1917. He 
was equally attached to the image of the ‘friendship of peoples’, and invested in the role that the Baltics played 
in the Soviet Union, symbolic and geostrategic as it was, given their otherwise insignificant population numbers 
and size. When warned in August 1989 by one of his key advisors Anatoly Chernyaev to let the Baltic countries 
go in order to avoid ‘incalculable harm’ on all new policies throughout the country, Gorbachev insisted on 
keeping the Union intact. Instead of giving it ‘literal’, actual power, he abandons one myth that would have 
perhaps been better embraced – the possibility of republican secession, while at the same time adhering to the 
‘literal’ meanings of other ‘performative’ constructs (such as ‘friendship’ and ‘voluntarism’) that in the changing 
discursive field were increasingly ‘exposed’ under the new lens of truth-seeking scrutiny. Walker, Dissolution. 
Sovereignty and the Breakup of the Soviet Union  (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2003), 11, 
103, 185. 
1117 Aron, Roads to the Temple. Truth, memory, ideas, and ideals in the making of the Russian Revolution, 1987-
1991  (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), 24. 
1118 Walker, Dissolution. Sovereignty and the Breakup of the Soviet Union  (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, 2003), 11, 185. 
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rooted part of local ‘normalcy’.1119 He overestimated the reality behind the propagandist tenet 

of ‘friendship’, and underestimated the complexities behind the long-mythologized language 

of ‘sovereignty’ and ‘voluntary delegation of powers’. Since the discursive sphere was 

rupturing towards entirely new ways of public interaction with hypernormalized language and 

formerly unaddressed myths, the semantic confusion and alternative modes of questioning 

familiar concepts allowed for a successful political manoeuvring around the term 

‘sovereignty’, and the political backing of the exploding national master narrative in republics 

such as Estonia.  

 

Discourse and the concept of sovereignty 

In his famed work on the last Soviet generation, Alexei Yurchak observes that, in its first few 

years, perestroika was little more than the dismantlement of the Soviet authoritative discourse, 

the questioning of which accomplished the first irreversible results of Gorbachev’s 

restructuring.1120 Introducing his reforms, the new general secretary breached the established 

circular logic of the discursive regime. The logic that had previously informed speeches 

required a particular two-step argument – the pronouncement of a lack or inadequacy had to 

be followed by an insistence that more of an effort was needed, either in an already set 

direction of solutions or by stepping up the character strength of individuals. Gorbachev, from 

his very first speeches, broke the convention by asking instead why the habitual remedies are 

not producing results and how the pressing issues – economic difficulties and a general apathy 

within the society – could be overcome. Even more consequentially, however, he placed the 

quest for solutions outside the authoritative discourse, submitting that the questions should be 

posed to specialists and ordinary citizens rather than party leaders. The creation of a position 

of external commentator that was invited to provide expert knowledge outside the established 

discursive regime enabled discussions about the discursive regime, and turned public 

attention towards its very structures of formulaic reproduction, and the lack of agreement 

between the utterances and their actual descriptive content. This led to a thorough ‘literal’ 

scrutiny of hypernormalized representations, thus reversing the ‘performative shift’ of the 

                                                
1119 Kasekamp, Balti riikide ajalugu  (Tallinn: Varrak, 2011), 207-209; Smith, Red Nations. The Nationalities 
Experience in and after the USSR  (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 258. 
1120 Yurchak, Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More  (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), 
292. 
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1950s that had increasingly distanced the ideological language from its constative 

meanings.1121 

 

The changing discursive conditions contributed to the unravelling of the system in an 

astonishingly blunt and potent way. Gorbachev had inherited an already incoherent 

metanarrative and an ideological message that had been diluted in the political changes over 

the earlier decades.1122 In the course of perestroika it became clear that Gorbachev’s plan for 

transformation necessitated a reworking of the metanarrative, but the symbols and rationale he 

relied on belonged in the solid Soviet tradition, even if he reinterpreted some of the motifs in 

non-traditional ways.1123 While we do not know how the country's political system was 

perceived prior to 1985, as no dependable public opinion data exists, (and thus can only 

presume form the experience of other revolutions that there was a certain amount of 

continuity in the ideas and values held by segments of the population and that the new 

freedoms helped spread and radicalize something that was already gaining ground),1124 it has 

been clearly noted that the discursive regime had caused the political statements belonging to 

the Soviet tradition to be invisible and passive for the individual. As the public 

metacommentary about the non-literal readings of ideological texts became ubiquitous, the 

audience was forced to treat authoritative language on a constative level. Language was made 

active and visible. Speeches were expected to address ‘real problems’ and propose new, 

untried solutions.1125 Since the authoritative discourse itself was being investigated, its 

templates lost their credibility and could not continue to function as the real, operating 

communicative language. The post-Stalin master signifiers equally fell. The act of 

encouraging a public meta-discourse about ideology sacrificed the absolute leadership role of 

the party in the name of returning to the authentic ideas of Lenin and repairing socialism. Yet, 

                                                
1121 Ibid., 71-73, 291-292. 
1122 E.g. Khrushchev’s optimistic commitment to material abundance had created the opportunity for actual 
measurement and comparison regarding how well the regime was working, thus presenting the ideological 
message with a real life challenge; Brezhnev’s doctrine of developed socialism, on the other hand, postponed 
any abundance along with the arrival of communism further into the future. Alex F. Dowlah and John E. Elliott, 
The Life and Times of Soviet Socialism  (Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers,  1997), 149.  
1123 E.g. he broadened the roots of humanistic Marxism-Leninism to include what is best in world culture; he 
began referring to Lenin more through his character and his actions, rather than his ideological legacy. Gill, 
Symbolism and Regime Change in Russia  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 13-14, 17. 
1124 Aron, Roads to the Temple. Truth, memory, ideas, and ideals in the making of the Russian Revolution, 1987-
1991  (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), 34. 
1125 Yurchak, Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More  (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), 
293. 
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the tightly interwoven structure of ideological discourse brought about a dethronement also 

for Lenin as the whole discursive field began to break down.1126      

 

While ousting existing ideological authorities, the new meta-discourse enabled the articulation 

of innovative ideas and solutions. As Leon Aron notes, when ideas start to provide 

alternatives to the priorly held views and challenge the categories in which people think, the 

pre-revolutionary climate becomes a revolutionary crisis that moves at a remarkable speed.1127 

The ‘moral and metaphysical moorings’1128 of the old order fall into contempt and new 

pronouncements begin outlining the principles of a better one.1129 Moral concerns and value-

bound motivations had been explicit in Gorbachev’s politics.1130 As perestroika progressed 

and increasingly radical critique sounded towards the society, Gorbachev’s proposed solutions 

also radicalised, and a shift away from Soviet symbols further accelerated – the invocation of 

universal human values over class interests was difficult to reconcile with the exceptional 

nature of communism.1131 Ultimately, Gorbachev’s efforts to redraw the narrative failed, and 

the Western republics, more than Russia, had a ready set of alternative symbols and values to 

celebrate. But in Russia more than anywhere, the swift unfolding of the break-up 

demonstrated the remarkable impact of newly pronounced values on perceptions, attitudes, 

and political and economic decisions.1132  

 

Caught in the trends of the discursive rupture and playing an important mnemonic role for the 

republics was the concept of sovereignty. Edward Walker makes a case for the political 

efficacy of the term in the dismantlement process, and in determining the very character of the 

Soviet dissolution. More than other potent ideas like ‘liberty’ and ‘democracy’, it was the 

concept of ‘sovereignty’ and its position within the mythologies and institutions of Soviet 

federalism that played a key role in the rhetoric, imagined scenarios, and the actual 

                                                
1126 Ibid., 294. 
1127 Aron, Roads to the Temple. Truth, memory, ideas, and ideals in the making of the Russian Revolution, 1987-
1991  (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), 20. 
1128 William H.  Sewell Jr., "Ideologies and Social Revolutions: Reflections on the French Case," The Journal of 
Modern History 57, no. 1 (1985), 69. 
1129 Aron, Roads to the Temple. Truth, memory, ideas, and ideals in the making of the Russian Revolution, 1987-
1991  (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), 20. 
1130 Other than his pronouncements on the new moral atmosphere more generally, this was visible, for example, 
in Gorbachev’s commitment to an anti-alcohol campaign with highly disadvantageous consequences at a time of 
economic hardship.  
1131 Gill, Symbolism and Regime Change in Russia  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 14-15. 
1132 Aron, Roads to the Temple. Truth, memory, ideas, and ideals in the making of the Russian Revolution, 1987-
1991  (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), 34-35. 
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fragmentation of the Union as it unfolded, along republican borders exclusively.1133 While the 

nationalist pursuits of Georgia and the Baltics are well documented and undisputed, involving 

both popular and elite participation, other parts of the Union, such as the Central Asian 

republics, showed ample support for the preservation of the Union, both at elite level and 

Gorbachev’s 1991 referendum, developing ‘sovereign’ aspirations only in the course of the 

so-termed ‘parade of sovereignties’, during which their leaders recognized that failure to 

claim sovereignty would undermine their position in negotiations with the federal institutions, 

and ultimately compromise their leverage regarding the new union treaty.1134 The Soviet 

language of sovereignty and the purportedly sovereign status of the republics emerge as 

important explanations to the fact and character of the Union’s dismantlement, especially if 

one considers the futile struggles of subnational autonomies to accomplish formal 

independence. The dismantlement was not just determined by ‘demand’. The myths of the 

Soviet metanarrative and the institutions of Soviet federalism, the sovereignty clause in 

particular, ‘empowered the antiunion opposition, constrained the union’s defenders, and 

induced Gorbachev to embrace a naïve and highly ineffective program for preserving the 

USSR’s territorial integrity.’1135 Gorbachev drew on traditional Soviet values and Lenin, and 

his challengers were able to do the same, emphasizing Lenin’s ideas about self-determination 

and the right of secession, all of which was gathered under the powerful concept and 

catchword of ‘sovereignty’ in a discursive realm that no longer obeyed the ‘performative’ 

logic. In the course of the discursive turn described by Yurchak, formulaic authoritative 

language and, with it, the myths and legal constructs of the Soviet rule became interrogated 

for their literal meaning – a literal interpretation of ambiguous, legally uninterpreted 

‘sovereignty’ enabled the Baltic national elites to move ahead with declaring the primacy of 

republican laws, and mobilized the historic memory of lost sovereignty popularly.  

 

The history and memory of the previous rupture  

Exposure of past mistakes, intended to justify economic reforms, started an extensive 

‘relearning’ of Soviet history.1136 Glasnost’s ‘first uncensored glance was backward’, and this 

                                                
1133 Walker, Dissolution. Sovereignty and the Breakup of the Soviet Union  (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, 2003). 
1134 Ibid., 62-64. 
1135 Ibid., 184. 
1136 Mark A. Jubulis, "The persistence of the Baltic nations under the Soviet rule: an ethno-symbolist critique of 
modernist perspectives on the breakup of the USSR," in Nationalism in a Global Era. The persistence of nations, 
ed. Mitchell Young, Eric Zuelow, and Andreas Sturm (New York: Routledge, 2007), 189. 
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‘honest labor of self-discovery’ gained momentum around the sentiment of morality – a moral 

state needed moral citizens who spoke the truth about the past.1137 The rhetoric in articles, 

essays and other public texts had proclaimed self-deception the principal illness, the only cure 

for which would be to study ‘how it all began’ by turning to the very roots of the ‘terrifying 

nightmare’.1138 The attention thus turned to the figure of Stalin; his era and legacy became the 

‘other’ within the Soviet realm, to be exposed with great zeal, then struggled with, and later 

rehabilitated to a rather unnerving extent. It was against this Soviet era, the Stalin era, that the 

new Estonian identity became articulated, and it was around the figure of Stalin that the 

memory of the entire Soviet era was to become compressed.  

 

As Baltic historians approached Stalinism, they turned their focus onto the circumstances of 

their countries’ incorporation into the Union – they began exposing the myth of a socialist 

revolution and shedding light instead on what now became understood as an illegal 

occupation.1139 Texts in Estonian press concentrated on the existence of the secret protocols of 

the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact that divided Eastern Europe into spheres of influence between 

Hitler and Stalin.1140 As the late-socialist decades had brought the ideologically critical 

legitimising moment closer in time, and emphasised 1940 over the short-lived Working 

People’s Commune on Estonian territory in 1918 as the foundational turn, the protocols from 

1939 struck to the heart of the Soviet Estonian edifice and readily led to the recall of national 

independence, even if unexpressed by the political elite in the early years. Further 

delegitimization occurred with inquiries into Stalinist persecution and oppression. The 

emerging public sphere in Russia remembered and reinterpreted the Terror, and citizens 

organized to form the Memorial Society in 1989 to acknowledge and commemorate 

repression victims.1141 For the small western republics, the opening of the archives enabled 

investigations into the deportation and execution of thousands of Baltic nationals during the 

first year of Soviet rule and the collectivization campaign in the late 1940s. The historical 

                                                
1137 Aron, Roads to the Temple. Truth, memory, ideas, and ideals in the making of the Russian Revolution, 1987-
1991  (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), 72-73. 
1138 Phrases quoted in Aron Leon’s discourse analysis of the period. Ibid., 74. 
1139 The exploration of history’s ‘blank spots’ began with due caution, given the memory of repressions that had 
swiftly followed the last Thaw, but gained momentum as the limits of perestroika stretched. Kasekamp, Balti 
riikide ajalugu  (Tallinn: Varrak, 2011), 202-204. 
1140 Jubulis, "The persistence of the Baltic nations under the Soviet rule: an ethno-symbolist critique of modernist 
perspectives on the breakup of the USSR," in Nationalism in a Global Era. The persistence of nations, ed. 
Young, Zuelow, and Sturm (New York: Routledge, 2007), 189. 
1141 Kathleen E. Smith, Remembering Stalin's Victims: Popular Memory and the End of the USSR  (Ithaca, New 
York: Cornell University Press,  1996), 78-104. 
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facts of repression allowed for a public condemnation of an ‘alien’ regime, and the disclosure 

of the secret protocols disproved its authority. The trends of glasnost within the Soviet Union 

led directly to conclusions that placed the Baltics outside the very construct. 

