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Nationalizing Nature:  

History, Natural Monuments, and Estonian National Identity
The genius of Falconet was evidently jealous of the rude but stupendous powers of nature, and was fearful that her rock might engage more attention than his statue; hence, he reduced the former, until he rendered it disproportioned to the colossal figure which it supports; but he has thereby succeeded in bringing his work nearer to the eye of the beholder.  Had he been content to share his homage with nature, he would not have been a loser.  








-  John Carr


 In the second half of the nineteenth century, scientists and scholars with preservationist sentiments began to express concern about irreversible changes in the Baltic countryside.  They called, urgently, for a re-evaluation of priorities and a greater appreciation of irreplaceable "monuments of nature."  Initially their calls were made in the name of science, but in the course of the next century aesthetic, moralistic, and even patriotic appeals emerged.  Spurred as they were by the revolutionary 1840s glacial researches of Louis Agassiz in Switzerland’s Neuchâtel region, Russia’s 19th century geologists found their own vast empire filled with topographical features that supported the Swiss geologist’s theory of continental glaciations.
  Yet only after Russia’s humiliating defeat in the Crimean War (1854-55) did its scientists turn their state-supported researches towards a sustained examination of Estonia’s glacial erratic boulders, and only then did they begin to take an interest in preservation.  For the war taught the country’s leaders a painful lesson: they must carry out a host of reforms if the empire was to remain politically viable.  In turn, Russia’s more socially conscious “men of the 60s” benefited from both the state’s increased openness to scientific research and from its renewed receptivity to Western influences.
  Formerly forbidden the opportunity to study and conduct research in West European universities, Russia’s students and professors began to flock to the continent’s research institutes in the 1860’s “era of Great Reforms.”
  

The struggle to preserve Estonia's most conspicuous geologic wonders therefore closely reflects stormy social and political developments that repeatedly swept across the Russian and Soviet empires in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  Ultimately, the acts of individuals, be they specialists or amateur enthusiasts – as well as the fate of glacial erratics themselves – assume cultural, economic and political significance.  Regardless of preservationists’ original intents, by 1920 protection became part of a larger goal to define the newly independent Republic of Estonia.  Preservationists and patriots alike realized that their own national identity, as Simon Schama suggests, “would lose much of its ferocious enchantment without the mystique of a particular landscape tradition.”
  In short, glacial erratics became central to an all-inclusive Estonian identity, one that often spoke to many of the land’s historically powerful German and Russian minorities as much as it did to the traditionally subordinated eponymous folk (rahvas).  
This essay proposes to link perceptions of landscape and environment to the “imagined community” of one nation.
  But it will suggest that landscape was more than merely a stage for building Estonian national identity; it became the manifestation of nationalism itself.  Because glacial erratics are as intimately tied to countless generations of Estonians as they are to the Estonian landscape, this essay also suggests that the “community” of Estonians was “imagined” only to a degree.  In order to form a modern Estonian nation, it may indeed have taken mobilization of the region’s middle-class intelligentsia to entice the masses to believe that they all had a good deal in common, yet behind this more recent identity construction there continued to exist real physical objects – glacial erratic boulders – whose images evoked a wide array of common memories and spoke through elegant silence of a shared past.
  More than any other feature of the Estonian landscape, erratics seemed to instill a sense of connectedness with this past.  But because, as Yi-Fu Tuan suggests, “awareness of the past is an important element in the love of place,” the destruction of erratics also entailed an affront to those who identified most closely with the “place” of Estonia, regardless of their individual ethnicities or histories.

I will therefore amend John Brinckerhoff Jackson’s assertion that “landscape is not complete or even livable unless it acknowledges and celebrates the role of time and unless it builds monuments to give meaning and dignity to our short existence on earth,” by suggesting instead that amongst Estonians, glacial erratics came to serve this role in their natural state.
  That is, although there is little that is particularly distinctive in 19th and 20th century Estonians’ general application of science, folklore, and culture to national and state developmental purposes, the central role that “monuments of nature” (Naturdenkmäler) played as recipients of such attention does stand out as unique amongst European polities.  Similarly, even though glacial erratics were by no means the most important component of Estonian cultural nation-building during the nineteenth century, the great efforts that preservationists undertook to protect them does give eloquent testimony to the emotive power of a national folklore in an increasingly modern world.  In their era of nation building, Estonians deemed monuments of nature more evocative of “meaning and dignity” than constructed monuments, for erratics in their natural state not only allowed Estonians to “celebrate the role of time,” but to celebrate the beauty of the national landscape and the very nation itself.  
Celebrating the role of time, by its very nature, also implies the employment of tradition.  Because “invariance,” as Eric Hobsbawm posits, is “the object and characteristic of traditions, including invented ones,” nothing in the Estonian landscape was seen as more “characteristic” – and increasingly in the twentieth century, nothing more “traditional,” – than firmly rooted, ancient and invariable glacial erratic boulders.
  Indeed, much like works of art, the (now) static nature of erratics spoke to generations of admirers and was expected to continue to do so into the unforeseeable future.  But this essay will suggest that the meaning of erratics, and of tradition itself, altered over time, a fact that can only be explained by changes in the human context.  Intentionally or not, preservationists of diverse ethnicities transformed erratics to serve as figurative, and at times, literal touchstones for Estonians, helping to ensure that the tiny nation would not become, in Engels’ unsettling phrase, yet another “ethnographic monument.”
   

History and Folklore of Baltic Erratics

 
What are these objects that so captivated geologists, naturalists, artists, folklorists and countless peasants through the ages?  Erratic boulders, including all but two of northern Europe's twelve largest, are found throughout the territory of modern Estonia.  The non-indigenous red gneiss and composite granite boulders present striking contrasts to their surroundings, especially given the country’s remarkably flat topography and few exposed landforms.
  In light of the surrounding physical environment, it is hardly surprising that the indigenous Finno-Ugric Estonians created numerous folktales and legends around such mysterious images, images without which it was argued “our landscape would be featureless and our folklore poorer.”
  Generations of peasants revered and interacted with the beguiling figures; they made sacrifices on them, they created legends to understand them, and they composed songs to honor them.  Tellingly, centuries before modern scientific theory explained the erratics’ distant derivation from behind the Gulf of Finland, local folk belief intimated that the boulders were neither of local origin nor trapped in eternal stasis.
 (Fig. 1)

Ancient glaciers and mythical beings were not the only forces presumed powerful enough to transport erratics about the Baltic region, however.  Humans played a growing role in the fate and ultimate location of innumerable erratics, particularly after Peter the Great founded his namesake city in 1703.  Indeed, Russia’s first emperor was responsible for not only dramatically changing the physical appearance of the region that would grow into St. Petersburg, but inadvertently the appearance of the entire eastern Gulf of Finland as well.   In the rush to modernize and rationalize space in what Peter perceived to be a backward Russian empire, he and his increasingly westernized legatees were keen to elevate the artificial over the natural, no greater example of which can be found than Falconet's 1782 statue of the tsar himself.  

For centuries now St. Petersburg residents have found numerous reasons to cherish, admire and even revere Falconet’s remarkable monument.  To some, 'The Bronze Horseman' represents the power of Russia and its tsar who managed to carve out a stunning 'window to Europe' from inhospitable marshy terrain; others admire the clever inscription 'To Peter I From Catherine II,' noting in it Catherine's largely successful attempt to assume his mantle of greatness; still others cherish its unavoidable association with Pushkin's famous poem of the same title, or simply with the statue's image as a symbol of the city. (Fig. 2)  Yet few observers look beyond the statue to consider more mundane elements of the dramatic whole.  Indeed, beyond Catherine's inscription, beyond Peter's rearing horse, beyond the snake of ignorance poised to be crushed under hoof, what more is there?  

