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Editor’s Note: Kara Brown is a news-
editorial/international studies major. She
spent spring semester studying post-Soviet
transformation and human rights at the
University of Tartu in southern Estonia.

By KARA BROWN

When I first met Paul three weeks ago, he
refused look me in the eye.

The lanky 15-year-old Estonian sat on
a couch at the Tartu Christian Children’s
Home with rips in his jeans and hands
stuffed into his pockets. He was antsier
than the other children I had met at the
orphanage, grumbling one-word answers
to questions like “Do you like it here?” and
“Do you need help with your English
homework?”

In a way, though, Paul was like many
Estonians I had met — silent, brooding,
wearing the mantle of years of hurt square-
ly on his shoulders. 

In this small, fierce country straddling
the East and the West and overlooked by
most of the world, people are reluctant to
open up.  Centuries of German and Soviet
occupation have hardened Estonian
minds.  

But those years have had another
effect: They have refined Estonian creativi-
ty.  And for Estonians, this — more than
any other factor — forms the basis of com-
munity.

As my first day as a volunteer at the
orphanage was ending, Paul told me I
should go downstairs.  When I asked why,
he finally looked at me.  

“Folk band practice,” he said. “You’ll
want to see it.”  

Estonian folk music is a sad, haunting
compilation of ancient tunes and phrases
played by traditional instruments and
whistles. 

But the orphanage band, complete
with its 11 adolescent members “takes the
old and makes it new,” as Paul later
explained to me. As the band began to

practice, a drum set and two improvisa-
tional guitars swirled into the mix.

And Paul, like the music, was trans-
formed once he got a hold of a six string.
His eyes squeezed shut in concentration,
and melancholy “Oh”s started to fall from
his lips.  The band joined in, the chorus
rose up, and Paul began strumming in
small hints of “Back in Black.” 

He was in his element — no room for
shyness between the chords of his music. 

Indeed, there is another side to the
Estonian mentality, one deeper than the
cold façade — a fierce dedication to cultur-
al heritage. Given a guitar or songbook in
their native language, these initially cold
people warm up and become loquacious,
passionate, proud.  

Music, art and dancing have served as
the only path to express centuries of pent-
up emotion and dissent.  For years, occu-
piers forbade Estonians joining any sort of
nationalist organization — any organiza-
tion, that is, except bands and choirs. 

These groups became the most promi-
nent vessels of national culture. And at no
time was this force more prevalent than
when Estonia and the other Baltic states
began to push to the brink of freedom
from the Soviet Union.   

Estonia, together with Latvia and
Lithuania, staged a series of nonviolent
protests in the late 1980s. But people did
not just march and hold signs; for four
years, spontaneous song festivals would
break out in the streets, flying in the face of
the forced Soviet cultural hegemony.

What came to be known as the

Singing Revolution culminated in late
August of 1989, when about 2 million peo-
ple from Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania
joined hands. They formed a human chain
that stretched across 400 miles. And
together, they opened their mouths and
sang their own songs — a show of solidar-
ity and defiance that the international
community could not ignore.  

Three months later, Estonia’s
Legislature issued a Declaration of
Sovereignty and within two years, Estonia
was recognized as an independent state for
the for the time since before World War II.

A country occupied for much of it his-
tory reattached itself. It fastened a new
independence not through bloodshed but
through tunes that resonated throughout
the world.

With Estonia’s rapid economic growth
and ascension into the European Union in
2004, though, there is a growing desire to
Westernize, to forget the vestiges of com-
munism and Nazism and the shattered
past.

But that forward movement cannot
succeed without Estonia’s incorporating its
true identity — the cultural fabric that
underpins national pride.

Now, a month after I began work at
the orphanage, I frequently pass by Paul’s
room. Out of the furiously closed and
sticker-riddled door, I can hear drifts of
AC/DC alternating with chords of
poignant Estonian folk.  

He is singing and playing them both.
And the two, as disparate as they seem,

begin to blend together.                           n
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