 

In political pronouncements, demands for outright independence rose to dominance only in 

late 1989 over competing visions of greater autonomy within the Union, but ‘in code’ activists 

had been communicating such messages since the founding of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact 

Publicising Group in 1987 (MRP-AEG). This organisation, formed by freshly released 

regime-critical political prisoners, set out to expose the secret protocols and eventually 

‘liquidate their consequences’, which implied recovering lost statehood rather than fighting 

for limited sovereignty.1142 The Publicising Group activists have seen themselves as ‘wall 

breakers’. Acting on the ‘border of freedom and imprisonment’, the 14 members advanced 

radical statements that met with distrust from the people and political discrediting from the 

more moderate Popular Front, even though it was eventually the latter that went ahead and 

achieved the admission and denouncement of the secret protocols by the Congress of People’s 

Deputies in Moscow, once the ‘occupation’ discourse had become more broadly 

pronounced.1143  

 

Like elsewhere in the Baltics, commemoration became the way to mark and speak of 

historical events that had thus far resided outside the official history. Latvian human rights 

activists from the group Helsinki 86 organised the first of the so-called ‘calendar 

demonstrations’ on June 14, 1987, to commemorate the victims of the mass deportation on 

that day, 1941.1144 On August 23, all three republics held dissident demonstrations that 

commemorated the very broad, indeterminate category of ‘victims of the Pact’, and took on a 

                                                
1142 In late 1986 and early 1987 Estonian political prisoners Lagle Parek, Tiit Madisson, Jan Kõrb and Heiki 
Ahonen were released from prison, and in July 1987 they sent a public letter to the Estonian History Institute, the 
daily Voice of the People (Rahva Hääl) and the magazine Pulse of Time (Aja Pulss), in which they suggested 
publicly addressing the secret protocols of the Pact on the occasion of its upcoming 48th anniversary. In the 
absence of a timely reply, the four activists announced the formation of the Publicising Group on August 15. 
Baltic dissidents had drawn international attention to the protocols also before – on August 23, 1979, 45 
Estonians, Latvians and Lithuanians had sent a letter to the governments of the Soviet Union, Federal Republic 
of Germany, German Democratic Republic and the Atlantic Charter countries as well as the UN Secretary 
General. Among the Estonian diaspora in Canada the day of the signing of the Pact – August 23 – had later been 
observed as Black Ribbon Day. Viktor Niitsoo and Eve Pärnaste, eds., MRP-AEG Infobülletään 1987-1988 
(Tallinn: SE&JS, 1998), 3-4, 10-11; Tiit Madisson, Vastasseis. Mälestusi ning olupilte ikestatud Eestist, Gulagi 
laagrist ja Kolõmalt  (Tallinn: Umara,  1996), 176. 
1143 Viktor Niitsoo, Müürimurdjad. MRP-AEG ja ERSP lugu.  (Tallinn: Ortwil,  2002); Tarmo Teder, 
“Infobülletään – vaba ajakirjanduse jäämurdja,” Postimees, 30.09.1998. 
1144 Kasekamp, Balti riikide ajalugu  (Tallinn: Varrak, 2011), 202. 
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noticeably anti-regime direction. The samizdat bulletin of the Estonian Publicizing Group 

announced that the meeting would be held in memory of the ‘Estonians that perished as a 

result of the Hitler-Stalin accord’, and that a procession would lead to the Linda monument on 

Harju hill next to Victory Square for commemorative wreath-laying.1145 While demonstrators 

carried signs with the year number 1939 and both a five-pointed star and a Nazi swastika, the 

memory place on Harju hill that was being reinstated, originated in the years (and ideological 

discourse) of the German occupation.1146 Victims of the Nazi occupation were briefly 

mentioned in the commemorative address as victims of totalitarianism, but the group’s 

relevance was essentially dismissed as it remained outside the scope of the mnemonic 

problem – these losses had already been marked with several monuments around the republic, 

and the ‘murderers had been punished’. The gathering was about the victims of Stalinism, on 

whom the memory work was only beginning. The memory site of the crying Linda, an artistic 

sculpture on the theme of the Estonian national epic created by sculptor August Weizenberg 

and opened in 1920, was revived as the symbol of an ‘Estonian mother’ in mourning. The 

object of national mourning shifted as perestroika progressed – it was first directed at the real 

victims of Stalinism, then the victims of Communism, and finally at the lost republic and a 

lost ‘normalcy’.1147  

 

The slogans at the Pact victims’ commemoration meeting ventured beyond the 

commemorative agenda, demanding public acknowledgement of the secret protocols, release 

of further political prisoners, trials for Stalinist murderers, and declaring the unity of the three 

Baltic States.1148 Narratives of Baltic belonging had not achieved particular success in 

interwar Estonia, but the discourse launched by the public investigation into the secret 

                                                
1145 Niitsoo and Pärnaste, eds., MRP-AEG Infobülletään 1987-1988 (Tallinn: SE&JS, 1998), 10. 
1146 The early rupture discourse acknowledged the impact that the Nazi occupation had had on the development 
of Estonian memory, and held the Soviet deportations of 1940 responsible. “Pre-war deportation dealt a strong 
blow to Estonian people’s trust for Soviet power. This was swiftly exploited by Fascists and their collaborators. 
Moreover, this was done skilfully and effectively.” (From a public letter to the Estonian News Agency, signed 
by several members of the Estonian Communist Party, published in Edasi, 25.03.1988). Quoted in Niitsoo, 
Müürimurdjad. MRP-AEG ja ERSP lugu.  (Tallinn: Ortwil, 2002), 38. In addition to the Linda memory place, an 
example of the national memory culture reverting back to the German-era discourse was the planned ‘192 
monument’ in Tartu, dedicated to the 192 ‘victims of Communism’ murdered at Tartu prison in July 1941 (the 
monument project was launched in 1990-1992 and then again in 2001). 193 people had actually lost their lives, 
but the one Jewish victim remained outside the scope of German commemorative attention. Tartu’s new 
monument projects are detailed in: Mart Soidro, “Tants monumentide ümber,” Postimees, 15.08.1991. 
1147 The Estonian national epic Kalevipoeg and its sculptural renderer August Weizenberg depicted Linda to be 
in tears of grief over her husband Kalev whose mythical grave the statue stands on. The focus on Linda’s role as 
a mother foreshadows the grief for the lost republic and grief for the lost (or stolen) future. 
1148 Niitsoo, Müürimurdjad. MRP-AEG ja ERSP lugu.  (Tallinn: Ortwil, 2002), 13. 
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protocols tied the three nationalisms into one historic struggle. Speeches laid out the main 

points for the restoration discourse that was initially distrusted by the public and discredited 

as obstructive to the progress of perestroika by the Popular Front, but quickly became the core 

of the Estonian stand towards its Soviet past, informing the ‘ruptured’ state’s new identity 

from citizenship laws to memory work well into the third post-socialist decade.  

 

Tiit Madisson, leader of the MRP Group and a former political prisoner, spoke about the 

historical events that led to Soviet power and crimes in Estonia. He provided the victim 

numbers for the many lethal undertakings of the regime such as mass arrests during the 

summer of 1940 (the speaker indicates 7,043 people), deportations to Siberia in June that 

same year (10,156 people), and conscription (33,303 men in the summer of 1941).1149 

Madisson loosely tied the history of the previous two ruptures into the timely logic of 

‘returning to Lenin’ – the latter was invoked as the eternal guarantor of Estonia’s sovereignty 

following the Tartu Peace Treaty from 1920, which Stalin’s USSR had breached. He 

rehabilitated the 70,000 Estonians that had fled to the West in 1944 – rather than guilty of 

collaboration with the Germans, these people were simply scared after having witnessed the 

first Soviet year. Madisson encouraged doubt in the ideals that had brought about so much 

bloodshed and suffering, and repeated the perestroika-ideals of publicising and remembering 

one’s history to even have a future at all.  

 

Another former political prisoner Erik Udam pronounced what was to become an important 

aspect of the Estonian post-Soviet historical imagination – the tying of the entire Soviet 

period into a single monolithic experience of ‘otherness’ with all its problems stemming from 

the rupture brought about by Stalinism. For example, Udam considers the environmental 

threats that stood at the core of the Popular Front movements in the Baltics (the Ignalina 

power station and plans to drill for oil off the Lithuanian coast; large phosphorite mines 

planned in north-eastern Estonia)1150 to have been the consequence of the Pact. Treating the 

entire soviet period as a whole, reducing it to one problem, and speaking of ‘undoing its 

consequences’ launched the image of socialism as an aberration that can be lifted and 

                                                
1149 The samizdat Information Bulletin of the MRP Publicising Group, No. 1, dated September 1, 1987. The 
speeches printed in full. Niitsoo and Pärnaste, eds., MRP-AEG Infobülletään 1987-1988 (Tallinn: SE&JS, 1998), 
12-13. 
1150 Smith, Red Nations. The Nationalities Experience in and after the USSR  (Cambridge; New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2013), 261-264; Mart Laar, "The Restoration of Independence in Estonia," in 
Estonia. Identity and Independence, ed. Jean-Jacques Subrenat (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2004), 227-228. 
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‘undone’ as the interwar freedom returns and continues. Future memory work was to be 

informed by this image, which fed into the development of small nation ‘victimhood 

nationalism’,1151 and kept alive an acute popular sensitivity to any ‘occupationist’ remnants.  

 

The Pact meeting was not broadcast in media as the ECP Central Committee ordered the 

destruction of the relevant recordings, but it went into active collected memory and, later, 

formal history as a pivotal ‘memory event’ that galvanized public interest in the recent past. 

As Alexander Etkind has proposed, ‘memory events’ are ‘acts of revisiting the past that create 

ruptures with its established cultural meanings’. Their success depends on their truth claims 

(does the community perceive it as a true account of the past?), originality claims (is it 

perceived as new compared to the formerly established view of the past?) and identity claims 

(is this change perceived as central to the community’s identity?).1152 While the demands 

were no doubt recognized as new and true, the event’s centrality to the community’s self-

perception rather began growing in its aftermath, as the discourse expanded and moved to 

occupy the political mainstream. The event’s identity-formative potential and ability to trigger 

popular passion also reverberates in the ‘existential crisis between openness and closure’ that 

followed in the Estonian press.1153 While not yet uttering the word, the event started a 

powerful discourse of occupation that enabled further political steps as well as ‘restorationist’ 

activism by broader groups of citizens. 

 

After the Pact meeting in Tallinn, authorities constrained the activities of the group members, 

and a discussion meeting planned for the anniversary of the Tartu Peace Treaty on February 2, 

1988, failed to take place as planned, although scattered groups met in different locations in 

Tartu and spoke of the historical events leading up to the signing of the Treaty.1154 The 

                                                
1151 Jie-Hyun Lim, "Victimhood Nationalism in the Memory of Mass Dictatorship," in Mass Dictatorship and 
Memory as Ever Present Past, ed. Jie-Hyun Lim, Barbara Walker, and Peter Lambert (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2014). 
1152 Etkind, Warped Mourning  (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2013), 178-179. 
1153 Newspapers dubbed the event a ‘provocation’, but refrained from denying the political and mnemonic 
statements made. The journalists were faced with a new situation in which facts were out and what was left to be 
controlled, urgently, was interpretations (e.g. article entitled “In whose interest?” in Noorte Hääl, 28.08.1987). 
With the crumbling of the authoritative discourse and the public pronouncement of historical ‘secrets’, the 
atmosphere was intense – the audience was still guessing the truth through omissions and journalistic 
euphemisms, but remarks, tones and silences were fiercely scrutinised for what is going on and where the 
thoughts ‘between the lines’ are travelling to. The journalistic approach to the Pact event has been treated as a 
‘moral crisis’ and turning point in the history of Estonian news press. Maarja Pärl- Lõhmus, "Sovetlikust 
postsovetlikuks: Eesti ajakirjanduse muutumisi 1987-1996," Akadeemia, no. 9 (1997), 1798-1799. 
1154 MRP Publicizing Group Information Bulletin No. 10, February 1988. Niitsoo and Pärnaste, eds., MRP-AEG 
Infobülletään 1987-1988 (Tallinn: SE&JS, 1998), 243-247. 
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subsequent events of import were the celebration of the 70th anniversary of the Estonian 

Republic on February 24th, the interwar Independence Day, and a demonstration on the day of 

the 1949 mass deportations on March 25. Both of these events appropriated a new memory 

place as their base – a monument to the Estonian writer Anton Hansen Tammsaare, erected in 

the vicinity of the State Concert Hall for the writer’s centennial in 1978. Deer Park 

(Hirvepark) and Linda Hill, the spaces inaugurated in the Pact meeting, attracted smaller 

gatherings as well, creating an active interconnected memory landscape of different sites, all 

in the service of ‘remembering the lost republic’ with none of them pointing directly to it. A 

Soviet-approved writer that produced the Great Estonian pentalogy Truth and Justice in the 

interwar decades and whose detached, pensive posture in the monument came to be seen to 

convey something quintessentially Estonian; a mythological woman in mourning cast in 

bronze and adopted as a commemorative location during the German occupation, immediately 

after the deportations of the first Soviet year; and a new site of significance, Deer Park, a 

green area close to the centre that hosted the Pact gathering after it had been banned on Town 

Hall square – this initial organic memoryscape was an active melting ground for historical 

curiosity, cultural memory, general excitement, and bold political activism pushing the 

boundaries of the permissible and the expected.1155 The provisional landscape was the setting 

for memory and history to surface. In the rupturous atmosphere the individual sites mattered 

less than the all-embracing change of the present that was occurring through historical 

rediscovery. In the case of the Linda Hill, the historical path of the memory place was 

relevant, while the figure of Tammsaare was hardly even mentioned in the rhetoric of the 

demonstration, yet wreaths were laid at the foot of the monument, to commemorate something 

– the perished, the silenced history, the lost state, the actual date observed. After the national 

historical memory settled onto its independence imagery and the restoration endeavour was 

complete, this perestroika landscape receded into inactivity and became a memory site to 

itself, pointing to late-Soviet mobilisation rather than the essentials of Estonian identity, 

which were drawn from the interwar era.   

 

                                                
1155 The gatherings by the Tammsaare monument already involved chanted demands such as “Freedom!”, 
“Freedom for Estonia!”, and “Oust Vaino!” (directed at Karl Vaino, the First Secretary of the Estonian 
Communist Party). Ibid., 282. 
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The demonstrations grew in size in 1988 and 1989, and pre-Soviet national flags appeared to 

communicate more broadly the idea of regaining what had been lost.1156 With the publishing 

of the Self-Managing Economic Programme for Estonia (the acronym IME means ‘miracle’ 

in Estonian) in 1987 by four members of the intelligentsia, the MRP Publicising Group 

gradually lost its importance, and, in the course of 1988, merged with the Estonian National 

Independence Party. The ‘occupation’ discourse that they started and openly developed found 

a powerful manifestation in the initiative of ‘Citizens’ Committees’ that began registering the 

names of the citizens of independent Estonia prior to June 17, 1940, and their descendants, in 

1989. The initiative, proposed by the Estonian National Independence Party, marked a 

decisive shift in tactics – formerly, the pro-independence circles had based their hopes of 

separation on international agreements, but now they turned to a bottom-up restoration of 

statehood through the expression of will by legal citizens, for which purpose an electorate 

needed to be delineated. The Committees, attracting the involvement of the Heritage 

Protection Society and even members of the otherwise opposed Popular Front, demonstrated 

the power of the ‘occupation’ image, moving the Baltics towards independence claims faster 

than other parts of the Union.1157  

 

While the proliferation of political views about the Soviet construct in its centre pitted, 

generally speaking, democrats against statists, the Baltic arguments for republican 

independence drew from both currents. On the one hand, they suggested that democracy could 

truly be accomplished only by breaking away from central control and empowering instead 

the republican community, and on the other hand, they emphasised the link between strong 

state power and nationalist themes, with particular reference to such interconnections from 

their national pasts.1158 The idea of returning to such an arrangement prevailed over the image 

of change, as perestroika unfolded and the Baltics increasingly perceived themselves as 

something separate from the rest of the Union.  

 

                                                
1156 Jubulis, "The persistence of the Baltic nations under the Soviet rule: an ethno-symbolist critique of modernist 
perspectives on the breakup of the USSR," in Nationalism in a Global Era. The persistence of nations, ed. 
Young, Zuelow, and Sturm (New York: Routledge, 2007), 190. In Estonia, the tradition of choir singing has 
been viewed as an important medium for communicating and augmenting the national sentiment. Joseph M. Ellis 
and Keeley Wood, "Revolution by Song: Choral Singing and Political Change in Estonia," Remembrance and 
Solidarity. Studies in 20th century European history, no. 3 (2014). 
1157 Smith, Red Nations. The Nationalities Experience in and after the USSR  (Cambridge; New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2013), 274. 
1158 Gill, Symbolism and Regime Change in Russia  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 20. 
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Estonia’s public rhetoric and approach to demographics, which was fixed into citizenship 

legislation in 1991, suggested that the Soviet period was to be bracketed between the ruptures, 

with few complications or identity-formative information breaching these borders and 

continuing across them. The compressing of the Soviet era and the restoration of pre-Soviet 

nationhood informed all the subsequent developments in the domain of public memory, and 

created a sense of unnecessity for substantial memory work beyond the recovery of the 

interwar tradition. 

