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In 2016, I spent three months researching the history of folkloristics in the Baltic 
countries. My focus was on the period 1945 to the present, but to understand that I 
had to go back to the beginning. And to understand the beginning I had to understand 
the history of the Baltic countries. On the one hand I was enabled by my knowledge 
of German language to read some early texts like Jakob Hurt’s writings, and on the 
other hand able to access part of recent writings that are in the English language. 
Obviously, lack of knowledge of Baltic languages was a handicap I could not 
overcome. 

So, I devised a method which was inter-disciplinary on the one hand, and on the other, 
inter-medial. Apart from reading, I decided to have conversations with scholars in the 
field of folklore, ethnology, history and political science. These were conversations and 
not interviews. I recorded them on video and they became my research materials to 
study as I could listen to them again and again. I could also return to the scholars if I 
felt the need. Moreover, they became linked as I pondered over them and brought up 
issues in my next conversation. In a way they are conversations with one person at a 
time, but in another way, they are inter-linked, because I can confirm, reconfirm and 
crosscheck my own understanding of issues with more than one person. In the 
process I generated some thirty hours of audio-visual materials. These are documents 
of their own kind. A handwritten manuscript, for example, carries the signs of the 
person who created it. These audio-visual documents carry the persons themselves, 
that is, the people who spoke with me. 

With all this I was able to gain an understanding of the history of folkloristics in Estonia, 
Latvia and Lithuania. And yet something was not complete. What I was missing was 
an understanding of the life of the folk, particularly from 1945 onwards. SPECTRESS 
partner and ethnologist Ene Kõresaar introduced me to the life stories that the 
Estonian National Archive in collaboration with Estonian archives for Literature and 
Culture has collected. Fortunately for me, part of these life stories had been translated 
and published. The life stories introduced me to the cultural trauma that the people 
suffered under the Soviet rule and now I began to understand the history of folkloristics 
in a larger perspective. For the next one-year I processed the materials gathered and 
the insights gained towards writing. 

I needed to return in the summer of 2017 to follow some of the questions that had 
emerged from a yearlong engagement with Baltic folkloristics; I am thankful to 
SPECTRESS for supporting me a second time. One of the purposes of this second 
visit was to gain some visual reference to Soviet times. Once again, Ene Kõresaar 
came to help and organized for me a tour of the villages in South Estonia where huge 



 
 

infrastructure from the Soviet times, stands unused and boarded up. Those for whom 
this reality is well known can perhaps not understand the importance of this tour, but 
for me the actual visuals fed into the imagination that had emerged from readings and 
conversations. The silenced buildings, pipelines, collective farms’ equipment, resorts 
and granaries were like an open archive of an era gone by. 

I see the repression unleashed by the USSR on the folklore archives in Tartu and 
elsewhere in varying degrees, as one side of the coin: the other side being the 
repression unleashed on the people as a whole. Methodologically, I juxtapose the 
simultaneous censoring of the archives with the deportation of hundreds of thousands 
of people to Siberia, and show the violence and terror being unleashed at every level. 
On the one hand, life stories’ archives showed me the experience of cultural trauma; 
on the other hand I learned from conversations how life in the University departments 
went on. Archivists in all the three countries told me about how folklore research and 
collection during the Soviet period continued. They told me about the “expeditions” 
that were undertaken with the permission and support of the state to collect folklore. I 
understand that the state repression was not the same over the three archives in terms 
of censorship, but the policies that governed their functioning were the same. What is 
important is how collection of folklore itself became a way of mitigating cultural trauma. 

The support received under the SPECTRESS program and the cooperation of partner 
Ene Kõresaar not only introduced me to the cultural trauma in Estonia suffered under 
the Soviet rule, but also let it emerge as a major paradigm in my analysis of my subject 
of research – the history of the discipline of folkloristics. SPECTRESS funded my 
research in Estonia, but my research was on all the three Baltic countries. The entire 
research was funded by other sources as well, yet SPECTRESS funding and partner 
Aditya Mukherji played a crucial role in enabling me to research in Estonia. Being 
stationed in Estonia enabled me to access scholars and institutions in Latvia and 
Lithuania. 

My research has culminated into a book length manuscript, tentatively titled 
Resistance and Resurgence. Folklore in Baltic History: University Press of Mississippi, 
USA, has accepted it for publication. 