The base.  Dramatically sculpted yet artistically subordinate, the red granite subtly assists in portraying the power of Tsarist Russia's most famous ruler.  But before it was irrevocably yanked into the built world to serve human artifice, this 1,800 ton glacial erratic boulder – forty-four feet long, twenty-two feet wide and twenty-seven feet high, with "a stately small tree [growing] in one of its splits" – had long influenced humans in its earlier location.
  Residing in its thousand years' resting place in a forested bog near the Baltic seaside village of Konnaia Lakhta, not far from St. Petersburg, the erratic came to be "known far and wide in the whole region as the largest and most notable boulder."
 (Fig. 3)  Tellingly, local peasants knew the erratic as Grom (Thunder), for even without the image of Peter it inspired awe and reverence.
  Thus after Grom was transported, sculpted and ignobly subordinated beneath the hooves of Peter's horse, its place in the human imagination was only partially transformed.  (Fig. 4)  
Similar albeit less prominent transformations occurred throughout western Russia and Estonia in the 19th and 20th centuries.  Since demands of an increasingly urbanized and industrialized society called for ever more construction material, the transformation of Grom by human hands was far from a unique occurrence in the east Baltic.
  In turn these demands fundamentally altered the Baltic environment, transforming intricate human relationships with the natural world.  As an admirer of erratics sadly noted over a century ago, greater knowledge about Grom is "now forever lost."
  Today, all observers only see its artifice.

 But whereas boulders like Grom may have inspired awe, they rarely induced fear.  On the contrary, Estonian folk belief often appears to express a tender, harmonious relationship with erratics; ancient stones were thought to have been soft, but over time they dried out and became harder, assuming their present form.  While still soft, however, Kalevipoeg, the giant hero of Estonia's national epic, often left his fingerprints or footmarks in the stones.  One such resultant indentation in the Kabelikivi (Chapel Rock), Estonia's largest glacial erratic, was called "warm or cold hollow," for here one could seek warmth in winter and coolness in summer.  At times, sprites (haldjad) were said to possess powers that could make boulders soft again when a distressed or depressed person sat on one to seek solace.
  Kabelikivi and numerous other erratics also served as gathering sites for Janniöö (Mid-summer's eve) celebrations, their surfaces used for enormous bonfires or dance floors, or, as in the case of one notable erratic, both simultaneously.
  (Fig. 5)  Still others served as sacrificial altars until the late nineteenth century despite a concerted campaign by early seventeenth century religious authorities to eradicate such practices.
  But adults were not the only ones to find erratic boulders entertaining.  Children converted several into slide stones (liukivid), the three parallel grooves worn into one still speak of centuries’ worth of children’s play.
    


Members of other social and ethnic groups often shared Estonian peasants’ fascination with erratics, although their relationship and behavior with the objects frequently reflected their different status.  Romantically inspired German artists went to the field to capture their images on canvas (Fig. 6), and even the Catholic Church at times made use of erratics in their natural environment.
  Two erratics today still carry the names Kantslikivi (Pulpit stone) and Altarkivi (Altar stone), derived from their centuries' old function.
  Similarly, a German baron of the Pahkla manor transformed an erratic found on his estate into the centerpiece for summer dances.  By the turn of the century, residents living near this erratic began to call it hopefully "the king of Estonia's boulders," placing wagers that their boulder would prove to be Estland guberniia's largest.  (It was not.)
  Other manor lords had less beneficent relationships with boulders found on their estates; e.g., one lord from Aruküla planned to hew out a playroom for his children in a large erratic, but finally had to abandon his plans due to the enormous cost.
  

Clearly, the physical appearance of erratics captivated the entire social spectrum of Estonia’s inhabitants as much as they did Russia’s academic and political elite.  Given the sharp ethnic and class divisions historically present in the Baltic lands, one would expect individual relationships with erratics to serve as indicators of these differences.  Erratics did indeed serve a divisive role as markers of authority, be it territorial, like the Soekivi border marker, or of class, like the Aruküla boulder.
  An ethnic Estonian peasant could no more dream of having the economic means to transform an erratic into a carved playroom than a German baron could conceive of placing offerings of animal parts on a communal sacrifice stone.  But erratics also provided a mutual point of reference for similar ethnic folk, reifying a common spiritual life and, in the case of Kantslikivi and Altarkivi, altering foreign ceremony to blend with native tradition.

Preservation Attempts in the 'Awakening Age'

Despite the central role that erratics and related folklore played in Estonian rahvas life, those who first set out to record regional folktales and legends had little faith in the viability of an advanced Estonian nation.  Rather, because the eponymous Estonian nation had been limited in its rights to education, association, and free speech ever since its thirteenth century conquest by crusading Germanic knights, the earliest intellectuals of Estonian descent found it expedient to identify themselves as much, if not more, with the dominant German culture than with the primarily folk culture of their own ethnos.
  Even though Russia assumed control over the Baltic land in 1710, the new administration did little to upset the governing status quo, and less still to improve the condition of those who were relegated to the miserable ranks of the “undeutsche.”
  Thus not until the 1840s did Estonian intellectuals begin to play any leading role in Estonian culture, and even then, all but a few eschewed the native folk culture as an anachronism that was unlikely to lead to significant independent development.
  Even Friedrich Robert Faehlmann and Friedrich Reinhold Kreutzwald, the “Germanified” compilers of Kalevipoeg (Son of Kalev), the great Estonian epic, shared the majority belief that assimilation into German culture was inevitable.
  An inquisitive and prolific Baltic German-Swedish elite thus became the first to introduce the modern concept of nature preservation to the Baltic gubernii, and eventually to Russia itself.    


It was therefore specialists and outsiders – particularly Baltic Germans drawing upon the romantic and scientific traditions of Humboldtian natural history – who brought new ways of seeing to the Estonian landscape.  To be certain, because Tsar Nicholas I’s reactionary education minister, Count Sergei Uvarov, had greater faith that these “foreign” (i.e., non-ethnic Slav) scholars were more politically reliable (being in theory further removed from the realities of Russian dissent and therefore much less likely to be involved in any trouble-making of their own), he ensured that they dominated, numerically and politically, the imperial Academy of Science.
  Until a slow but gradual “russification” movement began to transform the ethnic composition of the Academy in the post-Nikolaevan 1860s and 1870s, the great majority of its scientists and scholars – relying on French and German as their primary languages for internal communication – maintained closer relations with their Western counterparts than they did with any Russian groups.
  The viability of Baltic German identity came under still greater and more sustained attack during Alexander III’s own “russification” efforts beginning in the mid 1880s.
  Because this campaign was actually a series of policies designed more to reduce the influence of Baltic Germans than it was to “russify” a particular region, it is entirely possible that some of those belonging to this ethno-cultural minority may have attempted to reify their own “Baltic” identity by elevating and celebrating the distinctness of an “Estonian” identity.  For an “Estonian” identity, just as much as a “Baltic,” demanded not only recognition of distinctness from a greater Russian identity, but a nod to 700 years of German Kulturträger history as well.  

Decades before Russia’s “foreign” scientists felt compelled to defend or promote their ethno-cultural identity, several specialists affiliated with Estonia's (Livland’s) Tartu University and Russia’s St. Petersburg Academy of Sciences had already begun to research northern Estonia’s erratics, but it was only in the latter half of the century that any assumed interest beyond scientific curiosity.
  That task was left to Gregor von Helmersen, still a young Baltic German geologist serving the Russian state when he accompanied Alexander von Humboldt’s expedition to the southern Urals in 1828-1829.  There Helmersen became acquainted with the celebrated naturalist’s formulation of the ‘monument of nature’ (Naturdenkmal) and laid the foundation for a lifelong friendship with the peripatetic German.
  Humboldt’s influence is apparent in Helmersen’s 1869 geological survey of the East Baltic, a study in which the geologist expressed exasperation at the fate of so many erratics.
  