 

The replacement of monuments 

The end of the Soviet space 

The prime visual reference for regime change in Eastern Europe was the dismantlement, 

vilification and displacement of Communist monuments, symbolically condensing the demise 

of Soviet power.1159 Revisions to the authority and message of the once-timeless markers 

came both from above and below, categories which do not necessarily appear in pure form but 

are usually associated with very different forms of legitimacy.1160 Complex and ‘experienced’ 

memory cultures such as that of reunified Germany provoked debates about the ‘right’ way of 

dealing with the socialist statues, and about their potential value as ‘visible witnesses to 

history’ or even ‘instruments of identity foundation’.1161 Within the strongly pronounced 

occupation discourse and the very focussed small nation identity advance, the Estonian Lenins 

were approached as the alien ‘other’, and their capacity to ‘document’ or ‘warn’ would not 

come up in the titular public opinion.1162 They were not seen as historical documents but 

offensive falsifications of history, and their art-value would not merit deliberation, even if 

authorship often placed them within the ‘local’ school of sculpture.1163 The Lenins were 

loaded with the weight of the suffering from two previous ruptures in the nation’s history – on 
                                                
1159 Michalski, Public Monuments: Art in Political Bondage  (London: Reaktion Books, 1998), 148. 
1160 Gamboni, The Destruction of Art. Iconoclasm and Vandalism since the French Revolution  (London: 
Reaktion Books, 1997), 63. 
1161 One of the main defenders of Nikolai Tomsky’s Lenin in East Berlin, art historian Hans-Ernst Mittig, 
justified its conservation in these words. Quoted in ibid., 88. 
1162 ‘Lesser’ monuments received differentiated (and sometimes financially motivated) attention from the 
specially convened monument councils. For example, the removal of the monument to early Estonian 
Communists Aleksander Kukk (1886-1932) and August Kork (1887-1937) in Tartu was not deemed urgent or 
even inevitably necessary in the long run, as these individuals of low mnemonic mobilisation power ‘had done 
nothing [harmful] to the Estonian people.’ Mart Soidro, “Tants monumentide ümber,” Postimees, 15.08.1991. As 
of 2007, however, the monument is located in the Maarjamäe sculpture park. 
1163 For example, one of the authors of Tartu’s Lenin was the sculptor of The Boy, Ferdi Sannamees. The rest of 
the team was the following: sculptors August Vomm and Garibaldi Pommer, architects Lorenz Haljak and Mart 
Port, author of the Maarjamäe Memorial’s architectural solution. Tartu’s Lenin was unveiled in 1952. 
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Lenin’s initiative, Soviet Russia had launched a war against the Estonian Republic in 

1918.1164 

 

In addition to testifying to the strength of the national counter memory and to the appeal of 

the ‘removal’ of the Soviet period from the national narrative, the implicit vilification of the 

Soviet statuary relates to the adoption of a typically Western approach to what constitutes 

artwork, with ‘art’ standing for autonomous craft, and ‘function’ representing its very 

opposite. Soviet statues were cult objects, effigies that were assaulted, fought and ‘hanged’ as 

material markers have been in the long history of executio in effigie. While not doing justice 

to the Communist conception of art in a broader sense, this approach certainly embraced what 

Hungarian art historian Ernö Marosi observed to be true of Soviet monuments in particular – 

their vandalising was a last sign of the life for which they had been devised.1165 

 

Interventions from below included anonymously defacing the monuments with signs or 

graffiti, temporarily but effectively depriving them from any claims of authority, and 

cancelling their former role, turning them into the very opposite of what they had been erected 

to depict, or targets of ridicule. Tartu’s Lenin, standing in front of the Academy of 

Agriculture, was modified on May 9, 1990, to serve as a public bulletin board and an out-

dated, long-muted remnant of the hostile regime – it carried an Estonian language sign that 

read ‘How long is this red thief going to stand here?’ and a Russian language demand for the 

occupation army to leave the Baltic States. The authors of this protest were members of the 

Estonian Defence League, formally (re-)established in February 1990.1166 The men followed 

up on the initiative a few months later, staging a demonstration by the statue and launching 

signature collections for its removal. The 4500 signatures motivated the Tartu City Council to 

address the Supreme Council of Estonia with a request to decide the issue of ‘red’ monuments 

on the territory of the entire republic. The Defence League activists interpreted this outcome 

as ‘cowardice’ on the part of the city leaders, and unwillingness to take appropriate action. 

Therefore, a ritual ‘hanging’ removal was orchestrated by the five men themselves on the 

most significant of anti-Soviet days, August 23. Using a crane and a truck, the group lifted 

                                                
1164 Vahur Made, “”Ajaloolisest mälust,”” Päevaleht, 28.09.1990. 
1165 Gamboni, The Destruction of Art. Iconoclasm and Vandalism since the French Revolution  (London: 
Reaktion Books, 1997), 89-90. 
1166 Tanel Lään, ed. Kolmas algus. Kaitseliit 1990-1993 (Tallinn: Kaitseliit, 2010), 4, 6. 
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Tartu’s Lenin from its base, transported it to the Town Hall Square, and hung it from the 

crane right in front of the City Council building (see: Figure 14).1167  

 
Figure 14. Tartu’s Lenin suspended from a crane on Town Hall Square, 1 km from its former 
location in front of the Academy of Agriculture. Source: Tartu Postimees, 24.08.2010. 
 

The Tartu City Government of the time, led by mayor Toomas Mendelson, deemed the 

operation unlawful and ordered the statue’s return to its rightful location,1168 a decision that 

the City Council failed to support.1169 The Defence League headed by Kalle Eller distanced 

itself from the escapade, pronouncing the activists’ conduct to be in breach of Defence 

League norms. Since his personal correspondence revealed an attitude of recognition towards 

the courageous deed, it has been presumed that Eller’s public stand related to his conviction 

that Estonia needed a strong, reliable and perceptibly ‘controllable’ organisation on which to 

found the structures of state defence.1170 While the attitudes ‘from above’ and ‘from below’ 

seemed to be generally synchronized within the titular portion of the Estonian republic, 

                                                
1167 Memories of observers and participants, including the activists’ leader Harri Henn. Martin Pau, “Hommikus 
rippuv Lenin tõstis vererõhku,” Tartu Postimees, 24.08.2010. 
1168 Hannes Astok, “Tartus võeti Lenin maha,” Päevaleht, 24.08.1990. 
1169 Hannes Astok, “Tartu jääb siiski Lenini-vabaks,” Päevaleht, 25.08.1990. The article, entitled ‘Tartu shall 
remain Lenin-free after all,’ closes with an unconcealed expression of bias: ‘All’s well that ends well.’  
1170 Lään, ed. Kolmas algus. Kaitseliit 1990-1993 (Tallinn: Kaitseliit, 2010), 6. 
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hesitations regarding ‘what is wisest’ produced differences in public pronouncements. 

Nevertheless, participants have recalled that, even though the Soviet edifice still endured, the 

atmosphere was already such that ‘serious’ punishment was no longer feared – conscience-

based support was sensed from the broader population, including the Estonians holding 

office.1171 This was the ultimate carnivalesque moment in Estonia’s transition – fear turned 

into scorn, the ‘dreadful potentates [we]re reduced to clowns searching for an exit’, and public 

violations, necessarily perceived as such, were temporarily permitted.1172  

 

People lived in carnival time, and the politically subversive, socially unifying ridicule reduced 

the historical into a transitoriness characteristic of the everyday, and, in turn, gave the 

everyday historical dimensions. Individuals got to participate in historical change, and 

collectively declare a readiness to embrace new possibilities.1173 A newly missing monument 

was an anticipation of a new identity, and proof of participation in its creation. For its 

community-formative effect, the much talked about removal of Tartu’s prime statue was not 

dissimilar from the popularly aided projects of monument restoration that had begun earlier in 

the course of perestroika. At the same time, the public hanging and shaming of Soviet 

statuary, as art historian Albert Boime observes, points to an important psychological 

predicament that necessarily burdens the small nation independence-era self-perception: the 

assaulting of a hated symbol is an outlet for self-hatred as well. The public acknowledgement 

of formerly experienced intimidation and acceptance that occurred with their showcased 

reversal now became a ‘subject of self-detestation projected outwardly on to the hollow 

icon’.1174 The fear that was now lifted had formerly been a cause for corruption. Casting off 

fear thus marks the end of lying, and launches a purgatory of sorts1175 – at once self-

flagellation for past submissiveness and redemption in the face of the new era to come.  

 

Top-down confrontations with the remnants of the shameful past occurred within the legal 

reality of independent statehood – sanctioned removals started shortly after the regaining of 

independence in August 1991. In Tallinn, the Presidium of the Supreme Council of Estonia 

                                                
1171 Martin Pau, “Hommikus rippuv Lenin tõstis vererõhku,” Tartu Postimees, 24.08.2010. 
1172 Christoph Neidhart, Russia's Carnival. The Smells, Sights and Sounds of Transition  (Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers,  2002), 21. 
1173 Albert Boime, "Perestroika and the destabilization of the Soviet monuments," ARS (Slovak Republic), no. 2-3 
(1993), 211-212. 
1174 Ibid., 221. 
1175 Neidhart, Russia's Carnival. The Smells, Sights and Sounds of Transition  (Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 
2002), 21. 
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ordered the dismantlement of the monument to Johannes Vares-Barbarus, the Prime Minister 

of the ‘June government’ in 1940. Tallinn City Government organised the rest of the 

removals: the statues of Lenin, Mikhail Kalinin, naval hero Yevgeny Nikonov, and Estonian 

communists Johannes Lauristin and Viktor Kingissepp. At the same time, a number of other 

memorial items (such as plaques) as well as the decorative sculpture Roe by Jaan Koort were 

removed from public settings for fear of vandalism and metal theft – by the fall of 1991, 

thieves had already indiscriminately taken busts or smaller parts of sculpture from statuary 

dedicated to Estonian cultural figures, such as composer Peeter Süda, graphic artist Eduart 

Viiralt, and writer Juhan Smuul.1176 Such was the undignified end of some of the Soviet 

sculptures as well, even after their dismantlement and storage in warehouses – Tallinn’s 

Lenin, for example, fell victim to metal theft, losing its head and hand.1177 Clearing out the 

old memoryscape was thus as much a matter of public order and establishing control in the 

new society as it was of ideological urgency. Therefore, the top-down removals signalled a 

next phase in the transition period – one that begins to narrow down the formerly perceived 

limitless potentiality, and structure a new social reality. 

 

As the transition progressed and national identity continued to be experienced in opposition to 

the Soviet ‘other’, pure ‘museumization’ of socialist monuments remained unachievable. 

Their ironic presentation in open-air statue parks in many Eastern European cities seems to 

rather continue the impulse behind former acts of ritual defacing or destruction, responding to 

the cultic essence of the monuments and performing their ‘banishment’.1178 Their 

surroundings emphasise their impotence, the ridiculousness of their formerly claimed glory, 

and invite the spectator to laugh rather than observe. Tartu’s long-warehoused Lenin also 

made its way to the Monument Park next to Maarjamäe Palace, a branch of the Estonian 

History Museum, in 2005.1179 The museum states that the aim of the Park is to collect the 

memories of the ‘painful Soviet ideology’ and place them in a new context, telling the story of 

                                                
1176 Riin Alatalu, Muinsuskaitse siirdeühiskonnas 1986-2002 : rahvuslikust südametunnistusest Eesti NSV-s 
omaniku ahistajaks Eesti Vabariigis. Heritage protection in transitional society 1986-2002 : from nation's 
conscience in the Estonian SSR into the harasser of private owner in the Republic of Estonia  (Tallinn: Eesti 
Kunstiakadeemia,  2012), 132. 
1177 Marko Püüa, “Pronksleninid ‘jalutasid’ laoplatsilt teadmata suunas”, Põhjarannik, 22.04.2007.  
1178 Gamboni, The Destruction of Art. Iconoclasm and Vandalism since the French Revolution  (London: 
Reaktion Books, 1997), 77. 
1179 Website of Estonian History Museum, www.ajaloomuuseum.ee, accessed 07.01.2016. 
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one era of Estonia’s past (see: Figure 15).1180 In the museum exhibition, however, Lenin’s 

path to ‘neutral’ historical worth will ultimately be through its rarity value.1181 

 
Figure 15. Maarjamäe Monument Park. In the foreground, bronze head of Lenin, originally 
displayed at the Culture House of Jõhvi. It dates from the late 1970s and arrived at the 
History Museum in 2007. Source: website of Estonian History Museum, 
www.ajaloomuuseum.ee, accessed 07.01.2016. 
 

Memorials with a more complex language acquired a longer, active presence in the memory 

landscape. Drawing clear distinctions between burial monuments to Red Army soldiers and 

liberator-monuments marking the Soviet taking of the city was difficult as such elements 

often combined in the commemorative rhetoric and imagery of the site. The Bronze Soldier of 

Tallinn, dating from 1947, was one such monument, combining all three functions of Red 

Army memorials – it was erected on a common grave, it symbolised the city’s liberation, and 

                                                
1180 The idea of a monument park at Maarjamäe was advanced in 1990 by the Heritage Protection Society, who 
were alarmed by the disorderly behaviour towards the monuments ‘from below.’ They appealed to the need to be 
‘civilized’ and remove the monuments as a ‘people that rise above their fate.’ The monument park, in their view, 
was going to be a ‘warning museum’ that performs what is required in the ‘civilized world’ – the difficult in 
one’s history ought never to be too far out of sight. “Eesti Muinsuskaitse Seltsi volikogu deklaratsioon 
kommunistlikest mälestusmärkidest,” Päevaleht, 22.09.1990.    
1181 Gamboni, The Destruction of Art. Iconoclasm and Vandalism since the French Revolution  (London: 
Reaktion Books, 1997), 90. 
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celebrated the Soviet war victory.1182 Investigating the fall of the Communist monuments, 

Dario Gamboni has observed that aesthetic arguments were almost exclusively advanced to 

discredit the statues and justify their dismantlement – artistic quality thus rarely played a role 

in the fate of the markers. While iconography mattered, it mattered in combination with more 

formal features such as dimensions or domineering expression.1183 In the Estonian attempt to 

sort out its memoryscapes, artistic argumentation did arise in the process of domestication that 

involved monuments deemed (primarily) funereal in character and whose commemorative 

logic and ritual past could be reconciled with the story of Estonian suffering, i.e. they 

memorialized Estonian fighters too. However, the aesthetic argument was not intended to 

defend Soviet monumental production; it emerged within the surprisingly nationalizing 

rhetoric that defended and domesticated the Soldier. Its Estonianness was also emphasised in 

the figure of the author, sculptor Enn Roos, and his model. The sculptural piece was defended 

as an important example of Estonian art.1184 

 

The Bronze Soldier became one of the 200 Soviet-era monuments that survived the transition 

into independent Estonian memory culture.1185 The Soldier’s role and status, of course, were 

to undergo considerable changes. This was achieved by reorganising the square around the 

monument, and by rededicating the site “To the fallen in World War II”, inscribed in Estonian 

and Russian on either side of the mourning soldier. The city authorities attempted to charge 

the monument with inclusive grief, and emphasize the Soldier’s mournful stare over the 

ideological context it was erected in, for a potential cross-rupture message of ‘death unites 

all’. The eternal flame was removed, following reconciliatory allusions to the financial 

difficulties of the young republic, and humorously pointing to the fact that Estonia no longer 

received affordable gas from Russia.1186 Commemorative ritual continued to be carried out on 

the site by ethnic Russians, much along the lines of the Soviet tradition – in 1993, even the 

                                                
1182 Kaasik, "Tallinnas Tõnismäel asuv punaarmeelaste ühishaud ja mälestusmärk," Akadeemia 9, no. 9 (2006), 
1911. 
1183 Gamboni, The Destruction of Art. Iconoclasm and Vandalism since the French Revolution  (London: 
Reaktion Books, 1997), 87. 
1184 Andres Kurg, "Monuments in Tallinn," ([unpublished presentation]: Tallinn University, 2014). 
1185 This number is a 2012 estimate from the work of historian Marek Tamm. Tamm, Monumentaalne ajalugu, 
Loomingu Raamatukogu (Tallinn: SA Kultuurileht, 2012), 112. 
1186 Andres Kurg, “Poliitiline linnamaastik. Ruumilisi vaidlusi lähiaastate Tallinnas”, Estonian Social Science 
Online, [www.sotsioloogia.ee] accessed 23.02.2008. 
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extinguished flame was exceptionally relit for five hours on the occasion of the war veterans’ 

Victory Day gathering.1187  

 

At the same time, Soldier gatherings began assuming political tone as commemorations 

featured banners for the reduction of unemployment or the elevation of Russian to a second 

state language. The reactionary politics represented at the monument site were initially carried 

by Soviet nostalgia, but the site acquired a more complex significance as the minority’s 

memory place in the course of the decade.1188 To ‘neutralize’ the site and to fasten its intended 

memory-political message onto readable symbolism, a design competition was launched in 

1995 for a revised spatial solution. The winning project by Jüri Okas and Marika Lõoke 

proposed to complement the site with the following elements: (1) a large black granite flat 

surface, raised 50 cm from the ground as if floating in the air, to symbolize the earth that 

unites the dead of different nationalities; (2) a 7-metre Christian cross to counterbalance the 

Communist ideology that the Soldier carries; (3) a passage lined with black pillars to 

represent the notional line between the opposite sides in war, thus adding the German dead 

into the victim group; and (4) an oak tree – one of the national symbols – to stand for the 

durability of Estonian national identity throughout the rupture of war and the decades of 

Soviet-imposed memory.1189 Due to the economic struggles of the republic, however, the 

initial project was reduced to modest changes in square layout and greenery, attempting to 

convert the space into a respectful scene from the past, and inspire quiet acknowledgement 

rather than emotionally potent commemorative attention. The former ceremonial square was 

sown with grass, and across it a diagonal pathway was paved to create a pedestrian connection 

to the entrance of the National Library opened in 1992 (see: Figure 16). The path pushed the 

Soldier out of the centre of the square, predisposing it to invisibility, and the casual presence 

of passers-by would gradually de-emphasize the monument’s history as the memory-cultural 

heart of the Soviet city. The commemorative rituals on the site responded to this change with 

the tradition of placing thousands of flowers into the ground on Victory Day, visually undoing 

the space change, hiding the walkway and recreating a festive square in front of the Soldier. 

