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Introduction

As the world around us is getting more globalised, the difficulty of maintaining a unique
culture and keeping it from blending with the rest of the world is increasing. It is even harder
for small cultures to gain any universal awareness or recognition, unless they have some trait
that is already a common and widely known stereotype. For example as small nations go, it
is more often than not that they are grouped together with the bigger, neighboring countries,
and rarely have widely known traits and characteristics of their own (Beller 2007a: 14).
Uniting with larger areas in associations and other political or geographical unions blur
international lines and people feel the need to fight for their identities and distinctness from
others (ibid.).

Within the last few decades, watching television has had a massive jump in popularity
compared to literature, and has surpassed reading as the main leisurely activity for humans
(National Endowment for the Arts 2007: 39). As a mostly passive form of entertainment,
coupled with the availability and cheap pricing of various streaming services, consuming
media and exotic cultures within it has never been easier. In literature, due to the limited
number of pages and worry of boring the reader, the usually versatile and complicated traits
of a person are diminished into a few main but superficial attributes (Beller 2007a: 7). On a
TV screen, it is possible to portray an ethnotype in a more three-dimensional way, not having
to rely on a word count, but providing information much quicker with the help of visuals.
The way a person looks, their body language, and the way they speak can be presented to the
audience in mere seconds. However, with these quick visuals, there is also the pitfall of

resorting to images that are more simplified and trivialised.

As an Estonian, | definitely notice the rare occasions my native country is being
mentioned on television and in movies, and over the years, a list started forming at the back
of my mind. No imagological research has been done into the Estonian hetero-images in
movies and TV series, and not even a concrete exhaustive list of mentions has been
formulated. The study of imagology has been growing exponentially in popularity during the
last few decades, but Estonia and the associated characteristics have been ignored so far,
either by merging it into a generic Eastern European stereotype or skipping over it
completely. Imagological research is important because national stereotypes are often
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formed through imagined realities and a critical approach should be used to understand their
formation. Series of national images that are constructed by producers in film and television
can both reflect how the spectant perceives the stereotyped nation, as well as how the created
stereotype can alter the view of this nation for the global audience. The way Estonians are
portrayed in Western media directly influences the stereotype that the Western audience
constructs, which is why research into this specific topic is of value. By looking into these
images, it is possible to further the understanding of both Estonian culture as well as the
Western cultures that have generated the films and TV show episodes. | believe it is
necessary to shed some light on this topic and so | aim to hopefully gain a better overview

of the stereotype that is currently out in the world about this little nation.

The aim of this thesis is to look at the portrayal of Estonians depicted in Western and
anglophone TV shows and movies. My compared case studies will be only Western, as that
is the area | found almost all of my examples from, and anglophone because that is the
language | speak and am able to analyse. The goal of the imagological approach that I am
going to develop in the thesis is to create a list of the mentions of Estonia, examine the
national stereotypes that are created within them and study their background and role (Beller
2007a: 11-12). It is not the intention of imagology to get rid of the bias and preconceptions
of unfair ethnotypes (ibid.), or claim them wrong or right, but to show how one nation has
set specific attributes to another one within its portrayal (Leerssen 2007a: 27). The corpus |
am analysing is more broadly Western and not narrowed to one nation, so | will be looking
at the global film industry and its audience. My aim is also not to disprove any of my findings
nor to try and eradicate them, which would likely be impossible. Instead, I will be looking at
specific examples, their function and aim to put together a bigger picture.

Therefore, my research questions are the following. Firstly, | am going to look at
“how Estonians are portrayed in Western television and film?”. I aim to find “what are the
main themes and patterns that emerge?”, and analyse “what are the stereotypes that appear
of Estonia and its people?” To answer my research questions, I will start with a theoretical
chapter, where | attempt to summarise everything relevant written about my topic so far. |
will start by outline the method of imagology and explain the most important terminology,
followed by imagological research that is or might be more directly connected to my area.

Since there is nothing written about Estonia in this field, | will be looking at neighboring



countries and geographical areas, such as Finland, Russia, the Baltics and (North-)Eastern
Europe in general.