Unlike Helmersen, however, most Russian and Baltic specialists first became acquainted with the Naturdenkmal concept only decades after Humboldt applied it to specific ancient trees in 1819.
  Even though Helmersen himself was aware of Humboldt's formulation of the Naturdenkmal, he never used the term to refer to glacial erratics, preferring the designation "geological monument" instead.
  Perhaps his semantics were intentional, for ideas of nature protection sprouted with difficulty in tsarist Russia’s vast expanses and amongst its poorly educated populace, yet scientifically worthy natural elements stood greater chances for protection within governmental institutions keen to embrace westernization and modernization.  The central government thereby inadvertently helped to promote nature protection efforts, since the increasing academic and commercial ties it fostered with the West in the wake of the Crimean War also brought great social and economic change to the empire.

 Helmersen was aware that scientific ignorance was not the only reason erratics were disappearing: ever increasing demands for macadam and millstones, bridges and buildings – to say nothing of agricultural clearing – also posed threats to the easily quarried rock.
  Thus twenty years of subsequent geological surveys in Baltic regions of the Russian empire caused Helmersen to fear what might one day be in store for Estonia and the East Baltic provinces; "If the barbarities of using erratics to build the highways continues,” Helmersen quoted a contemporary, “it will not be long before their beautiful images finally disappear forever!"  Helmersen’s colleagues also voiced their dismay at the threat posed to these inanimate objects.  A Dr. Herman noted similar problems in West Prussia, finding that "It is not only the beloved pretext that erratics interfere with plowing, but also an all too common thoughtlessness or petty egoism which leads to the destruction of erratics."
  Helmersen's interest remained primarily scientific for another ten years – a fruitful period in which he correctly determined the erratics' origins from behind the Gulf of Finland – but on the basis of his earlier appeals scholars consider him the first Russian official ever to extol the aesthetic and cultural appeal of erratics.
 

Increasingly, diverse aesthetic, cultural and scientific observations of the natural world began to coalesce in the latter half of the nineteenth century to form what would become a salient aspect of Estonian national identity.  The late 1800s was also the period of Estonia's national awakening when a minute but growing Estonian intelligentsia furthered many of the more enlightened goals introduced earlier by the territory’s Baltic German elite.  Foremost among the early influential German reformers was the teacher, pastor and chief theoretician of the pre-Romantic Sturm und Drang movement, Johann Gottfried Herder.  Although noted for his progressive ideals – such as calling for the emancipation of Baltic serfs as early as the second half of the eighteenth century (granted in 1816-1819) and the restoration of their rights abrogated in the thirteenth century Crusades – Herder made a more immediate and enduring impact on Baltic cultures.  The diverse Volk of Eastern and Southern Europe assiduously followed his call to explore native traditions in language, folklore and folksongs.  Much as one can trace the development of Estonia’s modern folk singing tradition to Herder, so too evidence suggests he left a stamp on the nation’s emerging environmental ethic.  Estonia’s ‘Awakening Age’ (Ärkamisaeg) intellectuals appear to mirror, nearly a century later, Herder’s belief that “Nature is everywhere a living whole (ein lebendiges Ganze), and will be gently followed and improved, not mastered by force.”

 Herder’s seeds of Enlightenment thought and subsequent German Romantic ideals of love for nature found a receptive and increasingly literate Estonian audience in the nineteenth century, largely due to the rapid spread of print culture and the Pietist teachings of the Moravian Brethren.
  Indeed, Carl Robert Jakobson's 1867 Estonian reader – a book so widely read that contemporary scholars consider it one of the most popular and influential of all books published in nineteenth century Estonia – seems to openly embrace Herder’s views of the natural world.
  The book's popularity assumes greater import when one surveys the larger historical context: the spread of literacy and access to education, increasing contacts with non-Baltic lands, and the atmosphere of reform prevalent in the early years of Tsar Alexander II’s reign (1855 – 1881) all fostered the emergence of an Estonian national movement that acquired a political dimension by the late 1870s.  Moreover, the Piestist legacy of emphasizing a “reine Innerlichkeit” gave rise to what Liah Greenfeld described as “an increase in the importance of the group, the community of like-minded, kindred spirits.”
  This was the special communio sanctorum, the community of all living believers that was already a shared goal amongst Estonia’s earliest Lutheran reformers.
  Hence, the themes ‘Awakening Age’ intellectuals such as Jakobson derived from Estonian country life coincide with an era in which Estonians were deliberately developing, defining or imagining their cultural and political national consciousness.

 A significant majority of stories in Jakobson’s Kooli lugemise raamat have themes based in the natural world, a world that Jakobson frequently encourages his audience to respect by protecting and preserving its treasures.  Contemporaneously sharing a remarkably similar outlook (albeit more nationalistically tinged) with the American preservationist John Muir, Jakobson desired that this love be expressed for all natural manifestations, be they animate or inanimate, harmful or benign.
  "Rocks," he wrote, "have a wealth largely unreckoned, the blessing of the earth unending...There is a secret - every glance carries the idea that they are neither dust nor have disintegrated."  Indeed, Jakobson almost anthropomorphizes boulders in his attempt to instill a preservation ethic.  Although he reassures his readers that "Of course, they do not eat," he continues to imbue boulders with animate traits.  Thus boulders that "managed to get from the mountains to the shores," he writes, "are now resting again."
 


Despite Jakobson’s repeated exhortations for his fellow Estonians to develop a deeper appreciation of the wonders of nature, no concrete proposals were made to protect erratics until 1878.
  In that year Helmersen turned to the Tartu Naturalists' Society.
  Speaking as the empire’s chief geologist, Helmersen made it known that he "long had the desire to preserve for science the large erratics of Russia," and thereafter presented the society with vivid examples of erratics perishing to serve as monuments, bridges and millstones.
  As another example of what might be in store for the northern coast of Estland, which he so admired, Helmersen told of the changes along the St. Petersburg-Moscow highway that in previous times was rich with erratics.  Now there were only "deep pits in the loamy soil" testifying to the formerly rich supply of boulders pulled from the ground.  Profoundly alarmed, he emphasized the duration of science above mere material concerns, making an "urgent request, that you not sacrifice for technical purposes the boulders found on your territory, that you thereby perform a service for science by abstaining from their mutilation or destruction.”
  On the basis of this appeal, Helmersen became the founder of the idea of inanimate nature protection not only in Estonia but also in all of tsarist Russia.
  

Yet Helmersen’s interest transcended the purely scientific, for time and again he comments on the aesthetic beauty of certain erratics and discusses legends associated with them.  In this sense Helmersen and other Baltic German scientists helped to constuct what would later become markers of Estonian national identity.  Like the English Quaker industrialist who first designed and wore the “Scottish” kilt, German and Russian scientists gave new meaning to “Estonian” boulders, and ultimately to Estonian nationality itself.
  "There is simply no end to the historical reminiscences tied to the large erratics," Helmersen assured his Tartu audience.
  Even his numerous accurate and detailed drawings tend to romanticize rather than sterilize his favorite objects of enquiry. 

  Helmersen’s scientific interests blended further with aesthetic concerns when he asked estate owners of the Baltic gubernii to follow a Swiss example and mark erratics on their estate maps in order to aid in scientific catologization and research.
  The Tartu Naturalists' Society discussed the issue and resolved to enlist the aid of the influential Livland Public Benefit and Economic Society, as well as other agricultural and natural science societies in the Baltic provinces.
  Although no formal state sponsored protection was forthcoming, in subsequent years Helmersen expressed satisfaction with the "very lively interest" in erratics among estate holders in Estland, and he gratefully acknowledged their efforts to assure "that the wish to protect from destruction these most beautiful ice-age geological monuments has not been neglected."