Another element to foster forgetting and reduce the mnemo-active potential of the site was a 

row of 11 grown linden trees brought from Finland and planted to line the square, separating 

                                                
1187 Ibid. 
1188 Ibid. 
1189 Kaasik, "Tallinnas Tõnismäel asuv punaarmeelaste ühishaud ja mälestusmärk," Akadeemia 9, no. 9 (2006), 
1910. 
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the space from the thoroughfare and trolleybus stop. This addition gave the space a park-like 

quality and ensured that any commemorative activity be kept separate and ‘concealed’ from 

city life. 

 
Figure 16. The Bronze Soldier monument with the diagonal pathway across the former 
square. Photo dates from 2007 when the site was guarded by the police. Source: 
www.delfi.ee, accessed 10.01.2016. 
 
The administration of Tallinn has later been criticized for short-sightedly missing the 

opportunity to remove an imminent source of interethnic conflict from Tallinn’s cityscape, 

along with the other ‘symbols of occupation’.1190 The official Bronze Night1191 narrative that 

defends the inevitability of the Soldier’s eventual relocation in April 2007 emphasises its 

initially non-polarizing character in the society of the 1990s. However, following the failure 

to re-design and thus expressly rededicate the monument site, the Soldier did begin to feed 

mnemonic assumptions that deepened in opposing directions, along ethnic lines – one of 

forgetting and appreciating the pastness of this past, and one of remembering, as the very 

basis for identity and continuity. 

 

Other examples of relatively ‘successful’ monument ‘domestication’ are the Maarjamäe 

Memorial (1960/1975) and a granite bust of a soldier colloquially named Kivi-Jüri (Stone-

George, 1966) in Kärdla (Hiiumaa island). The idea for the Maarjamäe Memorial was similar 

to that originally intended for the Soldier – broadening its field of significance to include the 

memorialization of losses on the German side, where many Estonians had also fought, and 

                                                
1190 E.g. Tiit Made, Alasi ja haamri vahel: Ajaloolise tõe otsingud  (Tallinn 2007), 546. 
1191 The controversy and riots around the monument, resulting in its move to the Tallinn Garrison Cemetery. 
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thereby neutralizing any ideological objection to the site’s acceptance. This was attempted 

through the incorporation of German army graves on the adjoining grounds. The graves, 

dating from 1944, were marked with individual crosses, and a memorial was added.1192 The 

resulting ambiguous memorial complex has more or less ‘worked’ in the Estonian memory 

climate. At the very least, the top-down commemorative initiative has kept the site 

‘active’,1193 and a part of the city’s population appreciates it as a leisurely seaside location for 

walking and spending time. The monument’s mnemonic path and relatively ‘inoffensive’ 

history plays an important role in its effortless post-Soviet domestication. However, popular 

acceptance of the memory place as a commemoration of all victims did not easily translate 

into a sufficient ‘grounding’ of the German counter-memory, or a sense of ‘working through’ 

the wartime predicament of the small nation. The problematic unveiling of the monument 

featuring a soldier in SS-insignia in 2004 at the West-Estonian town of Lihula demonstrated 

in full clarity that the inclusive neutralising of Soviet sites was not a strong enough stand to 

address the trauma of the occupations and the reactions to years of Soviet mnemonic 

discourse. 

 

The Stone-George memorial in Kärdla was originally dedicated to the fallen in the defence 

battles of the island in 1941.1194 After 1991, a plaque referring to Soviet soldiers was removed 

but the inscription on the monument was preserved. It reads: ‘Glory to the fallen heroes that 

fell for our Fatherland.’ The monument, a large soldier head positioned on a rough granite 

block appearing as an oversized bust, has since been incorporated into the local community as 

a curious landmark – for example, school graduation celebrations have come to feature a 

ritual washing of George’s head with beer.1195 Such monuments reside between the categories 

of ‘historical monument’ and ‘artistic monument’ – they punctuate the landscape and arrange 

the spatial experience, but they are not imbued with the solemnity of a historical marker, in 

which aspects of a nation-wide identity crystallise. Their significance is rather local. They do, 

however, document history in a way that facilitates inclusion of the Soviet era in private and 

                                                
1192 Tamm, Monumentaalne ajalugu, Loomingu Raamatukogu (Tallinn: SA Kultuurileht, 2012), 113. 
1193 In the spring of 2007, after the Bronze Night events, the Government’s Communication Bureau confirmed 
that ‘all victims of the repressions and crimes committed by occupying powers during WWII’ were honoured 
each year on May 8 at the Maarjamäe Memorial. Tamm, "Negotiating the Contested Past. Mnemonic 
Communities and War Monuments in Contemporary Estonia," ([unpublished article from the author]2011), 14. 
As of 2015, this was still the case, and a solid ‘official’ ceremony tradition had been established, although it did 
not necessarily receive as much emotional coverage as commemorations tied to the War of Independence. Anna 
Põld, “Teise maailmasõja mälestusüritustele kogunetakse üle Eesti nii 8. kui 9. mail,” Delfi.ee, 05.05.2015.  
1194 Its authors are sculptor Endel Taniloo and architect Ülo Sirp. 
1195 Tamm, Monumentaalne ajalugu, Loomingu Raamatukogu (Tallinn: SA Kultuurileht, 2012), 113. 
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collected memory, and retain an ‘accepted’ spatial continuity with the era that becomes 

increasingly banished from the cityscapes of independent Estonia. 

 

The collective change that the Estonian people experienced after the fall of the Soviet Union 

was widely perceived as normative. The ‘westerners’ within the Soviet Union understood this 

change as their whole community moving towards the ‘normal’. This not only envisaged a 

future free from Soviet connotations but also conceptualized the possibility of a different past 

– a past that would have been ‘normal’ had the country not been part of the Soviet Union.1196 

As Sigrid Rausing demonstrates in her work on the population of a former collective farm, 

this new ‘normalcy’ was experienced particularly strongly in reference to material 

environment. Even if most western items, such as jeans, had become ‘normal’ and accessible 

only recently, the knowledge of their long-standing ‘normality’ in the West (particularly 

North-West) enabled a remarkably swift appropriation of every such material reality. 

Seemingly lacking enthusiasm, the normal reaction to new things was silently ‘redefining 

them as already taken for granted’.1197 As Rausing observes, the ‘process of covering up 

Sovietness and enacting a familiarity with the West and Western objects was an important 

mechanism of the reformation of identity.’1198 The same process in the broader urban setting 

manifested itself in the swift move towards western consumer culture, and the ‘sanitization’ 

and ‘pacification’ of the city centre for tourists, businesses, and the ‘wanted’ part of local 

populations.1199 The urban values shifted from stability (which was conquered and, to an 

extent, obsoleted in the removal of memory markers) to the promise of constant change and 

renewal (embodied, for example, in the shopping malls).1200 The ready welcoming of these 

changes cannot be understood in terms of broader globalisation processes only – the notion of 

normality, the idea of a ‘wrong’, aberrant past, and the accelerated return to the West all 

calibrate the meanings of these changes in private spaces and urban fabric.  

 

                                                
1196 A lot of the new material culture in households was aid from Sweden, and the fact that most of the objects 
were old, camouflaged the reality that this Estonian Swedishness was newly achieved, instead solidifying the 
image of the ‘normal’ past that could (or should) have been. Sigrid Rausing, History, Memory, and Identity in 
Post-Soviet Estonia: The End of a Collective Farm  (Oxford: Oxford University Press,  2004), 2-3. 
1197 Not only the Western way, but its very ordinariness was considered normal. Ibid., 71. 
1198 Ibid., 2.  
1199 Tallinn developed along established contemporary ‘urban permanences’; the area that had served the Soviet 
elite and cultural life, Rävala boulevard, continued as the most prestigious part of town, but now celebrated for 
shopping and expensive apartment buildings. 
1200 The façade of the Viru shopping mall, for instance, was completely redone after it was barely 10 years old. 
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The new markers served as symbols of allegiance. The early advertisements, signs and 

displays were an expression of loyalty to free market ideology, and of a Soviet-influenced 

commitment to ‘build capitalism’. The discourse accompanying post-Soviet transition 

suggests that allegiance and ideology still informed people’s perception of nation and 

society.1201 It is against this backdrop that the Independence War monuments began arriving 

back in their original places.  

 

Monumental restitution 

The impulse behind monumental developments, much like the rest of the ‘transition’ climate, 

was restitutionist in character. Flags of allegiance in their own right, Independence War 

monuments that were dug up, restored or recreated served the goal of topographically over-

writing the Estonian memory landscape with the nation’s own signs, once again.1202 The 

restoration movement was aided, organisationally, by the Heritage Protection Society,1203 the 

Estonian equivalent for Latvia’s Environment Protection Club (Vides Aizsardzības Klubs) that 

the initial perestroika-era public organisation occurred around, disputing environmentally 

consequential Soviet-imposed programs.1204 The Estonian Heritage Protection Society had 

grown out of the late-socialist club Tõru (Acorn). In the years of political uncertainty, the 

intensifying recovery and study of heritage was a source of national confidence – it enabled 

the definition of the community as a nation, and one with links to European culture.1205  

 

The restoration of the memoryscape unfolded in a pattern similar to its interwar development 

– the process began as a bottom-up local mission to ‘acquire back the history’,1206 and 

                                                
1201 The Fatherland coalition in power in 1993-94 was strongly pro-market, yet it pronounced the collective, all-
Estonian aim to ‘build capitalism’, like socialism had been built. Rausing, History, Memory, and Identity in Post-
Soviet Estonia: The End of a Collective Farm  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 44-46.  
1202 Petersoo and Tamm, Monumentaalne konflikt  (Tallinn: Varrak, 2008), 38. 
1203 Initiative often came from the local branch of the Heritage Protection Society, or some informal local 
grouping. In many cases, the local branch of the Society provided the organisational structure for the restoration 
– those interested in restoring the monument would join the Society, elect a new board, and begin planning under 
the label of the nation-wide group.  
1204 Kasekamp, Balti riikide ajalugu  (Tallinn: Varrak, 2011), 203. 
1205 The Soviet discourse had emphasised Estonian history as that of country folk under the oppression of 
German noblemen, and investigating the Baltic Knighthood heritage and connecting it to the local history and 
culture was an important tool in invalidating the former worldview and building the confidence of the people in 
the new state. Alatalu, Muinsuskaitse siirdeühiskonnas 1986-2002 : rahvuslikust südametunnistusest Eesti NSV-s 
omaniku ahistajaks Eesti Vabariigis. Heritage protection in transitional society 1986-2002 : from nation's 
conscience in the Estonian SSR into the harasser of private owner in the Republic of Estonia  (Tallinn: Eesti 
Kunstiakadeemia, 2012), 134. 
1206 Toivo Kamenik, “Rahvale tagasiantud ajalugu,” Edasi, 06.08.1988. 
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culminated in a massive Defence Ministry project to complete the nation’s prime monument 

on Liberty Square that had failed to materialize in the short-lived independence years before 

the war.1207 In May 1988, an interesting monument integrated into a church façade was the 

first to be quietly restored in Vigala, northern Estonia. The two sculptures, originally placed 

on either side of the church entrance in 1933, had been buried next to the church, and 

recovered in the course of drainage works in 1976, ending up at the Home-History 

Museum.1208 The monument’s dedication was inclusive – it stood to commemorate the local 

dead in the events of 1905, World War I, as well as the War of Independence. The rather 

inconspicuous process of this early restoration was covered, upon completion, in the cultural 

weekly Sirp ja Vasar (Sickle and Hammer), and received mention on the radio. In the eager 

atmosphere of the ‘Singing Revolution’, this event inspired many localities to begin searching 

for their own hidden monuments and digging them out.1209 By August 1988, 5 monuments 

had already been reopened by local initiative and unveiled under the national tricolour;1210 by 

late October, the number had reached 13.1211 In the late 1980s and early 1990s, 15 monuments 

were restored as originals, another 27 were recreated using at least some original fragments, 

the rescuers of which were celebrated in print as brave Estonians that had not abandoned faith 

in the coming restoration of independence. 68 monuments were instead erected (and placed 

on heritage protection lists!) as copies of the original pieces, while 8 received a new 

design.1212 No longer sites for mourning the war dead, the monuments became memorials to 

the interwar republic,1213 and mourned the freedom and ‘normality’ lost to the Soviet 

annexation. Once erected to heroicize the suffering for the sake of freedom, the monuments 

were now brought back as if to redeem the suffering experienced in the Soviet era.1214 A new 

                                                
1207 Tamm and Halla, "Ajalugu, poliitika ja identiteet: Eesti monumentaalsest mälumaastikust," in 
Monumentaalne konflikt, ed. Petersoo and Tamm (Tallinn: Varrak, 2008), 45. 
1208 The National Registry of Cultural Monuments, monument number 24222, “Farmer” and “Soldier”, sculptor 
Richard Hammer (Vasard), architect Alar Kotli, 1933. Register.muinas.ee, accessed 10.02.2016. 
1209 Küllo Arjakas, “Väärtushinnangud on muutunud,” Maaleht, 26.01.1989. 
1210 Toivo Kamenik, “Rahvale tagasiantud ajalugu,” Edasi, 06.08.1988. 
1211 Tarmo Vahter, “Kutsu, ma tõusen ka tuhast, kui vajad mu abi, kodumaa,” Edasi, 21.10.1988. 
1212 Petersoo and Tamm, Monumentaalne konflikt  (Tallinn: Varrak, 2008), 39; Strauss, Vabadussõja 
mälestusmärgid I  (Keila: ETPV trükikoda, 2002), 307-308; Alatalu, Muinsuskaitse siirdeühiskonnas 1986-2002 
: rahvuslikust südametunnistusest Eesti NSV-s omaniku ahistajaks Eesti Vabariigis. Heritage protection in 
transitional society 1986-2002 : from nation's conscience in the Estonian SSR into the harasser of private owner 
in the Republic of Estonia  (Tallinn: Eesti Kunstiakadeemia, 2012). 
1213 Tamm, "Negotiating the Contested Past. Mnemonic Communities and War Monuments in Contemporary 
Estonia," ([unpublished article from the author]2011), 12. 
1214 Alatalu, 2012, 133. The recovery of the monuments was also related to the self-flagellatory tone discussed in 
reference to the defacing of Soviet markers. With the monuments dug out, ‘the shame of the destruction of a 
memory […] was washed away, except we do not know from whom.’ Elli Zimmer, “Mälestusmärk hauast üles,” 
Edasi, 30.08.1988. 
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and powerful layer of meaning had been added – they were now the symbols of unjust 

suffering.   

