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Abstract: Late 19th century marks the start of a crucial era of modernisation in 

Estonian history. Post-World War II Soviet school curricula would pay 

much attention to this period, explaining it as a social-economic 

transformation linked to the changes in relations of production. However, 

little research has still been conducted on the ways these social and 

cultural processes were perceived in pre-World War II Estonia by those 

who had witnessed them during their lifetime. I have approached this 

subject from a generational perspective based on two memoirs: „Of the 

Village“ (published in 1914) by Mihkel Martna and „There Once Was...“ 

(1939) by August Hanko.  

 

Martna is known as one of the founding fathers and long-time leaders of 

the Estonian social democratic movement while Hanko was a younger, 

less well known conservative politician and man of letters. Both authors 

were brought up on the countryside but went on to be statesmen, 

journalists and intellectuals. Both books can be considered 

autoethnographic because they describe in great detail the childhood 

environments of the authors' rural homeplaces, placing the descriptions 

in the context of broader developments in Estonian history.  

 

Yet they present sharply contrasting ways of representing rural life, which 

should be understood against the backdrop of public debates that took 

place in Estonia from at least the beginning of the 20th century until the 

end of World War II. These debates, focusing on modernisation and 

europeanisation on the one hand, and maintaining national identity and 

heritage on the other, are still relevant today. In my analysis of the 

memoirs I have tried to explicate „morally charged“ patterns and textual 

strategies that point to the authors' ideological standpoints, based on 

which memories of rural childhood have been (re)interpreted and 

(re)presented with social criticism, ethnographic interest or a keen sense 

of nostalgia. 

 