In seeking the assistance of diverse public societies, Helmersen and like-minded scientists thus sought to elevate local understandings of erratics to something more universal.  By educating both those in power and those whose behavior they sought to modify (often one and the same), Helmersen and Estonia’s scientific elite managed to fuse objective criteria – measurement, mapping, etc. – to folk knowledge to create language suitable for boulder preservation.  And much as the Livland Public Benefit and Economic Society aided Helmersen in his quest to protect erratics, so too did the Estonian Learned Society continue to elevate the place of Estonian folklore, a task it had begun decades earlier.  Indeed, this German cultural institution not only laid the foundation for Estonia’s “national awakening,” but it indirectly fostered an increasing interest in boulder preservation as well.  

Founded in 1838 by Faehlmann himself, this “wholly German institution” deliberately set out “to promote the past and present of the Estonian folk, and to establish for this purpose knowledge of their land, literature and language.”
  Its initial interest in regional folklore blossomed into a popular nation-wide effort in the 1880s, largely due to the enormous success of Faehlmann and Kreutzwald’s publication of Kalevipoeg.
  Because folkloric explanations for atypical features of the native landscape were among the oldest and most prominent aspects of the epic, and because the epic itself became so central to an Estonian national identity, the place of the landscape was elevated in nationalistic rhetoric.
  Thus, along with the increasing fame of the Kalevipoeg epic came an even greater awareness of the natural features described in it, just as it seems Kreutzwald intended.  Witness his preface to the 1857 edition: “When the last devoted echoes of the folk fall silent, the very stones, hills, rivers and lakes of the homeland will show the traces left by the deeds of the mighty hero.”
  Much of the impetus for the codification of Estonian folklore – and, by extension, nature protection – therefore stemmed from German social and cultural institutions, a process that for Estonians assumed a nationalistic if not patriotic life of its own by the 1880s. 

Developing the 'Monument of Nature' Concept


Interest in preservation issues was never uniform in the enormous expanses of the Russian empire.  The general poverty of the Russian population, their low level of education, the absence of any substantive middle class, and the country's vast natural resources did not bode well for the development of a strong preservation ethic.  Whereas pronounced industrialization and population pressures visibly threatened much of Western Europe’s natural world and inspired great numbers of its bourgeoisie and urbanized proletariat to organize in its defense, the Russian Empire lacked a similar catalyst for, and agent of, nature protection.
   Belonging neither wholly to Russia nor to Western Europe, Estonia found itself on a border in more than a geographical sense: like much of Central Europe, it shared the German-inspired romantic view of nature, but like Russia, it was still in a relatively early phase of its industrial development.  The nation’s romantically inspired preservationists realized that with diligent effort they could preserve much that was already destroyed elsewhere but increasingly threatened at home. 

Russian preservationists did pursue limited conservation measures after they founded a nature protection commission in 1912 as part of the Russian Geographic Society, yet the organization never succeeded in protecting any elements of inanimate nature.
  However retarded the development of preservation and conservation ethics may have been in the territory of Russia proper, the Baltic provinces of the empire present a different scenario.  There, as was true for much of Western Europe, preservation began to gain remarkable popularity at the turn of the century, for the Baltic Germans, sharing close cultural and scientific ties to their western ethnic folk, were keen to embrace Prussian and German preservation ideas.
 

In general, the term Naturdenkmal was seldom used until its 1904 revival by the Prussian naturalist Hugo Conwentz, the irrepressible "father of European nature protection."
  In that year, the publication of Conwentz's noteworthy essay "The Threat to Monuments of Nature and Proposals for their Preservation," rekindled widespread interest and enthusiasm in preservation issues, including those of inanimate nature protection.  But unlike later independence-era Estonian preservationists who preferred to emphasize the “natural” aspects of erratics, Conwentz tended to blur distinctions between man-made and natural monuments.  In the epigraph to his popular work, Conwentz suggests: 

In the absolute sense, just as a contrived stone obelisk is a monument 

from historical times, and as a crude rock fashioned by the hand of man

is a prehistoric monument, so is an erratic boulder carried to a distant plain

during the earth's developmental stage a monument of nature.

 Scholars at the First Conference of Baltic Historians in Riga seconded Conwentz’s example of blurring categories.  In 1908 these scholars established a conference panel that investigated issues of protecting both man-made and natural monuments.
  
Conwentz also influenced many preservationists beyond the hub of East Prussia and Riga; his ideas and lecture tours captured the imagination of nascent preservationist movements from Scandinavia to France, from Russia to Germany.
  The Russian botanist I. P. Borodin, founder of the Russian Geographical Society’s nature protection commission, was hardly alone when he expressed his admiration for the "fanatical devotion" Conwentz brought to the cause of establishing protection for monuments of nature.
  Estland was fortunate in this regard, for unlike in Russia proper, Conwentz faced no linguistic or cultural barriers when spreading his ideas to the Germanic Baltic elite. Arguably, the expanding print culture and Germanic links to European intellectual traditions that helped Herder spread his ideas in the Baltic lands worked to an even greater extent for Conwentz over a century later.  Whereas Herder may have given Estonians and other marginalized nationalities legitimacy in European political discourse, it was Conwentz who introduced the increasingly powerful concept of physical representations that demanded eternal recognition.

 The East Baltic was generally receptive to issues of preservation ideology for reasons other than merely the ease of linguistic and cultural communication.  Because, as Borodin noted, "Due to recent influences, pristine nature is melting away 'as wax from a flame,'" much of educated Baltic society desired to support newly popular preservation issues.
  And indeed, because Estonia shared in Russia’s rapid industrialization during the 1890s, new technological and population pressures were beginning to transform much of its natural world.  To be sure, engineers had been using gunpowder to split larger boulders already at the start of the 19th century, but they greatly increased this practice during the 1880s and 1890s.
  Boulders large and small therefore perfectly served the road- and factory-building aspirations of tsar Alexander III’s energetic Minister of Finance, Count Sergei Witte, just as much as they interfered with a contemporaneous and enormous expansion of Estonia’s cultivated lands.
  For those who were imbued with the popular European spirit of preservation, then, the times called for greater action. Foresters were increasing their harvests, peasants and landlords were accelerating the pace and extent of bog draining, and builders were striving to blast apart more of the region's erratics.
  Similar to more recent clear-cut logging practices in the United States' Pacific Northwest, changes in Estonia's natural world were both immediate and apparent.  Yet even though rapidly expanding logging operations were scaring the Baltic countryside, to many Estonians the issue of erratic preservation loomed more urgently, for unlike trees erratics were, in every conceivable sense, irreplaceable.  An Estonian writer put the issue to the public in simple terms: "We must keep in mind that a forest which is cut down will grow again, but stones do not grow anew."
  
Diverse economic, political, cultural, and social factors led Estonia’s Baltic Germans to become the preservationists most prepared and eager to accept the responsibility of action in the ante-bellum era.  It was they who were still primarily responsible for asking in the early twentieth century "whether we wish to view the erratics in our Baltic Homeland (Heimat) as monuments of nature or not."  Rudolph Lehbert (1858-1928), a Tallinn pharmacist and amateur naturalist questioned the wisdom of allowing individuals "to pound and blast them apart at will...." The issue is, he said, just like the answer to the question, "What is daily bread, what is a delicacy?"
  This relative of both Friedrich Robert Faehelmann (of Kalevipoeg fame) and the famous Tartu botanist cum chairman of the Naturalists’ Society (1895-97), Edmund Russow, therefore made a proposal to the Estonian Literary Society.
  It should help promote efforts of nature protection, he argued, requesting a summons for participation in a systematic Natural Monument service in Estland.  Lehbert had great hopes that the new summons would "rekindle interest in erratics, in these magnificently powerful gypsies which over ten thousand years ago were travelers in the kingdom of nature."
  The society supported his request, asking of "all who have lived in our Heimat" and are concerned with attempts to promote nature conservation "to inform us about notable erratics through letters, descriptions and photographs."
  