 

The small border nation identity and the longing for Europe within itself played an important 

role in Estonia’s compression of the Soviet past. Monuments were restored as if ‘turning back 

the clock’, recovering the statehood rather than reinventing it. The process was structurally 

similar to the creation of the monumental landscape in the interwar years – at first the funding 

came from private donations and organisations (lottery and fundraising in the first republic), 

then the role was taken over by municipalities, and in the end, the national government 

itself.1215 Popularly and discursively, this ardent process seemed to ‘let the air out’ of the 

increasingly pressurized mnemonic environment, resolving the urgency of further memory 

work or contemplation of nationhood. No discussion followed, regarding the complexity of 

the various aspects of the Soviet past outside the prevailing narrative. The memory of the 

deported struggled to remain relevant;1216 the plan for the monument to the victims of 

Communism, promoted by the Memento association and planned for the Deer Park 

(Hirvepark), continues to be rhetorically supported by the political elite, whereas concrete 

steps towards its realization are yet to be taken.1217 Already during the rupture, when the drive 

to publicly acknowledge Soviet atrocities was at its height and the ‘compression’ of the Soviet 

era had not yet been institutionalised, the idea of adding Soviet-era dead to the inscribed lists 

on local Independence War monuments met with strong reactions, decrying the 

inappropriateness of combining two ‘ideationally different’ matters. The War was seen as one 

of the ‘brightest moments in [the nation’s] history’ that, regardless of the losses, was ‘always 

remembered with affection and deep gratitude,’ whereas the deaths in the ‘prisons, camps and 

torture chambers’ invoked ‘feelings of horror.’1218 The restorative approach to national 

                                                
1215 Tamm, Monumentaalne ajalugu, Loomingu Raamatukogu (Tallinn: SA Kultuurileht, 2012), 109. 
1216 The collected memory that was strongly represented (and translated into public collective memory) over the 
rupture years by the Estonian association Memento (founded in March 1989), remained in public consciousness 
as a fact of national suffering, but faded quickly from the active commemorative repertoire. Newspapers reported 
on the frustration of the deportees’ group over state policies and mnemonic neglect as Soviet-inspired 
commemorations gave way to interwar dates and rituals. 
1217 As recently as 2014, Estonian President Toomas Hendrik Ilves expressed his conviction that Deer Park 
would indeed be the best location for this monument. In 2011, the initiative was expressly supported in the 
governing coalition’s political program. The Memento association continues to promote the project. “Ilves: Ma 
ei arva, et oleks tark rajada kommunismiohvrite memoriaal Tõnismäele,” www.Delfi.ee, 11.02.2014, (accessed 
23.01.2016); The political programme of the IRL (The Union of Fatherland and Res Publica Party) and Reform 
Party coalition, 2011: http://www.reform.ee/reformierakond-irl-2011 (accessed 23.01.2016); www.Memento.ee 
(accessed 23.01.2016). 
1218 A reader’s contribution to the daily Voice of the People, written by an older Tallinner who had come of age 
during the interwar years: Ingrid Nõges, “Palun sõna monumendi asjus!” Rahva Hääl, 02.06.1990. 
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memory, while itself a reaction to Soviet interpretations of Estonian history, relieved the 

community of the necessity to ‘work through’ the Soviet experience.  

 

Disagreement about copying irreparably damaged monuments to follow the original 

iconography and architectural solutions, challenged the restorative discourse, as it kept the 

focus of the discussion on the ‘right’ national course of action, interrogating the ethical 

through the aesthetic. Art critic Johannes Saar draws on the comments of his interwar 

counterpart Rasmus Kangropool and quotes his assessment of the state of monumental art in 

1931: ‘We are currently governed by a[n artistic] spirit that does not try and does not long to 

create anything outside of itself, but rather loves to decorate itself with fame and glory from 

the outside.’1219 Saar laments the tastelessness and categorical insistence characterizing the 

‘social demand’ that stood behind the monumental output in that era – the local committees 

consisted of independence war veterans with no art-critical background.1220 At the same time, 

he acknowledges the mechanisms of memory and observes the movement of bottom-up 

saliences into institutionalised symbols from the top down. He concedes the relevance of 

another quote from the 1930s, from the publication detailing the state’s efforts toward 

erecting the grand national monument: ‘[H]ow atrocious it would sound: people donate to 

erect a monument to the memory of the War of Independence and to the people’s pursuit of 

freedom, but the people themselves, or the freedom fighters themselves, are not allowed to 

say what to erect in their honour.’1221 The juxtaposition of these two views appeals to the 

broader art-theoretical conflict between the idea of ‘art for the sake of art’, and ‘art for the 

people’. However, the Independence War monuments do not occupy either end of this 

opposition, as they are quite resolutely placed outside the realm of art. Or, more specifically, 

they reside in a different historical category than art. The monuments are not overwriting 

Soviet concepts of art, nor are they seen as non-art in the same way as the Soviet effigies were 

– they are not thought of as power markers ‘from above’. At the same time, the monuments 

did not belong within the future or even the material Westward ‘normalcy’ that was becoming 

the present. They did not embody the Western conception of ‘art separate from function’, the 

reversal of which the Soviet monuments had been judged on. Independence War monuments 

were a return of the pre-Soviet past, a resurrection, a ‘redress dealt by fate’. A continuation, 

                                                
1219 Johannes Saar, “Monumentide taastamise tarbe(tuse)st,” Edasi, 22.01.1989. 
1220 He excludes certain pieces from his criticism, e.g. Tartu’s Kalevipoeg, which he considers an asset in the 
monumental state of the art. 
1221 Kurvits, ed. Vabadusmonument, I (Tallinn: 1933). 
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memorialization and redemption at the same time, the monuments were the republic, and art 

was inferior to the temporal logic of history, and aesthetic considerations ultimately only 

served to clarify the contents of national identity.  

 

The ethical-aesthetic argument suggests that monumental art should rise to the challenge, and, 

through its quality, demonstrate the respect that the nation has for the War of Independence. 

Contemporary, artistic execution (rather than the copying of the past that was informed by a 

different set of lived experiences) would provide ‘monumental proof of the fact that, in the 

changing times, what has not changed is our attitude to the War of Independence.’1222 The 

Heritage Protection Society itself, an important opinion leader and organizer of many 

restorations, expressed the view that, in the case of badly damaged or lost monuments, only a 

commemorative plaque should be installed on the former site, and no imitation of the original 

should be attempted.1223 What this approach does not take into consideration (or perhaps tries 

to critique) is that the restoration process was, in fact, informed by a rather similar dynamic as 

its interwar precedent. Its most important difference, however, is equally relevant to why the 

art-critical claims failed to gain ground – the monuments were not re-erected to commemorate 

the war dead, but instead to commemorate the interwar republic and the undying, continuous 

spirit of freedom. 

 

Local	  grief	  at	  Torma	  and	  Pärnu	  

The restorations of the cemetery monuments attest to the fact that, while all the interwar 

pieces belong within the same mnemonic narrative and marker group, they retained some of 

their own particular meaning and character across the ruptures. Just as the original creation of 

the monuments, the restoration progress was the basis for attributing pride and shame to 

localities – newspaper articles would celebrate the towns that were ‘among the first’ to start 

preparing for restoration; local news would emphasize the position occupied in the nationwide 

pursuit of recreating the memoryscape. For many monuments, newspapers published the 

                                                
1222 Johannes Saar, “Monumentide taastamise tarbe(tuse)st,” Edasi, 22.01.1989. A few quiet voices among artists 
also supported the creation of new monuments over the restoration of the ‘unrestorable’, e.g. sculptor Lembit 
Paluteder, who had created some maquettes for possible new monuments back in the 1960s. Roosmarii Kurvits, 
“Või mida arvab võrukene?” Töörahva elu, 22.10.1988.    
1223 Küllo Arjakas, “Väärtushinnangud on muutunud,” Maaleht, 26.01.1989. In contrast, the Popular Front was 
strongly of the opinion that no plaque or commemorative stone could ever replace the monument itself, which 
stood for ‘our people’s battle, Estonian soldiers’ courage, and the pursuit of freedom that endured through 
times.’ Lembit Kukk, Herbert Lindmäe, “Veel ühest hävitatud mälestussambast,” Edasi, 29.01.1989.   
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stories of the original unveiling ceremonies, descriptions of the Soviet dismantlement, and the 

stories of how fragments or entire pieces had been saved by locals. The press also printed 

calls for submitting further information on the history of the monuments, particularly with 

regards to the circumstances and executioners of the Soviet removals.1224 Piecing together the 

histories and collecting funds through donations accomplished a very local, collective air 

around the early restorations.  

 

The Torma “Kalevipoeg”-soldier was dug out of the ground on July 4, 1988. The broken 

pieces of the statue had been buried next to the base of the monument by graveyard keeper 

Karl Mägi, and the granite head that went missing after the dismantlement had later been 

recovered at a local home. Out of the ground came the statue’s body with broken legs and the 

plates with inscriptions flanking the base. The pieces were deemed unusable and were later 

simply exhibited in the churchyard. Fundraising for the recreation of the monument started 

that same month. Production load had escalated at the art factory ARS in Tallinn, owing to the 

interest in monuments everywhere, and the local community decided to prioritize the 

monument at neighbouring Kõnnu, as the 70th anniversary of the Kõnnu battle was coming up 

in December 1988. A contract to have the granite copy of the Torma “Kalevipoeg” made at 

ARS was finally signed in June 1991, and the opening ceremony was arranged for Victory 

Day 1992, June 23. 1225 

 

The recreation of the monument spanned the years of perestroika and early statehood, and the 

discourse evolved from an enthusiastic search for buried history to an assertive accentuation 

and contrasting of the different ruptures, writing the Soviet chapter more conspicuously into 

the monument’s story. The rhetoric starts out as more varied and open (with some articles, for 

example, even discussing the fact that it was native Estonians that performed the demolition 

works in many monument sites, or addressing the German influence in the surfacing 

                                                
1224 Personal stories and memories were published, some detailing a new type of anti-Soviet resistance that 
became celebrated – refusal to participate in the dismantlement by those that had been ordered to do so by their 
employer. E.g. Arnold Rannu, “Nii lõhuti kunsti,” Maaleht, 02.03.1989.  
1225 The monument was restored as an exact copy of the original, except for the symbol on its base – instead of 
the initial cross pattée, the front plaque featured the Cross of Liberty, a military decoration awarded between 
1919 and 1925. Strauss, Vabadussõja mälestusmärgid I  (Keila: ETPV trükikoda, 2002), 30-31; Eesti 
Vabadussõjas langenud Torma kihelkonnast pärit sangarite mälestussamba taasavamine 23. juunil 1992. a.,   
(Greif,  1992), 9-10. 
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memory),1226 but becomes increasingly closed and unambiguous, sealing the Soviet realm off 

as the antipode of the national experience.1227 The portrayal of the opening ceremony focuses 

on the monument’s demise on October 26, 1948 amid the ‘zeal for destruction’ sweeping the 

country. The ceremony begins by the pieces of the ‘barbarically crushed’ monument, 

displayed in their unfestive misery next to Torma church. A choir sang next to the headless 

‘Kalevipoeg’ that had been buried for 40 years. Pastor Peeter Karma spoke of the shield that 

the broken soldier had carried, which bore the image of an anchored cross, the biblical symbol 

for hope and faith. Toivo Õunapuu, the local area historian who initiated the revival of the 

monument, spoke of the ‘depression that the roar of the monument’s demolition left in his 

soul in his childhood,’ and of how the desire to rebuild the marker was born. A procession 

then moved to the new monument site in the adjacent cemetery, where the choir and brass 

band performed Estonian independence era pieces as well as Western classical music. The 

monument was unveiled by Enn Lepik, the man that had come across the head of the statue in 

a nearby field and transported it home. The pastor blessed the monument and read out the 41 

names of the fallen. Toivo Õunapuu spoke about the two births of the monument. After 

further speeches by Heritage Protection Society and local government representatives, the 

national anthem was sung, and flowers were laid at the base of the pedestal. The narrative of 

the three ruptures appeared in a small publication, dedicated to the opening day; the book 

included a thorough description of the events of Independence War, ‘the most important 

moment of rupture in the Estonian people’s history’, as well as a copy of the original 

unveiling ceremony program from June 17, 1923.     

 

The memory event of the reopening ceremony strongly intertwined the discourse units of 

occupation and grief, solidifying the monument’s mnemonic significance as a marker of 

mourning for interwar freedom, and consolidating collective identity against the Soviet era. 

The circular relation between monument and memory implies that both, even if conceived of 

                                                
1226 For example, a 1988 article discusses how the ‘tragedy of the demolishment is exacerbated by the fact that 
the destroyers of all the cultural memorials and artworks, the grave desecrators and the offendors of the memory 
of the fallen were people that also call or called themselves Estonians.’ Toivo Kamenik, “Eesti hävitatud 
mälestussammastest,” Punalipp, 25.08.1988. The discrepancy between the ‘historical truth’ and the German 
politicised memory that was being reinstated in the planned monument of ‘192’ in Tartu was pointed out in Tiit 
Pruuli, “Monumendid hävivad, sümbolid mitte,” Edasi, 28.07.1988. 
1227 As confidence in the state construct grows, the monument discourse incorporates elements of ‘small nation 
insecurity’ and the ‘slave-mindedness’ accusation directed at the national self. The remaining Soviet markers and 
the unrestored Independence War monuments were seen to highlight the need that a concrete line be drawn 
between ‘historical memory and the slavelike bowing down in relations with the neighbour to the East’. Vahur 
Made, “”Ajaloolisest mälust,”” Päevaleht, 28.09.1990. 
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as process and product, influence and shape each other.1228 The ruptures underscored in the 

monument rhetoric sectioned the historical timeline categorically into periods with opposite 

charges. Monuments like Torma’s “Kalevipoeg” figured as the embodiment of the interwar 

republic in these ruptures. The concept of nation was less pronounced in the rhetoric 

surrounding the early cemetery monuments, just as it had been in the interwar years.  

 

The site of the Pärnu monument (Amandus Adamson, 1922-1945) was reinstated as a 

mnemonically significant location already by November 1987, when a demonstration was 

held at Alevi cemetery, featuring speeches by Heritage Protection activists, and a promise by 

the town’s Executive Committee to restore the monument within a year.1229 History teacher 

and later president of the Pärnu Heritage Protection society Eduard Rajari had performed 

cleaning and maintenance works at local cemeteries with a group of history enthusiasts since 

the early 1980s, and arrived at Alevi in 1987, finishing the first round of works by July 16, the 

65th anniversary of the original unveiling ceremony of Adamson’s monument. They had 

removed moss from the headstones and fixed the broken grave markers. On that day, they 

placed flowers on the former monument site and on the grave of the sculptor. The group was 

reproved in the newspaper Noorte Hääl (Voice of the Young) for attending to ‘white guard’ 

graves.1230 The attention of town officials and the local population had been drawn.  

