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The language situation in 19th century Estonia was rather complicated: there were two official 
languages – Russian and German, while most people were primarily speaking different versions of 
the Estonian language. The official position of Estonian changed considerably over the course of the 
century – after the abolition of servitude (1816/9) its positions grew steadily as the main language in 
primary school, local administration and parish court. However, Russification reforms ensued in the 
1880s and by the 1890s these institutions were operating in Russian language. Still, beside this 
sphere of bureaucracy there was also a scene of Estonian language books, newspapers and diverse 
societies, many of which aimed at developing a proper written language out of the spoken varietals 
of Estonian.  

In my paper I am going to focus on one media discussion which took place in 1890 and involved 
several Estonian and Russian language newspapers. In the centre of this discussion was a hypothesis 
that the ancient Russian kings mentioned in Primary Chronicle might have Estonian ancestry. The 
hypothesis was based on a folktale collected from an old illiterate man in the central part of Estonia.  

It is significant that the discussion took place in the period of a very intensive folklore collecting – at 
the time when matters concerning folklore where often discussed in newspapers. Another important 
contextual factor was the so-called Russification which brought about the need to rethink the entire 
role of the Estonian nation in the Russian Empire. I propose that the discussion was one attempt to 
do it. However, the solution(s) it implied were controversial and ambivalent due to divergent 
attitudes towards russification. 

Of many people involved in this discussion I am going to concentrate on the possible motivations and 
ambitions of three of them – Ado Grenzstein (the editor of one of the largest Estonian language 
newspapers, “Olevik”), Jüri Truusman (linguist and official censor) and Voldemar Lurich (19-year-old 
folklore collector). This discussion provides a fascinating example of the ways specific individuals 
lived in the mixed-language situation of the era – how they interpreted the language hierarchies, 
possible loan and translation directions or made use of them for (re)interpreting the idea of Estonian 
nation. Usually the Russian language is being depicted as something restrictive and enforced, but in 
this example we can see that in certain contexts it could be a source for creative impulses. 
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The nineteenth century brought worldwide radical changes into the field of 

education, anticipating the establishment of the modern educational system. The 

school, particularly the village school, which was made compulsory and free, helped 

to develop and instill the universal meanings of the state through the unified national 

language, history, geography and literature. This study is the first attempt to connect 

the Russian and the Finnish historiographies in the field of public education reforms  

and the development of national education in the landmark period of 1850-1870s. It 

situates the project of Uno Cygnaeus, ‘‘the father of the Finnish national school’’, in 

the context of the Russian intellectual environment of the time and explores the 

circulation of pedagogical ideas. Through the introduction of previously unexplored 

sources, the research answers the binary questions of what kind of ideas Cygneaus  

could borrow from his stay in Russia before the implementation of the reforms, and  

how Cygnaeus’ project could possibly influence the debates on mass education in 

Russia. 

Thus, the study goes beyond the ‘nation state’ perspective and helps to find 

intellectual links between Russia and Finland and to go deeper into the history of 

pedagogical ideas on teacher training in the 19th century. The paper employs the 

works on mass education, published in the Journals of the Ministry of Public 

Education and in one of the first pedagogical journals ‘‘Uchitel’’. Although there is 

no evidence that Cygnaeus wrote anything in Russian, it was in the journal 

‘‘Uchitel’’ (‘the Teacher’) where his project and the travelling report was translated 

and first presented to a broader audience in 1861.  

 



 

 

It demonstrates that a range of parallels can be drawn between Cygnaeus’ blueprint 

for the reform and the counter-projects of his Russian contemporaries. The ideas of 

Nikolay Pirogov, Nikolay Wessel and Konstantin Ushinsky, the leading figures of 

Russian pedagogy of the time, were aligned with the conception of Uno Cygnaeus in 

many issues, mostly because all of them were to a large extent inspired by the 

Prussian pedagogical trends. Teaching handicrafts could serve as an example of the 

circulation of pedagogical ideas: Salomon’s Educational sloyd system, initially 

founded on Cygnaeus’ principles, was utilized and thereafter altered by the Russian 

educators towards the end of the nineteenth century. 
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TEXTS ON THE MOVE: RECEPTION OF RUSSIAN WOMEN WRITERS IN FINLAND 

 

How did texts by women writers move and travel between the 19th century Finland and Russia? 

Who were the cultural agents who made the transfer and transmission of the texts possible?  

 

In our presentation, we will discuss these questions and present the project ”Texts on the Move: 

Reception of Women’s Writing in Finland and Russia 1840–2020” (2018–2021, Emil Aaltonen 

Foundation). The aim of the project is to map the reception of Russian women writers in Finland 

and the reception of Finnish women writers (both Finnish and Swedish speaking) in Russia. The 

project examines literary reception in a broad way, i.e. translations and other transcultural 

transmission of literary texts and, thus, focuses on cultural and social networks functioning on 

various levels of the society.  

 

The project connects strongly to the digital research methods and research on digital media, 

which is being developed in the field of women’s literary history. Its scope is to contribute to the 

development of the Virtual Research Environment NEWW VRE (Huygens Institute, The Hague) 

and to ParRus, a Russian-Finnish parallel corpus of literary texts (University of Tampere) from 

the 1920s till present. In this way, we establish new ways of cooperation among the 

transnational forms of basic research in literary studies and in cultural history, humanities and 

digital methods. “Texts on the Move” is the first research project investigating the history of 

women’s literary exchange between Finland and Russia from such a broad perspective.  

 

In our contribution, we concentrate on two long 19th century case studies: the presence of 

Russian women writers’ texts in Finnish libraries 1880-1920, and the work of Marie Linder as a 

mediator of Russian literature and literature that was transmitted through Russia to other 

countries in the 1840-60s.  
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