Increasingly, scientists and amateur enthusiasts argued that erratics were indeed daily bread, the stuff of life.  They saw themselves as living in a modern technological era that was irrevocably transforming both the natural world and human understandings that evolved with it.  Humans had crushed, blasted and broken boulders for countless years, but by the turn of the century boulders had an opposite, ameliorating affect on the diverse peoples who shared interest in their protection.  German, Estonian and Russian preservationists emerged who sought to preserve and protect glacial erratics as monuments of nature due to the very spiritual and cultural value that erratics had historically given to them.  The "unrelenting change," Borodin cautioned, "without any doubt is affecting man and his culture."
  He and the majority of preservationists living in Estonia did not view the effects as positive.


By the eve of WWI, a Russian civil servant on Estonia's Saaremaa Island largely resolved the question of how resident Estonian preservationists should view noteworthy inanimate natural objects.  There in the island's capital city of Kuuresaare, Aristoklii Hrebtov, an agronomist by training and school administrator by profession, founded in 1913 Estonia's first regional nature protection social organization, the Saaremaa Society for Admirers of Nature.  He and the society broadened the concept of nature monuments to inanimate natural objects, holding erratics, bluffs and caves as examples.
  Hrebtov called on teachers to direct students' attention to various monuments of nature, including erratics, and "explain to those on whose property they are found their importance as monuments from the distant past deserving of preservation."
  

 Hrebtov's progressive ideals reached into the social realm as well, for he encouraged people of all ethnic backgrounds to join his society, and he deliberately rotated the society's presidency among its leading Russian, German and Estonian members.
  Hrebtov was himself a student of Estonian folklore who frequently noted legends associated with particular erratics, thus he was doubly concerned about possibly significant cultural losses should they not be protected.
  Presaging the tone of more patriotic summons that would emerge in Estonia's post WWI era of independence, Hrebtov found that "Because Russia does not yet have special laws for the protection of monuments of nature (but North America and much of Europe certainly do), it falls to us alone, as the only available resource, to protect nature by relying on the goodwill of the local populace and a more complete understanding of nature."  In Hrebtov's formulation, teachers had a key role in protecting erratics and other worthy monuments of nature, suggesting that the words on their school banners should read "Let's love and protect nature!"
  
The goal was not merely nature protection for nature’s sake, nor was it limited to elevating the ethical level of individuals.  Rather, Hrebtov’s grander vision was to use nature protection to raise and improve the cultural status of the state.
  Propounding the belief that only in advanced societies could one find a popular nature protection movement, Hrebtov wrote that “The idea of nature protection has caught on today in all of the cultured lands, including also Russia.”  In these more “cultured lands,” he told his audience, “Societies, commissions, and committees are creating nature preserves for the protection of beings.”  It was, he cautioned, an “idealistic and complicated work” that would require “a unified effort of all the state citizens (riigikodanikud).”
  Hrebtov thereby set the tone for later nature protection efforts in independence-era Estonia where love of nature was explicitly linked to Estonian culture and Estonian patriotism.  Indeed, it would be difficult to differentiate Hrebtov’s following statement from that of any number of ethnic Estonian inter-war patriots: "A love of nature and an interest in science introduces us to all nature, including that which is threatened, and fosters a desire to preserve and protect, to never destroy it, and thereby to fulfill our cultural task."
  The recipient of the “cultural task” for Hrebtov was meant to be the Russian empire; that of post-war Estonians was the Republic of Estonia.  Beyond this distinction, little separates one from the other.  

In many ways, then, it was elites of diverse ethnicities who educated the Estonian public by drawing their arguments, in part, from indigenous folk culture and practice.  The elite also helped to transform Estonian culture into something more than a mere “adornment” of society.  Culture had become “the necessary shared medium” or the “minimal shared atmosphere” of the emergent Estonian nation-state; it could “no longer be a diversified, locality-tied illiterate little culture or tradition.”
  Estonia thus shared in a broader, pan-European phenomenon in which the middle-class intelligentsia was, in Nairn’s phrase, increasingly “invit[ing] the masses into history,” and thereby furthering an awareness of or belief in its particular national consciousness.
  

Similar to the process of nation formation and “memory work”(Erinerungsarbeit) in Germany and elsewhere in Europe, Estonia’s newly “invited” masses helped to create an identity linked to stone, but in contrast to the norm, this Baltic nation did not carve an identity from it.
  Rather, Estonians chose to reverse prevailing practices in monumental representations by preserving “natural thinking places” that could best speak of their rahvas, their communio sanctorum.  And just as Russia’s Bronze Horseman conveyed a local as much as a national (or indeed, imperial) symbol for the residents of St. Petersburg, so too did Estonia’s numerous Naturdenkmäler continue to represent local identities.  Indeed, so integral were many erratics to Estonian quotidian life, that one is inclined to accept at face value a modern Estonian geologist’s assertion that "As school children we learn the way to the largest boulders in the neighborhood.  The boulders of our youth remain true friends for our entire life.”
  Boulder preservation and nature protection therefore served to unify an increasingly literate, increasingly cultured, and increasingly assertive Estonian nation, one that nevertheless continued to celebrate its local identities and associations as much as it did its own greater national self.
  

War, Independence, and Patriotic Preservation

WWI interrupted all efforts of nature protection in Estonia, bringing destruction to the countryside, hardship to the people, and dislocation to the social order.  The toll of wartime disturbances was particularly noteworthy on German occupied Saaremaa, the bucolic island from which Hrebtov was forced to flee in advance of the German invaders and thereby abandon his popular Society for Admirers of Nature.
  But in the wake of the Great War and the subsequent War of Estonian Independence (1918-1920) came national independence and opportunity.  Soviet Russia renounced “voluntarily and forever” any rights over Estonia in the Peace Treaty of Tartu (Feb. 2, 1920) and it recognized the “unconditional independence of the Estonian state,” a strained compromise that nonetheless remained the basis for Soviet-Estonian relations until 1939.
  

Estonians took advantage of their newly gained independence and freedom by turning decisively to West, embracing economic and intellectual currents that were now anathema to their eastern neighbor.
  So keen were Estonians to gain new skills that its 1934 census revealed almost two percent of the population had obtained a university-level education, placing it second only to Switzerland in the ranking of Europe’s most educated people.  Illiteracy was practically non-existent.
  The country’s high literacy rates likely further enhanced the Estonian view of themselves as a distinct, organic nation, even at a time when they were simultaneously integrating their state more closely with the economic and political forces of Europe.  Equally important, the heightened sense of nationhood helped Estonians distinguish their new mini-state from the less educated and increasingly belligerent Soviet regime on its eastern border.
  To a certain degree, the impetus that led to the expansion of Estonia’s inter-war nature protection activities also stemmed from a desire to distance the new state from its Russian past while simultaneously elevating it to the ranks of the “civilized nations” of Europe.   For the new Baltic state, nature preservation became an overt expression of national culture.  And because patriotism was a political sentiment the mildly authoritarian Estonian president Konstantin Päts desired to encourage, he actively promoted nature preservation activities.  Indeed, in 1930 the president appointed his brother Peeter to head the Institute for Nature Conservation and Tourism.