 

The search began for information on the hidden sculptures and reliefs, leading to a letter sent 

to the Pärnu Museum by professor Leida Lepajõe, one of the then schoolgirls that had 

transported the bronze figure of the small boy to safety, and buried it in April 1945. When the 

statue was retrieved from the ground on July 9, 1988, those present emotionally described it to 

have been ‘magnificent as the birth of a child.’1231 Further digging was performed at the very 

monument site, as suggested in the correspondence from the people – fragments of the 

concrete architectural base were recovered, along with the cannon, and bas-reliefs of the 

dying soldier kissing a flag and a guardian angel above him, holding a wreath of victory and a 

palm branch.1232  

                                                
1228 Robert S. Nelson and Margaret Olin, Monuments and Memory, Made and Unmade  (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press,  2003), 2. 
1229 Olaf Esna and Ali Rza-Kulijev, eds., Eesti Vabadussõjas langenud kodukaitsjate mälestussammas Pärnus 
(Pärnu: Pärnu Muinsuskaitse Selts, 1993), 22. 
1230 Ibid., 18. 
1231 Prof. Leida Lepajõe’s letter, printed in ibid., 19. 
1232 The second digging was performed on October 29, 1988, right after the Pärnu Heritage Protection Days. 
Strauss, Vabadussõja mälestusmärgid I  (Keila: ETPV trükikoda, 2002), 25. 
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The recovery of the monuments from the ground was an intense ritual of resurrection. Even 

for the early cemetery monuments, whose primary language had originally been that of 

communally experienced loss, the retrieval was conducted as the rebirth of a lost national time 

and myth. Just as the Lenins were approached as effigies, the recovered interwar monuments 

embodied the first republic, its spirit and its heroes. The rhetoric surrounding the retrievals 

was that of a destined ‘rising from the grave.’ The war dead of the first rupture were equated 

with the ‘dead’ monuments during the third. At Tartu’s Raadi cemetery, for example, an 

obelisk was originally intended to carry the following inscription: ‘Call, and I will rise from 

the grave, if you need my help, Homeland.’ The sentiment was now transferred onto the 

monument, suggesting ‘this help must have been needed many times over’ for the monument 

itself to have returned.1233 The burial places of the monuments were indeed referred to as 

graves, as the memories of spontaneous Soviet-era flower-laying on these seemingly empty 

plots surfaced in press.1234 The four decades in the ground were referred to as ‘enchanted 

sleep,’1235 the end of which was thus rendered somewhat magical, and depicted as destiny – 

Independence War victory was now seen as human achievement while the reinstating of the 

memorials was associated with fate. Interwar nationhood reawakened in the monuments as 

history was ‘given back’ to the people.1236 The humanizing rhetoric associated with the 

statues’ resurrection reaffirms this process as the reverse prelude to Lenin’s ritual hanging. 

Eyewitness accounts spoke of ‘wounds’ on the monuments that marked wartime suffering.1237 

The monument at Rõuge in the Estonian South was unearthed, and covered with the pre-

Soviet national flag. It was surrounded with flowers, and driven to the former monument site 

as if for a visit at the statue’s ‘home’, in a curious reversal of the traditional ‘last journey’ of 

the deceased on the day of the funeral.1238  

 

                                                
1233 Tarmo Vahter, “Kutsu, ma tõusen ka hauast, kui vajad mu abi, kodumaa,” Edasi, 21.10.1988. Pictures of the 
monument in its ‘grave’ at the cemetery, as it lay before it was lifted up, were included for a visual impression of 
the reversal of the burial. 
1234 E.g. Tarmo Vahter, “Kutsu, ma tõusen ka hauast, kui vajad mu abi, kodumaa,” Edasi, 21.10.1988. Many of 
the sculptures were indeed buried at cemeteries, others’ locations varied. Some, for example, had been placed in 
the ground at people’s own farms, such as the Rõuge monument in Southern Estonia. Aksel Murel, “Ajalooline 
tõde jalule,” Töörahva elu, 25.10.1988.    
1235 Mart Laar, “Milleks me vajame mälu?” Postimees, 15.01.1991. 
1236 Toivo Kamenik, “Rahvale tagasiantud ajalugu,” Edasi, 06.08.1988; Elli Zimmer, “Mälestusmärk hauast 
üles,” Edasi, 30.08.1988. 
1237 Esna and Rza-Kulijev, eds., Eesti Vabadussõjas langenud kodukaitsjate mälestussammas Pärnus (Pärnu: 
Pärnu Muinsuskaitse Selts, 1993), 19. 
1238 Aksel Murel, “Ajalooline tõde jalule,” Töörahva elu, 25.10.1988. 
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The Pärnu sculptures and bas-reliefs were taken to the local home-history museum after their 

exhumation. However, the top of the concrete architectural body of the monument that had 

resurfaced intact was erected at the monument site on the occasion of the interwar 

Independence Day, on February 24, 1989. This concrete marker in its incompleteness was a 

fitting monument to the lost monument – it carried a plaque with the monument’s dates of 

‘birth’ and demise. Its opening on state independence day rather than war-related Victory Day 

stresses the fusion of the buried monument with the entombed interwar republic.  

 

The opening ceremony of the completed monument, with all the bronze figures cast anew at 

Tallinn’s ARS factory, took place on July 17, 1993, the anniversary weekend of the original 

unveiling date. The ceremony imitated the opening of 1922. While the first ceremony had 

emphasized individually experienced and communally mourned loss that was a tangible and 

immediate basis for the community’s identity, the state had nevertheless been visibly present 

in the form of ministers, parliamentarians and military units. The second unveiling unfolded 

as a grander version of the original, featuring addresses by Prime Minister Mart Laar, head of 

the defence forces General Aleksander Einseln and other high state officials. The ceremony at 

the monument site was preceded by a service at Pärnu’s Elizabeth Church, and a military 

parade on the town’s central square, continuing on as a procession to the cemetery.1239 The 

rhetoric underscored the future of independence that rested on the community’s ability to 

work together wisely, a prospect that was to be aided by the possibility to recall the fallen 

heroes.1240 While not focussing as much on the moment of Soviet destruction, the logic of the 

monument’s revival was tied to the memory of the state rather than the memory of the War. 

Torma and Pärnu thus represent two different paths to bringing the interwar experience back 

to life – both grieved the monument’s demise, but Torma connected the grief more expressly 

to the idea of occupation, while Pärnu instead tied grief with independence, re-enacting the 

original unveiling. Both approaches pronounce the full recovery of interwar values but 

respond, at their core, to the Soviet interruption – one by facing and rectifying the harm, the 

other by re-doing and upstaging the pre-Soviet moment.  

 

                                                
1239 Enn Hallik, “Vabadussõja monument taas oma täies ilus ja tähenduslikkuses,” Pärnu Postimees, 20.07.1993. 
1240 Ibid. 
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Interpreting	  ‘freedom’	  and	  ‘youth’	  in	  the	  Boy	  

The reconstruction of the Monument to the Teachers and Students of Tallinn next to the 

Secondary Science School in the city centre began to be contemplated in the summer of 1988, 

when the first demonstrations and remembrance events of up to 300 people in attendance took 

place on the monument site.1241 The empty space where the monument used to stand was 

marked with a black ribbon and flowers; a temporary exhibition wall was erected with photos 

detailing the fate of the Boy.1242 In these early years, the gatherings were organised by 

nationalist organisations such as the Estonian National Independence Party and a youth 

grouping called the Tallinn Independent Brigade. Young scouts and guides were actively 

involved, and Lutheran ministers participated to bless the events. Similarly to the broader 

restoration enthusiasm in the republic, donations were collected for the recreation of the 

monument ‘exactly as it was’ – such was the clearly voiced preference at the early gatherings. 

Securing collective funding for the monument, as it soon turned out, was rather symbolic and 

ritualistic in effect, providing continuity with the former republic as well as contributing to a 

popular sense of unity and participation in historical change. The amounts needed for the 

realization of the new monument, however, far surpassed the funds thus collected, and had to 

come from elsewhere.1243 The project struggled at first, and sculptor Vambola Mets began 

preparing the new Boy on the side of his day job in April 1991. The alumni association of the 

Science School, in charge of the restoration, liaised with the Tallinn city government, and the 

money for the completion of the monument was eventually provided by the Cultural Heritage 

Protection Inspectorate of Tallinn.1244  

 

Debate around the recreation of what had been the capital’s prime visual reference to freedom 

and national sovereignty intensified after the completion of the first design for the Boy by 

sculptor Ekke Väli, the first artist to have been offered the commission. While the monument 

discourse strongly relied on the image of restoration, the consensus in the alumni association 

and the affiliated heritage protection team (led by alumnus and architect Rein Heiduk) was 

                                                
1241 Karmo, Ühe vabadussamba lugu  (Tallinn: Huma, 1993), 51. 
1242 The site of the Boy had remained vacant over the Soviet decades. It was only in 1988, after the space had 
become ‘active’ in public memory, that plans were made to occupy it. The newly finished bust of writer and 
politician Ernst Peterson-Särgava, a former teacher at the Science School, was suggested to be installed on the 
site. Given the uncertain times, the alumni remained divided on the issue, one half believing it would be wise to 
‘protect’ the space by occupying it until ‘better times’, the other half suspecting that the bust would obstruct the 
restoration of the Boy, which they believed to be rather realistic and imminent, unlike their more apprehensive 
peers. Ibid., 57. 
1243 Ibid., 53. 
1244 Strauss, Vabadussõja mälestusmärgid I  (Keila: ETPV trükikoda, 2002), 109. 
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that a new work of art be created, sculpted after a live model, though following the original 

pose, mood, and dimensions. Disagreements arising from conflicting loyalties to art and 

‘historical memory’ launched an interesting interrogation of the post-totalitarian 

understanding of freedom and nationhood, and whether or not the repressions endured and 

remembered are part of the story of freedom or its mere antithesis.  

 

Väli’s design was an artistically acclaimed paraphrase of the interwar piece – his Boy kneeled 

in the original position, but it was missing a head, right hand and left arm, marking the two 

instances of Soviet dismantlement, and the consequent victims. This interpretation set the 

Science School circle against the cultural heritage inspectorate (and even the heritage 

protection unit within the alumni association), creating a troublesome opposition between 

embodied historical memory and authority. The majority of the alumni wanted to see the 

statue remade in its original (or close to original) form, while the city government and the 

artistic elite, claiming expertise in the matter, supported the mnemonically inclusive 

paraphrase. The plan to involve the wider public by placing the two possible solutions on 

display in the windows of the city government building was never realized, but the discussion 

on the pages of the written press did provoke readers’ contributions. An interwar schoolgirl 

writing to Rahva Hääl (Voice of the People) suggested that the ‘odd’ approach to the 

restoration of the Boy derived from the new generation’s distance from the substance of the 

Independence War. The ‘authentic’ memory is thus prioritized over potential collective 

renegotiation of the national idea and significance of freedom. The author considers it 

‘incontestable’ that the monument stands for the ‘memory of the school boys that fell in the 

War of Independence, not that of the monument’s repression and the individuals that saw it 

through’. After recounting the tragedy of the previous rupture – the day of the removal of the 

statue, – she points to the absurdity of Väli’s design by imagining the restoration of Tallinn’s 

Niguliste Church tower to include artistic holes and wounds alluding to the barbaric bombing 

of the capital in March 1944.1245 Politician and historian Mart Laar suggested to go with a 

compromise solution at first, restoring only the base of the monument with the inscription, 

which might inspire people in the know to bring out the original bronze (in case it still 

existed), or constitute an interesting new monument on its own with no sculpture on top.1246   

 

                                                
1245 Ingrid Nõges, “Palun sõna monumendi asjus,” Rahva Hääl, 02.06.1990. 
1246 Karmo, Ühe vabadussamba lugu  (Tallinn: Huma, 1993), 56. 
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The artistic elite advanced a discussion on how memory should be constructed at the dawn of 

the new era.1247 Art historian Heie Treier contrasts the restorative revolution – the ‘invoking 

of the spirits of the [first] Estonian Republic in order to enlist their help’ – to a dialogue with 

the past performed in the headless Boy. The latter, she believes, provides the original realistic 

sculpture of Ferdi Sannamees with conceptuality – it stands as an ‘armless antique god dug up 

from the ground, or as a national organism maimed into a cripple by evil times’.1248 Such 

conceptualisation is said to be the ‘believable’ option, reflecting on the nation’s historical 

path. Art historian Jüri Kuuskemaa observes the dual meaning of the ‘half broken’ statue, 

which ties monumental repression into the commemorative field of the monument.1249 

Architectural historian Mart Kalm laments the poor level of artistic expertise that had 

compromised the broader heritage protection movement,1250 causing this popular actor to steer 

public processes away from artistically potent solutions.  

 

Ekke Väli’s design and the consequent debate constituted an important attempt at 

incorporating the Soviet era, its losses, victims, and marks on the national psyche into the 

story of Estonian freedom, equipping the latter with a history, a cost, and an alternative story 

of perseverance. The headless statue proposed an image of freedom in a clipped, traumatised 

form, writing the repressions into the discourse as a mnemonically recognised, organic 

component, not simply a fact of suffering, an anti-memory in the identity narrative. A 

significant part of the Science School alumni disagreed with the solution that they believed 

obscured, even annulled, the idea behind the monument – the ‘victory of the sublime, living 

pursuit of freedom and independence’.1251 In order to break the unwelcome opposition of 

‘experts’ and ‘rememberers’, the alumni association wrote a public letter to the city 

government, and gathered the signatures of well-known, intellectually established members 

whose ‘artistic taste and erudition would not raise doubts.’1252 A book about the monument, 

written by alumnus Märt Karmo after the third unveiling of the Boy in 1993, asks: ‘Could our 

symbol of undefeatability really have been a crippled national organism, displayed for self-

                                                
1247 A plaster cast version of Ekke Väli’s Boy was exhibited as the highlight of the Spring Exhibition sculpture 
hall in 1990, entitled Monument to a monument, sparking opinionated articles. Strauss, Vabadussõja 
mälestusmärgid I  (Keila: ETPV trükikoda, 2002), 108-109.  
1248 Heie Treier, “Nii maiustajaile kui ka järelemõtlejaile,” Reede, 05.05.1990. 
1249 Jüri Kuuskemaa, “Monumendiaad,” Rahva Hääl, 01.05.1990. 
1250 Mart Kalm, “Kirevam kui vanasti,” Eesti Ekspress, 27.04.1990. 
1251 Karmo, Ühe vabadussamba lugu  (Tallinn: Huma, 1993), 63. 
1252 Ibid., 61. The address regarding the significance of the monument was published in: “Tallinna vabadussamba 
taassünni toetuseks,” Reede, 21.09.1990. 
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pity, and for others to equally pity?’ The author goes on to establish that the public 

demonstration of tragedy and suffering thus attempted is ‘alien and unacceptable’ to 

Estonians as a culture, and suggests a connection between a headless statue and a headless 

people, tapping into the small nation patterns of self-doubt and self-establishing that colour 

mnemonic processes.1253  

 

Following the proposal by architect and alumnus Heino Parmas, the polemical design was 

cast in bronze and displayed instead inside the school building, in a hallway niche on the 

ground floor, as an ‘incrimination of the exploits of Soviet power.’1254 The maimed Boy was 

thus still placed in a role that, contrary to its original potential, rather reaffirmed the duality of 

an Estonian and a Soviet set of memory-formative inputs, communicating exclusively the 

‘shade’ side in the Estonian national narrative of alternating darkness and light, instead of 

triggering reflection on how the different aspects of collective memory have affected the 

national identity and the experience of being Estonian. In his account, Karmo submits that 

Väli’s outstanding artwork is fitting to symbolize victims, but he rules out the possibility of 

connecting this mnemonic angle to the victoriousness that the monument was erected to 

mark.1255   

 

With the headless figure rejected and the essence of the desired monument clearly 

pronounced, the restoration took a decidedly restorative direction, aiming at a ‘genuine’ 

Estonian solution and a countering of the Soviet experience. Choosing an artist was 

considered important by the alumni, who did not wish to employ a sculptor previously 

compromised by contributing ideological works to the Soviet statuary.1256 Sculptors Vambola 

Mets and Arseni Mölder cooperated on creating the new Boy.1257  

 

The initial plan to unveil the new monument on the occasion of the school’s 110th anniversary 

in September 1990 was gradually abandoned, as work on the sculpture took longer than 

anticipated. The granite pedestal was, however, installed days before the celebration. Even 

without the inscriptions, the large granite base marked an important visual change in the 

restoration process for the school community, and added excitement to the festivities. The 
                                                
1253 Karmo, Ühe vabadussamba…, 63. 
1254 Karmo, Ühe vabadussamba lugu  (Tallinn: Huma, 1993), 62. 
1255 Ibid., 63. 
1256 Ibid., 63. 
1257 Strauss, Vabadussõja mälestusmärgid I  (Keila: ETPV trükikoda, 2002), 109. 
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first ceremony in the newly independent republic featured a traditional single-file procession 

through the city, followed by wreath-laying at the pedestal, and a minute of silence observed 

to commemorate the fallen teachers and students. Speeches included detailed accounts of the 

fate and merits of Science School students in the War of Independence, the history of the 

monument, two separate addresses on the Soviet removals, and the headmaster’s talk on the 

students’ relationship to the empty monument site.1258  

 

As the monument neared completion, the rather school-centric commemorative ritual 

expanded into memory events with a more national tone. Complete with original inscriptions, 

the granite base was re-installed for the national Independence Day in February 1992, and the 

grand unveiling of the sculpture was planned for the 75th anniversary of the Estonian Republic 

the following year. For the 75th Independence Day on February 24, 1993, the site of the Boy 

had already been included in the city’s celebrations prior to the announcement of the 

sculpture’s completion. Cultural collectives had planned a procession with torches to take 

place after a festive concert and service at Tallinn Dome Church, leading through the city and 

onto the monument site for candle-laying and speeches.1259 The alumni thus merged their 

opening into an already existing schedule for Independence Day celebrations. The expansion 

of commemorative activity around the time of the unveiling testifies to post-rupture stages in 

memory adoption – the ‘immediate’ memory group launches the memory, and the broader 

community gets involved, while the state presence appears later still.   

 

The programme and discursive production around the unveiling ceremony suggests that the 

historical particulars of this monument site broadened the field of significance for the freedom 

it had originally been erected to symbolize, and complicated the story of unfreedom and 

suffering, unlike most other restorations. The history of the monument site involved arrests, 

interrogations, even alleged torture, following manifestations of the students’ and teachers’ 

continued veneration of the empty square. According to the oral heritage of the school 

collective, as many as 4 teachers and 18 school boys were tortured to death over participation 

in flower-laying by the vanished Boy in the harsher years of the Soviet regime.1260 Newspaper 

                                                
1258 Karmo, Ühe vabadussamba lugu  (Tallinn: Huma, 1993), 66. 
1259 The programme had been prepared by the “Estonia” Association (of the “Estonia” Theatre) and the Estonian 
Men’s Choirs Association. Ibid., 68; Strauss, Vabadussõja mälestusmärgid I  (Keila: ETPV trükikoda, 2002), 
109. 
1260 Ants Miidla, “Eesti Vabariik – 75. Mälestussammas Vabadussõjas langenud Tallinna õpetajatele ja 
õpilastele,” Harjumaa, 23.02.1993. A former student that had been arrested at the scene of the first 
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articles and opening speeches underscored Soviet-era repressions alongside wartime 

sacrifices; veterans and former repressed youths were both invited to speak. The fact that the 

doubly problematic (school-adjacent, yet the capital’s prime) monument in the regime’s eyes 

witnessed actual arrests and repressions incorporated the Soviet-era suffering into the story of 

the war. In a way, the narrow theme of the monument (school boys) enabled the broadening 

of the commemorative course. The continuity of the school family as actors through the war, 

the repressions, and the post-Soviet alumni association inspired investigations and mnemonic 

perpetuation of everything that happened to this group of people. Early gatherings on the 

monument site included commemoration of the deported students.1261 At the same time, the 

incorporation of Soviet repressions in the monument rhetoric coincided with a more 

pronounced image of a German liberation, which had allowed the Boy’s return and a brief 

continuation of Estonian life.1262   

 

The post-Soviet reopening of the Boy unfolded as something of a blend between its original 

inception as a niche memorial and its late interwar status as the capital’s prime monument to 

freedom. While the idea of statehood along with the relevant mnemonic locations formed an 

obvious key part of the ceremony, the state institutions were noticeably unrepresented in the 

proceedings. The torch procession of choirs, associations, schools and citizens made a stop at 

the building of the Estonian Bank, the site where Estonia’s Temporary Government had been 

formed in 1918, and where the Independence Declaration had been read out to Tallinners for 

the first time. Flowers and candles were laid by the commemorative plaque on the building. 

The mayor of Tallinn Jaak Tamm spoke, but, to the great dismay of the alumni, state 

representatives did not participate in the ceremony – Defence Minister was scheduled to finish 

the proceedings with his speech, but failed to attend or give any prior warning of cancellation. 

Nor did his ministry, or the government, defence forces, education ministry send wreaths.1263 

The state thus remained much more distant than it had been at the original unveiling, 

endorsing rather the niche character and school-related significance of the monumental 

                                                                                                                                                   
dismantlement of the monument in 1940 Hans Laja spoke of the torture that had taken place in the holding 
facilities in his speech at the opening ceremony of the monument. Karmo, Ühe vabadussamba lugu  (Tallinn: 
Huma, 1993), 75. 
1261 Ibid., 51. 
1262 Ants Miidla, “Eesti Vabariik – 75. Mälestussammas Vabadussõjas langenud Tallinna õpetajatele ja 
õpilastele,” Harjumaa, 23.02.1993; Karmo, 1993. 
1263 Karmo, Ühe vabadussamba lugu  (Tallinn: Huma, 1993), 76. 
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undertaking. Commemorators expressed feeling neglected, similarly to the collected memory 

group of the deportees.1264  

 

At the same time, the focus on young lives, on the one hand, and the lack of state 

participation, on the other, appeared to prolong the rupture-time discourse that was more 

diverse and reflective than in the case of other monuments in the early to mid-1990s. Articles 

discussing the opening ceremony emphasized the circumstances of the war over principles or 

ideas, and rhetorically reconciled the opposing sides in war, rehabilitating the youths that 

chose to fight in the ‘red’ ranks.1265 Young death did not appear beautified like in patriotic 

poetry, but was spoken of as tragic. Youth as a discourse unit no longer resonated with the 

image of the republic or nation the way it had in the interwar years. Post-Soviet Estonia was 

conceived of as an established entity returning to Europe.1266 Since the discourse was one of 

restoration and not of establishment, the country was not seen as a young formation with all 

the corresponding aspirations and characteristics. As such, young death did not need to be 

beautified in the interwar manner – it remained rhetorically linked to the school rather than 

the nation, and enabled the inclusion of the students’ death and hardship in a way that did not 

compromise the uplifting spirit of the victory of freedom.1267  

 

The	  restoration	  debates	  of	  Kalevipoeg	  

The restoration of Kalevipoeg took a longer, conflict-ridden path, as the bust of Friedrich 

Reinhold Kreutzwald stood at the original monument site. The idea of recreating Tartu’s 

Independence War memorial appeared on the public agenda at the time of the early 

restorations in 1988, but the statue only materialised in 2003, having been subject to fierce 

                                                
1264 The disregard exhibited by the Defence Ministry stands in sharp contrast to later commemorative 
developments – the Independence War Victory Column inaugurated in 2011 was conceived of, commissioned, 
and realized by the Estonian Defence Ministry.  
1265 E.g. Allan Teras, “Taasavati Vabadussõjas langenute monument Tallinnas,” Õhtuleht, 25.02.1993. 
1266 The discussion of ‘returning to Europe’ was sometimes even criticized as a discursively inflated pseudo-
problem: Estonia was already in Europe, and, as such, it did not need to belittle itself by trying to return to 
Europe, but rather needed to inform Europe about its past and ‘forced heritage’, much like it had in the late 
1980s. Toomas Alatalu, “Oleme Euroopas. Ent võetagu arvesse ka meie sundpärand,” Õhtuleht, 23.02.1993.  
1267 Identification with hardship and preparation for struggles on the national level was expressed, but not 
through the image of youth. Instead, commentators observed the weather. Just as the original opening ceremony 
discourse had considered the weather meaningful (it had been unusually cold and trying: the snowstorm was 
compared to the ‘storm of bullets’ that the soldiers had endured in the war), the reopening rhetoric treated the 
weather as an omen for the new state – the weather had been better than in 1927, but nevertheless more severe 
and windy than the rest of the month, suggesting there was ‘no cause for optimism.’ Allan Teras, “Taasavati 
Vabadussõjas langenute monument Tallinnas,” Õhtuleht, 25.02.1993. 
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debates. After the first design contest only yielded 4 entries, the need for the statue came 

under debate, along with the resurfacing issue of location.1268  

 

The discourse acknowledged the special position that Kalevipoeg occupied in the ranks of 

Independence War monuments, as it constituted the ‘embodiment of the most meaningful, 

general pursuits’ of the nation.1269 It was seen to carry a stronger charge that went beyond the 

idea of the restoratation of freedom and statehood. The daily Edasi writes:  

 
Kalevipoeg was perceived to represent the idea of natural, national self-realization and right to life. It 
is this aspect in particular that forces us to think about the necessity of reconstruct the monument. This 
helps restore the continuity in people’s conscience that was violently broken.1270  
 

Kalevipoeg was one of the most widely discussed monuments in the 1988-89 press efforts to 

reawaken the nation’s symbols and research their stories. The marker’s life, visuals, and fate 

under Stalinism were recounted in a number of articles, meeting public curiosity and 

dispelling Soviet-era hearsay about the statue’s features. Even without the explicit German 

occupationist enemy cultivation in the monument, – the marker was not destroyed in the first 

Soviet year and thus not re-erected during the Nazi occupation, – popular rumours had re-

imagined the legendary statue as gazing menacingly east, raising his sword towards the 

Russian enemy or shaking his fist in that direction.1271 Photographs were now appearing in the 

press, re-introducing the composed, proud figure of the mythological hero. Without a distinct 

memory of a German restoration, the enemy figure constructed in the monument rhetoric 

involves both occupations, and antagonises Russia in the War of Independence. The 

monument is discussed as a symbol of the honour in Estonian national selfhood. 

 

The late-1980s’ discourse was eager, open, incriminatory towards the Stalinist brutality, and 

varied on the matter of how to seek restitution. The young comb factory signatories of the 

public petition to remove Kalevipoeg as an offensive reminder of bourgeois oppression were 

defended in the press by the vice director of the establishment, who assured the public that the 

workers had little understanding of what they were pressured to sign that morning in April 

1950, not to mention little choice in the matter. At the same time, some extreme readers’ 
                                                
1268 The interwar contender, Police Square, was once again considered, given that the riverside location was 
already occupied by a non-controversial Estonian Soviet-era marker.  
1269 Tiit Pruuli, “Kadunud monumendid 1,” Edasi, 27.01.1988. 
1270 Rait Toompere, “Sümbolid,” Edasi, 03.04.1988. 
1271 Tiit Pruuli, “Kadunud monumendid 1,” Edasi, 27.01.1988. 
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contributions had suggested bringing the youths to court and having them cover part of the 

cost of the new statue. Others were simply curious to interview them and have them openly 

talk about their part in the Soviet campaign against the monument.1272 Requests to investigate 

the dismantlement of Tartu’s Stalin in the framework of filling in the ‘blank spots’ in 

monumental history were discarded in favour of markers that bear the ‘foundational values of 

the Estonian nation.’1273 Opinions were even voiced that the fate of statues was rather 

secondary, and possibly even inappropriate, as a research subject when dealing with a period 

of so many human casualties that deserve prioritising.1274 

 

The usual opposition between the art circles and the memory activists began to form. The 

specialists insisted that not only was the original solution artistically too weak to merit 

recreating, it would simply be nonsensical to erect a mythologically informed commemorative 

statue in the context of the 20th century.1275 Over the years and the changing compositions of 

town authorities, potential solutions to these concerns involved divorcing two monumental 

aims, and erecting separate markers for the War of Independence and the Estonian fight for 

freedom over the centuries. This idea would have potentially reconciled the activists’ 

insistence on the continuity of nationhood as repaired in the figure of Kalevipoeg, and the 

appropriateness of selecting a more contemporary theme for the commemoration of the 

foundational event of the republic.1276 The art-critical argument once again shows potential 

for broadening the mnemonic field of commemoration and pushing it beyond the strictly 

restorative cause, advancing a vision of the freedom fight that is inclusive of the vantage point 

of late 20th century. 

 

On the opposing side, the rhetoric of those supporting the redoing of Kalevipoeg in the exact 

original form and location, became heated and political, their stances uncompromising. 

Differences of opinion were no longer tolerated even within the activists’ camp, and criticism 

                                                
1272 “Monumendid hävivad, sümbolid mitte,” Edasi, 28.07.1988. 
1273 Ibid. 
1274 Discussed in Tiit Pruuli, “Kadunud monumendid 1,” Edasi, 27.01.1988. 
1275 Strauss, Vabadussõja mälestusmärgid I  (Keila: ETPV trükikoda, 2002), 200. 
1276 Of all the different disagreements and discoveries that halted the restoration process in the 1990s, the most 
peculiar was the suspected discovery of the original statue as buried under a asphalt-covered private plot. A 
search with metal detectors and a ground radar had revealed a possible 4-metres long item in the ground. The 
dispute with the reluctant property owner regarding potential diggings was only laid to rest after an eye-witness 
emerged, claiming to have seen the dismemberment of the bronze, along with Tartu’s Gustav Adolf statue. Ibid., 
201. 
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of the proposed artistic solution was labelled to serve an ‘anti-monument’ agenda.1277 Given 

the history and perception of the marker as not merely a freedom monument, but an attempt to 

define and ‘complete’ a proud political nation, the debates resorted to public political shaming 

and pronouncements of an ideological rift between the opposing parties. The destruction of 

the monument is remembered as the ‘self-establishment of the Communist occupation, and an 

act of humiliation towards its opponent.’1278 The discursive opposition of the Soviet 

monument assaults and the suffering national body – later emerging strongly in the Bronze 

Soldier polemic – created as emotionally charged image of an ‘occupation that has not been 

fully terminated’ if its symbolic consequences have not been eliminated. The national-

political importance of rebuilding the memory marker, preferably the same design on the 

same spot, was translated into expectations of state loyalty and political-patriotic reliability: 

the officials that sided with art-critical professionals were discredited for their Communist 

Party background and a possible anti-Estonia predisposition.       

 

Complicating any restoration plans was also the monument to the respected Estonian author, 

Friedrich Reinhold Kreutzwald, on the site (see: Figure 17). With no ‘negative space’ 

commemoration enabled on the site since its unveiling in 1952, the Kreutzwald was a 

positive, unchallenged presence in the memoryscape for most of the town’s inhabitants. The 

active supporters of the restoration somewhat acknowledged the success of the Soviet move in 

redesigning the memory place, calling the endeavour ‘devilish,’ yet hoping that the bust may 

have contributed to keeping the memory of Kalevipoeg alive.1279 The voices in the opposing 

camp, however, suggested that the removal of the Kreutzwald monument would amount to 

vandalism, implying that the Soviet layer on the site had equally consolidated lived memory, 

and habituated values. Just as the headless Boy could have inspired the mnemonic community 

to rethink freedom from a distinctly post-Soviet, inclusive, self-reflective position, the 

defence of Kreutzwald presented a similar chance to begin a new commemorative era and 

perform the relevant memory work. 