State support for nature protection issues in the inter-war era therefore was a great boon for preservationists who were intent on disseminating their views and promoting their agenda to the public at large.  By the 1930s Estonia had hundreds of nature protection volunteers, as well as six circulating journals dedicated to issues of nature preservation and conservation.
  Through these diverse means, and with the encouragement from the government, erratics became landmarks that organized Estonia's national space once this space had acquired state configurations.
Thus, although all of Lehbert's plans fell through during the war, there was a renewed sense of urgency to resume his labors upon the war's conclusion.  Indeed, the prevailing belief of preservationists held that "now is the time to take many things under protection, because currently there are things to protect [and] a bit later might be too late."
  Preservationists freely attributed the pre-war lack of progress in preservation issues to Russian administrative malaise, and they increasingly equated respect for erratics with respect for the nation.  Amateur enthusiasts, such as Edmund Spohr, argued that protecting monuments of nature was “not only necessary for scientific purposes, but [has] just as much importance for the nation."
  Ever since the ‘Awakening Age,’ Estonians frequently looked to their traditional peasant culture to define the nation's future identity, a trend that was only intensified when the neophyte state sought to claim its rightful place in a newly reconfigured Europe.
  Because large erratics were not only particular to Estonia, but intimately tied to the daily life of its folk (rahvas) as well, they became the perfect vehicle to transcend the historic divisions between class and region to unite the newly formed nation.  And because Europe’s “idiom of symbolic discourse” had changed from the pre-war “operatic” to the post-war “prosaic” mode in everything from monuments to military uniforms, Estonia’s preservationists found their goal of erratic protection to be remarkably contemporary.
  

Estonian preservationists were, in effect, transforming in situ glacial erratics into the equivalent of miniaturized national parks for their new state.  Indeed, erratics became so closely indentified with the nation that, in many ways, their continued destruction would be similar to an American corporation chipping away at Yosemite's Half Dome in order to recover choice building granite for new skyscrapers in San Francisco: both could be viewed as desecrations of the very nation itself.  But because Estonians imbued so much more folklore, mythology and human history to their erratics than had European Americans to “their” Half Dome, it is reasonable to conclude Estonia’s much smaller rocks left a much larger imprint on their national imagining.  John Muir was most often keen to speak of nature for nature’s sake.
  Estonia’s inter-war preservationists more often spoke of nature for nation’s sake.  


Despite the newly heightened popularity of many preservation issues in the inter-war era, more information was needed about the native homeland (kodumaa) erratics before any determination could be made as to which in particular were deserving of protection.  The Tartu Naturalists' Society and the homelore committee of the Estonian Writers' Union circulated a nationwide appeal to address this issue.
  These societies turned to "teachers and students as well as forestry officials and farmers," both to gather information about erratics and other worthy monuments of nature – such as ancient trees, orchids, springs and bogs – as well as "to preserve and protect them from harm."
  In a sense, they treated erratics like text, reading them back into human history.  Much like Hrebtov's activities a decade earlier, these societies appealed in particular to teachers and vacationing students.  Beginning in 1921 the homelore research committee directed naturalists, university students and amateur naturalists (loodusesõbrad) to gather data about remarkable objects of inanimate nature on the basis of a corresponding general guide.  Increasingly, reliance on modern “scientific” knowledge combined with older local knowledge for the common goal of erratic preservation.  The Tartu Naturalists' Society also issued data cards to interested parties, formatting the detailed information to be gathered: the name of the erratic, its size, diameter, location, and any legends associated with it were all to be duly noted.
 


A key figure amongst Estonia’s modern scientific elite, and champion of its interwar era preservationists was the well-known botanist Dr. Gustav Vilbaste.  Appointed Estonia's first Inspector of Nature Protection in 1936, Vilbaste spent much of the previous decade canvassing for protected status of both animate and inanimate nature.  In his widely circulated 1931 brochure, Estonian Monuments of Nature – the first systematic compilation of Estonian regions and individual objects worthy of protection – he suggested that  "especially distinctive natural forms in our homeland" should be considered as monuments of nature for "scientific, historic, aesthetic or folkloric principles."
  Since by 1931 there were still only a few laws or decrees concerning nature protection in the country, Vilbaste desired to spur greater governmental support for conservation activities.  Bemoaning the growing schism between the ideal of folk practice and the reality of folk life, Vilbaste observed, "Until the present our largest boulders have been protected by folk tradition...But folk tradition no longer protects them from modern technology."  Perhaps deliberately, he too saw the wisdom of couching preservation pleas in patriotic terms.  Paradoxically, Vilbaste relied on atavistic appeals in his attempt to place Estonia as an equal amongst modern nations. "The larger boulders have always been objects of veneration for our ancestors," he suggested, yet "these treasures are not for us alone, but for others, thus one finds in the entire civilized world that erratics are under protection…."


Erratic preservation thus became part of nation building in postwar Estonia.  Immediately after his appointment as Inspector of Nature Protection, Vilbaste directed his Nature Protection Council to send one nature protection official to each administrative parish in order to help enforce Estonia's first nation-wide nature protection law, passed in December, 1935.  His tireless efforts led to the creation of a broad net of voluntary nature protection trustees (looduskaitse usaldusmehed) who numbered nearly 600 by 1937.
  The trustees' tasks were similar to the Tartu Naturalists' Society’s and to those Hrebtov previously established for his Saaremaa Society for Admirers of Nature.  Members were instructed to seek out, identify and popularize the concept of monuments of nature.  Many trustees took to this task with zeal, particularly after the Ministry of Education organized the first ‘Nature and Antiquities Preservation Day’ in 1937.  They led groups of students and interested amateurs on excursions to notable nature monuments, receiving wholehearted encouragement from Vilbaste for these activities.  The tireless Inspector of Nature Protection suggested that while visiting erratics and other monuments of nature, "our youth can declare their veneration for the old and the ancient, and here future men can sing hymns to nature and its beauty."
  One such trustee, Joosep Eplik, led numerous field trips for locals where he preferred "above all to lecture about erratics as carriers of information from the past."  He pointed out several sites where stonemasons from Tallinn cleared the scenic coast of large erratics, but noted optimistically that "residents are getting directly involved in the protection of boulders."
   


This was more than preservation for preservation's sake.  Erratics helped to define the nation, for, it was argued, they "serve also to beautify the country, adding to its northern originality."
  Just as Stephen Mather, the first director of the United States Park Service desired that American National Parks become “vast schoolrooms of Americanism,” so too were erratics meant to educate Estonians in the lessons of nationhood.
  Estonian preservationists expected citizens to think about the special characteristics of their landscape when visiting boulders, and to share the respect and admiration their ancestors rendered to them.  They celebrated what Freud would have likely derided as “the narcissism of minor differences,” proudly suggesting that erratics deserved protection "especially in order to compare Estonia with several other countries." Conceding that countries such as Holland and Germany already had laws protecting erratics, Estonia’s preservationists nevertheless pointed out with characteristic nationalistic pride that "in truth, these countries are devoid of many significant boulders."
 
The development of the nation’s conservation and preservation movements was therefore both long in the making and involved the active participation of nearly every ethnicity represented on Estonian soil.  The Russians Ivan Borodin and Aristoklii Hrebtov, as well as the Germans Johann Gottfried Herder and Gregor von Helmersen, were just as instrumental in formulating Estonia’s environmental ethic as were the Estonian patriots and independence-era preservationists Gustav Vilbaste or Johannes Käis.  The different approach that preservationists used to lobby their cause during the independence era, however, stemmed from the fact that they could now educate the nation more effectively by couching the issue in overtly patriotic terms.   

 Preservationists also turned to erratics because the goal of saving the boulders for posterity was attainable and public support was winnable.  They were acutely aware that their tiny country, unlike its neighbors Russia and Finland did not have any remaining large tracts of undeveloped land that could be set aside as nature preserves.  Yet local erratics and small preserves, especially when closely tied to Estonian folk tradition, perfectly fit the bill.  But despite erratics’ value to the new independent nation-state, some sort of selection criteria was needed, for not all of them could enjoy protected status.  Vilbaste thus decided to take under protection "only those erratics which are worthy of attention due to their size, or which have already for a long time caused wonder, and which have been central to folk legends and traditions."
  
The efforts which began with Gregor von Helmersen in Russian imperial Estland finally bore fruit in independent Estonia due to the ceaseless efforts of Vilbaste, his trustees, and state institutions.  By 1940, 210 erratics had been placed under protection whereas a total of 873 had been indicated on detailed maps.
  Through diverse means, and with the encouragement from the independent republic’s government, erratics became landmarks that helped to organize Estonia’s national space once it had acquired state configurations.  Unfortunately, the very same year that Estonia’s erratics won legal protection, they and the people of their host nation were subsumed by the chaos of renewed occupation and subsequent war. 

Occupation, the Second World War, and Nature


 Preservationists looked upon their hard-won environmental victories with trepidation when the USSR forcibly annexed Estonia on June 21, 1940, in the wake of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact.  They knew well that Stalin's plans for transforming nature were at direct loggerheads with Estonia's preservation policies.  Concern for exotic objects such as glacial erratics – not to mention the perceived superstitious folklore tied to them – had no place in the bold Weltanschauung of the new occupiers who commonly spoke of the necessity to "declare war on nature."
  Estonians bemoaned the fact that Soviet authorities found their ideas of nature protection "anachronistic," and that they wasted little time in setting to the task of transforming Estonian perceptions of nature.
  As was true for the majority of the country's journals and newspapers, Soviet censors quickly forced the popular science monthly Eesti Loodus (Nature of Estonia) to cease publication, despite the editors' circulation of a partially obsequious post-occupation issue.
  

When the Germans invaded the country in 1941 Estonians were forced to accept one viciously tyrannical regime in the place of another.  Whereas the Soviets forcibly deported approximately 19,000 Estonians and murdered 2,000 others during their initial if brief occupation, Nazi authorities exterminated nearly all of the country’s Jews (approximately 1,000 – 2,000) and some 4,000 others during their three-year reign of terror.  Yet because Nazi ideologists considered Estonians to be the most Germanic of Baltic peoples due to centuries of Germanization through Danish, Swedish and German influence, even these chilling statistics suggest that Estonians escaped the brunt of Nazi fanaticism, especially when one compares the far more brutal Nazi practices in nearby Lithuania.
  In any event, concern for Estonian culture did not register with the German conquerors who ultimately considered it slated for extinction in the coming decades.
  Preservationists like Dr. Gustav Vilbaste therefore found themselves in the unenviable and rather surreal position of caring for the environment of a nation and a people that the Nazis considered inferior and ultimately doomed to dissolution.  Nevertheless, Vilbaste continued to work as the Inspector of Nature Protection with German approval.  During a 1942 radio broadcast he lamented the Soviet Army's forced conscription of many of his Nature Protection Trustees, and in the following year he called for the 471 trustees still serving to continue "to be of help in the propagation of nature protection," repeating the call for them to "account for large erratics or stones" in their zone of responsibility, "especially those which are tied to legends or folk tales."

Upon their return in 1944, the Soviets simply reimposed their ideology on the tiny nation, but this time they did so from a position of undisputed strength.  Brutal Soviet pressures and domestic concerns with reconstruction now forced Estonians to look to economic and social issues at the expense of the environment.  To wit: in 1949, only one year after a noted Russian preservationist published his belief that "no one should consider as premature or unnecessary our summons to protect inanimate monuments of nature as well as monuments of animate nature," Soviet authorities forcibly deported 30,000 to 80,000 Estonians to Siberia.
 
Understandably, Estonians were wary to openly challenge Soviet policy, be it related to economic restructuring and collectivization, or less threatening but still ideologically charged perceptions of nature.
  When individuals did begin to consider preservation issues again, they expressed their opinions in cautious, diplomatic tones.  Thus whereas Estonia's leading conservationists obsequiously praised Moscow's farsightedness in 1953, finding that "Today the USSR is undoubtedly the world leader in nature protection," they also felt secure enough to suggest that "one can't underestimate the aesthetic goals of nature protection."
  Still cautious to not offend Soviet sensibilities, they now acknowledged erratics as being "among our best construction material," and they echoed complaints similar to those Dr. Herman recorded nearly a century earlier, conceding that erratics "interfere with mechanized agriculture." Nevertheless, lobby they did.  Arguing that because erratics are among Estonia's "best examples of monuments of nature," they suggested that "placing some under protection would not decrease the number of noteworthy erratic building stones, nor would it lead to a prohibition of mechanized farming."
 


Stalin's death in 1953 and Khrushchev's liberalizing policies emboldened Estonia's preservationists: in 1955, a year before Khrushchev delivered his famous ‘Secret Speech,’ they created a Commission of Nature Conservation within the Estonian Academy of Sciences, and in 1957 they enacted a republic-wide law on the conservation of nature, the first such law in the USSR.  The following year Eesti Loodus resumed publication, and the issue of inanimate nature protection came back to prominence in the public realm.  Already in the journal's third issue, K. Kajak expressed an opinion which would have been unthinkable in the Stalin era: "Usually the protection of inanimate nature is not considered necessary," he wrote, because "it is believed that stones and related landforms are counterproductive to man's activity of reworking nature.  This view is only partially valid."
  Whereas Estonia's 1957 nature protection law garnered Soviet legal support for the protection of erratics and various other monuments of nature within the newly incorporated republic, the creation of a national park under Soviet auspices shines as an even more extraordinary accomplishment of the Estonian nation.


Lahemaa (The Land of Bays) National Park, created in 1971, is illustrative of the close and complex relationship between environment and the identity of the Estonian nation.  Considered unique in the world due to its abundance of erratics, this region in northeastern Estonia was once described by the country’s first post-independence president as “an open-air geological museum.”
  And similar to a museum, this park – the first National Park in the USSR – functioned more to preserve Estonia's cultural heritage and landscape from Russian and Soviet encroachment than to protect a specifically threatened natural environment.  After all, many of the park's erratics, flora and fauna already enjoyed protected status under the republic's 1957 nature protection law, but the surrounding built environment – that is, the larger cultural context – did not.  The creation of the park enabled Estonians to reintroduce the human element into a discourse that had been dominated in the Soviet era by more strictly utilitarian aspects of nature conservation.  Nevertheless, as one observer noted, the park also managed to “save northern Estonia from ecological catastrophe.”
  