 

 

                                                
1277 For example, in 1997 the restoration committee reportedly expelled a member for criticising the chosen 
design by sculptor Jaan Luik for the execution of the figure’s legs, arms, waist, sword, neck, face and hair, which 
did not, in his opinion, resemble those of the original, and thus appeared more as a parody of sculptor 
Adamson’s interwar piece. Kalju Leib, “Veel kord Kalevipojast,” Tartu Postimees, 12.02.1997.  
1278 Jüri Adams, “Kõige halvem on jätta Kalevipoeg taastamata,” Tartu Postimees, 06.11.2000. 
1279 Ibid. 
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Figure 17. Bust of Friedrich Reinhold Kreutzwald by the Emajõgi River (Tartu), erected in 
1952. Photo from 1992. Source: Estonian National Museum, ref. ERM Fk 2960:986. 
 
The rhetoric of ‘occupation’ and ‘pride’ eventually prevailed, and the Tartu town authorities 

decided the restoration of the monument in 2002. Sculptor Ekke Väli, the author of the 

headless Boy, was presented with another opportunity to interpret an interwar monument for 

the contemporary nation, yet this time, the monument’s theme and rhetoric left no room for 

contemplation on the nation’s path and baggage, but explicitly aimed at rectifying an 

historical injustice, closing the occupation off as an aberration, and establishing the nation as 

a continuous, rightful master of its lands. The process of creating the new Kalevipoeg was 

expected to be that of copying; instead of using a live model, old photographs of the original 

monument served as the artist’s guide. The debates had elevated the monument into a salient 

national matter and a break, of sorts, with the Soviet past, and the opening ceremony featured 

a strong state presence, with the president, Arnold Rüütel, unveiling the statue.1280 The 

dedication of the statue on the occasion of Victory Day (2003)1281 pronounced the ‘victory’ to 

have been the defeat of the Russian enemy, and completed the post-Soviet restoration of the 
                                                
1280 Mati Strauss, Vabadussõja mälestusmärgid II  (Keila 2005), 308. 
1281 The plan was to have it opened by and for Victory Day 2003, so the ceremony was held the day before, June 
22.  
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nation, until the subsequent battles around the Bronze Soldier led to new endeavours of 

‘completion.’  
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Conclusion 
This thesis has sought to trace the Estonian mnemonic provenance and the turbulent path of 

the commemorative tradition through an exploration of Independence War monuments and 

the broader memory landscape and historical discourse through the socio-political upheavals 

and the consequent mnemonic ‘ruptures’ of the 20th century. It followed the existence and 

rhetoric of four interwar memory places (Tallinn’s Boy, Tartu’s Kalevipoeg, the cemetery 

monuments in Torma and Pärnu) in order to map their cross-rupture transformations, leaps 

and constants. 

 

The Estonian memory culture is informed by the small size, precarious geographic location 

and border quality of the national construct, which have all contributed to an acute sense of 

endangeredness and shifting images of enemy. The young state-nation emerging from the 

conflict with Soviet Russia and the Baltic German Landeswehr debated its demarcation from 

the past powers and societal configurations in the removal of Tallinn’s Peter the Great statue 

and the discursively relived dismantlement of Tartu’s Vater Rhein. The debates demonstrate 

the highly heterovocal space in which the Estonian domestic ‘other’ or ‘other in self’ is 

negotiated and dealt with. The removal discourse reveals the complex layers of mnemonic 

abjection within the national self – the czarist past and the Baltic German heritage both 

represent the mnemonically potent overlap between the lived history of the self and the 

rejected ‘other.’ The debate of small nation selfhood, insecurities and power culminates in the 

removal of Peter’s statue, an episode that bears curious similarities to the 2007 events around 

the Bronze Soldier monument in Tallinn. At the same time, the spaces related to the stronger 

enemy group, the local Germans that had ‘betrayed’ the Estonians in the War of 

Independence, undergo a difficult process of domestication, responding to practical needs 

(e.g. architectural dominants in the capital city) as well as the idea of a European cultural 

belonging. 

 

Against the spaces that the new state-nation struggled to embrace and locate within its identity 

narrative, the new commemorative statuary began imagining the national community in the 

local cemeteries. The early church-adjacent monumental rhetoric emphasised communal grief 

along with national belonging, constituting a meeting ground for collected and collective 

memories, and exemplifying the bottom-up beginnings of a mnemonic rupture (Torma, 

Pärnu). The ‘society’ mediating between the local loss and the nationally imagined collective 
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whole became increasingly important as the monuments moved away from the church yards 

and assumed the role of community markers with a broader ideational appeal. Tallinn’s 

Monument to the Teachers and Students (the Boy) has been followed here as a discursive and 

material representation of the ideal of freedom. The idea of ‘young sacrifice’ made for a 

mournful, yet uplifting, ‘naturally’ unifying commemorative marker that consolidated the 

nation through a broadly relatable ideal and did not strive to convince, but rather offered 

solace and hope. Tartu’s Kalevipoeg, modelled after the Estonian mythological hero, carried a 

different charge and has been construed here as embodying the discourse unit of nation. 

Owing partly to Tartu’s particularities (university town identity; an earlier construction of a 

cemetery monument), and partly because of the political moment of its materialisation, the 

monument belonged in the next stage of monument creation, its discourse closer to the top-

down institutionalisation attempts of victory, pride, and the nation’s defining characteristics, 

exemplifying convergence between bottom up and top down memory perpetuation. The idea 

realized in Kalevipoeg is more passionately debated as it attempts a definition of the nation, 

and confronts the strands of self-doubt and servility in the national self-image. The monument 

identifies the enemy of the nation in the Germans, and refers to other enemy groups (the 

Russians) as an illustration of the magnitude of the military and civilizational triumph that the 

small country accomplished. To crown the interwar monumentalisation efforts, the state 

attempts an ultimate statement of nationhood on Tallinn’s main square, which becomes 

discursively marked as a memory place, but the Victory Column does not materialise before 

the first Soviet year begins. 

 

The Soviet year brought about an active cultivation of what later became termed the June 

myth – the image of a popular revolution and a new regime resting on home-grown 

communists. Within this discourse, the dismantlement of the monuments was the spatial-

symbolic implementation of the people’s will, as the interwar era appeared compressed 

around the authoritarian experience of Päts’ regime – the Soviet rupture antagonised the last 

phase in interwar mnemonic perpetuation and re-interpreted all the monuments from the 

perspective of a militant, class-antagonistic display of nation. The cultivation of an ‘internal 

enemy’ culminated in the deportation of June 1941, which came to constitute a key episode 

for the subsequent production of mnemonic images. The German occupation within which it 

was first interpreted and commemorated set the course and precedent for a particularly 

antagonistic, war rhetoric-inspired perpetuation of the Soviet enemy and victims.  
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The German discourse (1941-1944) connected to several tropes in the interwar image of 

national selfhood, magnifying them against the Soviet ‘other.’ The idea of the civilizational 

bulwark was reinstated and Estonia’s Europeanness validated; the symbols of the independent 

state were re-allowed, and the Independence War monuments were reopened to Nazi rhetoric 

and visual communication, while also incorporating the symbolism of the Estonian right-wing 

Veterans’ League (Vaps). This reference to a potent, Independence War related antecedent to 

the Nazi ideology contrasted the regime to the problematic Päts years during which the 

League was banned, enabling the German restoration of Independence War monuments while 

divorcing them from the last layer of meaning construction, the strong nation. In addition to 

the Independence War veterans, the German occupationist discourse appropriated the memory 

of the Forest Brethren resistance movement, equating anti-Soviet with pro-Estonian, and 

facilitating a later mis-memory of the wartime occupations. Forcing a further overlap between 

the interwar self-imaginings and the German era response to the nation’s aspirations was the 

rhetoric on the importance of the ‘unknown’ small nation as the ‘world’s conscience.’ The 

emphasised smallness and bystander role provided the basis for an exculpative strategy that 

obscured the Estonian adherence to the Judeo-Bolshevist myth.  

 

The post-war historical culture interpreted the nation’s small size and borderland location in 

terms of its general dependence on Russia, and its temporal backwardness from the periphery, 

attributing ‘civilizational’ feats to the centre. The Russian past and the war image were relied 

upon in building the ideological base in the republics – even if the juxtaposition was 

problematic, the renunciation of the imperial past would have undermined the fight against 

western ideals and the bourgeois nationalist derivatives. The removal of the material traces of 

the latter unfolded in a more contemplated manner compared to the hurried precedent of the 

first Soviet year. The monuments were discursively discredited prior to dismantlement, with 

specific educational approaches informed by the monument’s role and theme, attempting to 

avoid public reactions to the removals. Tartu’s Kalevipoeg was replaced with a monument to 

the author of the epic poem that popularised the mythological hero, re-directing the mnemonic 

momentum of the site by celebrating Kalevipoeg as a foundational text of the nation and its 

fortitude, and eventually re-politicising the site through the progressive tradition that the 

celebrated figure of the National Awakening era was charged with. Late-Stalinist 

rearrangements thus removed and remained watchful of the monument built around the 
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mnemonic construct of freedom, yet changed rather than erased (or even rewrote in its 

entirety) the existing layer of nation, which was complemented with a cultural and a class-

based reading of its historical provenance.    

 

The new Soviet monumental endeavours further attempted but rather failed to perpetuate 

class in visually captivating, narrative forms, and presented the socialist ethos in sober 

plaques and commemorative stones (e.g. the dedication of Victory Square to mark class 

victory at the June demonstrations), or simple statues of leading communists. The first post-

war attempts at imagining new memoryscapes emphasised the War as the Estonian defeat of 

its historical enemy in the ranks of the Soviet family. The subsequent late-Stalinist design 

contests for the capital’s prime monument reflected a progression away from national-

mythological interpretations and towards all-union grandiloquence in every aspect of the 

enterprise: the themes, forms, contestants’ provenance and jury composition. As the 

compositionally demanding (and ideologically problematic) backdrop of the Tallinn historical 

old town complicated the monument project, and the end of the Stalin cult halted the 

construction of the grand Stalin Square, the prime monumental reference to the capital’s 

Soviet belonging over the subsequent decades was the modest Liberators’ monument erected 

on a Red Army common grave in 1947, the local authorship and grief-driven aesthetics of 

which contributed to the nationalisation of the mourning soldier in the post-Soviet realm.        

 

The post-Stalin thaw brought about a re-evaluation of the rupture that dissociated the interwar 

republic from the Soviet construct on the cultural plane, and a rehabilitation of the 

‘progressive heritage’ of that period. The debates were followed by an increase in public 

awareness of neglected historical landmarks, and of heritage protection ideals that were later 

to become the motor for the perestroika-era restoration of interwar monuments. The Brezhnev 

era produced notable additions to the Estonian monumental landscape: the Maarjamäe 

Memorial and the Tehumardi Sword are examples of a grand yet ‘quiet’ aesthetic that belong 

within the era of a particular Soviet Estonian ‘normality,’ where resistance and acceptance in 

commemorative art coexist, resulting in a dispassionately domesticated landscape that rather 

carries the charge of ‘artistic’ monuments in the post-Soviet reality, and is unbound by the 

mobilising potential of mnemo-active markers. 
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The mnemo-reactive weight of the unravelling era falls on the rupture that created it. The 

trends of glasnost led to conclusions regarding the illegality of the Stalinist rule in the Baltics, 

placing the latter outside the Soviet construct for the emergent historical memory. The 

investigation of the mechanisms behind the Soviet arrival in the Baltics led to the 

commemoration of its victims and pronouncements of ‘undoing’ its consequences. Popular 

gatherings revived the German occupation-era anti-Soviet memory site, the Linda statue on 

Harju Hill. Commemoration was directed at the real victims of Stalinism, then, as perestroika 

progressed, the victims of communism, and finally, the lost republic and the lost ‘normalcy.’ 

The progression towards ‘restorative’ mourning eventually compressed the Soviet era around 

this episode of loss, and rather reduced the victims of communism to an incriminating fact of 

Soviet-era suffering than contemplated them as an actual commemorative concern. While new 

monuments to the War of Independence continue to be unveiled, the planned memorial to the 

victims of communism in Tallinn’s Deer Park, which hosted the first gatherings for the 

publicising of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact’s secret protocols, has remained a blueprint.    

 

The pronounced illegality of the Baltics’ incorporation into the Soviet Union and the 

subsequent loss of ‘normalcy’ meant that the idea of returning to the national past prevailed 

over the image of change, as perestroika unfolded. The rhetoric of restoration created a sense 

of unnecessity for substantial memory work beyond the recovery of the interwar tradition. The 

restoration debates of the Independence War monuments reflect the popular and political 

preference for restoring the markers in their original form and location, without involving a 

post-Soviet perspective. The domesticated and rededicated Soviet monuments (the Bronze 

Soldier and the Maarjamäe Memorial) failed to ‘work through’ the wartime predicament of 

the nation. The problematic popular unveiling of a monument featuring a soldier in SS-

insignia in 2004 demonstrated that the discursive (and in some cases also performative) 

neutralising of Soviet sites was not enough to address the trauma of the occupations and the 

responses to the end of the Soviet mnemonic discourse.  

 

The endorsement of positive commemorative attention for the German occupationist legacy is 

also present in the 1990s’ rhetoric of Independence War monuments, particularly in the 

restorations of the markers that suffered a double Soviet dismantlement and were briefly 

reinstated after what is described as the German liberation. The latter image is aided by the 
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restorative approach in which the monuments themselves become memorials to, and even 

embodiments of, the lost republic.  

 

Indeed, no longer sites for mourning the war dead (or German era sites of added enemy 

construction), the restored monuments commemorate the interwar republic, and a (European) 

future that was lost to the Soviet annexation. Once heroicizing the suffering for the sake of 

freedom, the monuments were revived as if to redeem the suffering experienced during the 

Soviet decades. A new, powerful layer of meaning had thus been added – the monuments now 

symbolized unjust suffering. 

 

The case studies of the different Estonian monuments suggest important constants in the life 

and function of the national markers in the small border country with a precarious location 

and an identity that is informed by the encounters of larger political powers. The discourse 

units or ‘genres’ that the monuments were erected around continue to play a role in the 

subsequent transformations and memory events on the monumental landscape. The different 

regimes, successful removal and restoration episodes interact with the specific charge of the 

memory marker, which differs within the same group of memorials, erected to commemorate 

the same event. The material manifestations of freedom and nation merit different treatment 

from the occupation regimes, Soviet-era ‘protest’ commemorations, and post-Soviet 

restoration activists. The more militant theme of nation, for example, invokes a strong 

reaction from the occupying regimes. It is antagonised, yet its components are employed and 

remolded, the new additions returning to complicate the restoration debates. The destruction 

of monuments thus belongs within the category of memory-formative events, and deserves 

investigative attention when tracing the formation of a national memory culture. 

 

The logic of discourse units and their attribution is related to the unfolding of a mnemonic 

rupture. In the Estonian example, the change begins with a local, highly spirited and 

inquisitive movement, followed by a broader, community affair with less personal and more 

abstract ideals at its core (freedom), and develops into monumentalisation of the ideas of a 

proud nation and a strong state. The inception and perpetuation of discourse units follows the 

logic of a nation establishing itself after a mnemonic upheaval, and moving towards a top-

down statement of national memory. 
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The Estonian case also demonstrates the relevance of ruptures to the history (and 

contemporary workings) of memory in the Soviet example. The heavy reliance on ‘undoing’ 

the Soviet arrival results in the monumental practice that does not respond to late socialism 

(or late socialist inadequacies in commemorating Stalin’s victims), but rather restores what 

the hostile regime removed, and dismantles its obvious sculptural aggressions. In addition, 

with the Bronze Soldier controversy in 2007, it was again the rupture that was addressed, and 

the Stalinist post-war was brought temporally closer and interrogated to represent the entire 

Soviet experience. 
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