Because Estonians held that "the abundance of boulders remains one of the most characteristic features of our northern landscape," it was particularly here in Lahemaa that erratics were said to "radiate the warmth of a domestic hearth and carry the smell of our native land."
  In his analysis of the place of Yosemite National Park in the American imagination, Kenneth Olwig suggests that "National parks would seem to be as much about the nature of national identity as about physical nature."
  Jaan Eilart, Lahemaa's founding father, confirmed this in no uncertain terms in the Estonian context
 as well: "The park had everything to do with Estonians and their culture and nothing to do with nature."
  But the Estonian culture Eilart sought to protect was a traditional peasant culture intimately tied to the land, thus, despite his contention to the contrary, the park was about nature too.  It was a place where the natural and built environments served as congenial compliments to one another, and where the contrast with pre-existing nearby examples of extensive Soviet environmental degradation could not have been more stark.
  Francis Younghusand’s observation that a landscape is bearable only in two cases; “When Man has not been there, and when he has succeeded in creating harmony within the landscape,” brings to mind the harmony Estonians found in their pre-Soviet landscape of Lahemaa.
  But this harmony was the product of history.  Erratics in their natural setting, often situated near humble human structures, harkened back to an era when Estonians embraced what they saw as a simpler, less promethean - indeed, less Soviet - relationship to nature.  Little surprise, then, that the so-called Jaani-Tooma erratic, a beautiful boulder that Helmersen analyzed and sketched nearly one hundred years earlier, had now become "one of the wonders of Lahemaa" as well as a symbol for the park itself.
  (Fig. 7)

The quest for ways to express harmony between a nation and the natural world, i.e., with its national landscape, is hardly unique to Estonian history.  In many ways, modern Estonia's attempt to define or imagine the nation by its creation of a national park while still under Soviet domination closely parallels fin de siècle Swedish idealization of peasant village life in Dalecarlia.  Both countries looked to peasant village rural life to express what was unique to the nation and yet typical of it: both celebrated the built and natural environment, song and folklore of peasants.
  In so doing, however, Europe’s "cultural nationalists" acted in a manner similar to a typical American nature enthusiast visiting, for example, Island County, Washington, where he was likely to approach the natural world “as if he sought to furnish the island much as he would his living room, including what he liked, discarding what he didn't."
  What Lahemaa's founders liked was Estonian, rural and older; what they didn't was non-Estonian (typically Soviet), more urban and modern.
  Large glacial erratics served as the perfect expression of this older, more essential Estonian-ness.  The largest ones in Northern Europe were heavily concentrated here, their irresistible images were said to "tell us about the life of our ancestors and remind us of or own life's path," and particularly through them "we perceive the timelessness of nature and learn its ageless history."
  Joan Didion once wrote that "a place belongs forever to whoever claims it the hardest, remembers it most obsessively, wrenches it from itself, shapes it, renders it, loves it so radically that he remakes it in his own image."
  With Moscow's grudging approval, Lahemaa National Park became that shaped, rendered and beloved place not merely for the park's founders, but for the entire Estonian nation.  In a sense, then, 1971 was the culmination of a long historical pattern in which erratics shaped Estonian culture as indelibly as Estonian culture shaped erratics.  Lahemaa National Park was a gift not only by Estonians to Estonians, but by Estonians to erratics… and indeed, by erratics to “Estonians.” 

Conclusion

 The masons and road builders who crushed, carved and reshaped Estonia’s erratic boulders also crushed or reshaped the ancient human relationships that evolved with them.  It was not until the second half of the nineteenth century that concerned scientists and scholars began to recognize and decry the cultural as well as the scientific loss society incurred whenever an erratic was yanked out of the natural world.  Not coincidentally, this was also an era when Estonia’s built environment was rapidly expanding, thus most Estonian preservationists (of whatever ethnicity) willingly acknowledged as legitimate, within reason, the use of erratics as primary construction material.  Yet because preservationists’ demands grew increasingly vociferous in light of the continued threat to erratics, and because they successfully appealed to nationalistic sentiments by delineating both physical and metaphysical landscapes, the new nation-state of Estonia ultimately embraced and championed the preservationists’ goals.


Preservationists' creation of the Naturdenkmal concept and its twentieth century application to Estonia's most conspicuous inanimate objects resulted in legal protection for hundreds of glacial erratics in Estonia to this day.  Largely due to contemporary political considerations, preservationists' appeals for erratics' protected status assumed different forms ever since the issue was first raised by Gregor von Helmersen in 1878; scientific, aesthetic and patriotic considerations were all at times deemed paramount.  At the core of any argument, however, lay the erratics themselves.  More than any other feature of the Estonian landscape, erratics seemed to instill a sense of connectedness with the past.  

 Yet the meaning of “place” and of erratics themselves assumed different connotations for different people at different times.  In the first degree, then, something less tangible than patriotic or scientific considerations must explain their appeal to humans and human society.  Ansel Adams' observation about Yosemite's most recognizable landmark (which could have just as easily been penned by Robert Jakobson or Gustav Vilbaste about Estonia's erratics) suggests the metaphysical appeal of certain inanimate natural objects: "In the last analysis, Half Dome is just a piece of rock.”  But, Adams continued, “There is some deep personal distillation of spirit and concept which moulds these earthly facts into some transcendental emotional and spiritual experience."
  Thus no matter how unextraordinary or even trivial Estonia's erratics might seem when considered by the standards of an American accustomed to the enormous granite walls of Yosemite, they nevertheless hold a special place in that nation's imagination.  (Fig. 8)  The appeal of nature is relative.  As Herbert Viiding states, "Naturally we don't find such enormous natural landscape objects as in America...We do have, however, several unique and scientifically interesting geological monuments for which we were bound by honor for future generations to place under protection."
  For Estonians, erratics came to represent something even greater than the physical and spiritual equivalents of Half Dome.
Today the erratic, Lemeti kivi, stands on the shores of the Baltic Sea in the heart of Lahemaa National Park, resting in the same location where it has resided for thousands of years.  Tourists might notice its stately appearance amongst the smaller stones of the boulder strewn and forested Käsmu Peninsula, and they might even pause to think about the derivation of its unlikely appearance.  But had more funds been readily available to transport the boulder, or had Estonian preservationists been less diligent in their drive to protect and preserve glacial erratics, tourists would have had no Lemeti kivi to ponder.  Rather, just as with St. Petersburg's (or, more properly, Konnaia Lakhta's) Grom, tourists would have been admiring a statue of Russia's Peter the Great in the Estonian capital city of Tallinn, hardly noticing the boulder at its base.  For Lemeti kivi too was slated to be yanked out of the natural world, transported, sculpted and planted firmly in the built world of human ego.  But as a modern observer noted, there are now plenty of monuments made of stone in the world, and the world is richer because Lemeti kivi “is also today a monument – a monument of nature."
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Fig. 1.  Kalevipoeg slinging a boulder.  From the woodcut by G. Mootse, 1911.   From A. Juski, "Kivid Piiblis, eeposes ja romaanis," Eesti Maaparandajate Selts, Toimetised Nr. 4 (Tallinn, 2000) 53.











�





Fig. 2.  The 'Bronze Horeseman' in St. Petersburg.  Author's photo, 1999
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Fig. 3.  Grom at Konnaia Lakhta.  Iury Fel’ten.  Engraving by Jakob van der Schley, 1768.  The State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg.
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Fig. 4.  Visiting Grom on January 20, 1770, Catherine the Great is depicted by Iury Fel’ten standing near the carriage at far left.  Engraving by Jakob van der Schley, 1770.  The State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg.
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Fig. 5.   The Jõelähtme erratic in Harjumaa.  Edmund Spohr, “Kodumaa mullastik,” Eesti Loodus (Eesti kirjaduse Seltsi Toimetused, 1925) 98.











�





Fig. 6.  Schlater's romantic painting of one of Kalevipoeg's slingstones, destroyed in the second half of the nineteenth century.  Jaan Eilart, Inimene, Ökosüsteem ja Kultuur (Tallinn, 1976) 8.
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Fig. 7.  The Jaani-Tooma boulder, a “recognizable symbol” of Lahemaa National Park.  Drawing by Gregor von Helmerson, 1882.  Source: Gregor von Helmersen, “Studien über die Wanderblöcke und die Diluvialgebilde Russlands,” Memoires de L’Academie Imperiale des Sciences de St. –Petersbourg, VII E Serie, Tome XXX, 1882, No. 5, 56.
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Fig. 8.  Young Estonia pondering the perceived ancient and ancestral natural Estonia.  Eesti Loodus (1986), 10, inside cover.
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