After laying out the theoretical background base for the topic, | will be delving into
a list of 28 TV show episodes and movies featuring or mentioning Estonians that | have
collected for this thesis (Appendix 1.). After providing brief descriptions of the relevant
information in each example, | will analyse them using a coding procedure | have created by
combining traits of imagology and discourse analysis, where | use the language of the
audiovisual texts to see how the images are constructed. | will apply this to the material of
my corpus and then connect it back to my theoretical findings. | aim to construct categories
based on the audiovisual material | have and derive certain stereotypes or theme patterns that

correlate to the context and nature of the references to Estonians.

Following the analysis, | will ensue with a discussion of the results | came to and
how they relate to the theory chapter. | will close my thesis with a brief conclusion of
everything I learned and found out, compare it to the previous findings that I mention in the

literary review, and make suggestions on how to move forward in this field of study.



1. Theory

1.1 The Fundamental Concepts of Imagology

In the last seven decades, academics of various related fields have been increasingly noticing
the importance of the representation of national characteristics in literature and developed
the field of image studies (imagology), which evolved from the idea of the “national
stereotype” (Chew III 2006: 179). The stereotype, although usually based on some level of
truth, is created in the process of taking a small detail, minimal information that might only
be accurate for one person or one situation, and giving it maximum meaning (Stanzel 1997:
12, in Beller 2007a: 8-9), generalising it to a whole country or culture. Many of the
stereotypes that people have stratified in our collective consciousness are subjective and non-
factual. The trend for people to assign particular attributes to specific cultures and countries
is universal and quite common. For some reason, people have a need to label differences
between nations just as if they were individuals with personalities, and every one needs to
have their own fixed “character” (Leerssen 2007a: 18): Canadians are polite, Americans are
fat, Finns like to drink, Russians are all either a part of the mafia or prostitutes. National
stereotypes are extremely widespread and can have various negative consequences, both on

the nationalities themselves as well as on the people who use them.

Imagological research includes researching these stereotypes that are created for
whole nations, finding cases of them in literary works and analysing their motivation and
context. National stereotypes happen when one or more traits are labelled onto an entire
nation or country, not paying any attention to what the individual people of this group are
like in reality (Jackson 2014: 161). Just a few features are selected which are easily
understandable and easy to remember for a wider audience. Those characteristics are then
stripped to their bones and fortified so much that the most simplistic, but intense version of
it remains, with the rest of the attributes of the people erased completely. (Hall 1997: 258)
The result is usually reduced to phrases that are constructed from few catchy words that
become widespread and fixed. In a situation where a stereotype would come up, having heard
it before repeatedly creates an illusion of truth.



In addition to stereotypes and how people and nations are represented, another
important term is perception, which is how we see these groups from our point of view
(Beller 2007a: 5). We need to be able to distinguish between how we see ourselves and how
we see other people (ibid.). This is necessary as the two are inherently different and usually
create a dichotomy. In social sciences, we refer to our own identities as the “Self”, also
sometimes called the ‘“autostereotype” and everyone else as the “Other”, or the
“heterostereotype” (Rash 2012: 24). By looking at others, we are able to develop an image
of Self by focusing on the differences and contrasting ourselves with the Other (Beller 2007a:
4).

Imagology is a fairly new term, essentially meaning the field where we study these
“mental images of the Other” versus ourselves (Beller and Leerssen 2007: xiii). The way we
look and judge other people is based on ideas that have formed already before anything we
think has ever been proved to us, and is solely founded on stereotypes (Beller 2007a: 4). We
could meet an Estonian person for the first time and assume that as they are from a post-
Soviet country, they speak Russian and that they are probably a criminal. Very often,
especially in political discourse, the Other that we create holds negative connotations as a
direct contrast to the Self (Rash 2012: 24). It is possible that the Other can be portrayed in a
positive context, but usually it is not the case (ibid.). If our own nationality has a self-image
of being the hero, the chances are that we will remember the stereotypes that we polarise
with ourselves, aka the villainous nations. The encounters we have with people form our
assumptions about others from the same area, and these in turn form the biased action that
we expect from “other Others” (Beller 2007a: 7). These “inner pictures” of cultures that
shape in our heads before meeting a person is what determines our behaviour when we do
(Beller 2007a: 4.).

As Walter Lippmann, the writer who originally coined the term “stereotype” in the
way we use it today, said: “for the most part we do not first see, and then define, we define
and then see” (1922: 81). He also describes stereotypes as “images in our head” (Beller
2007b: 429), similarly how imagology describes “mental images of the others” (Beller and
Leerssen 2007: xiii). Because the creation of specific social stereotypes happened early on
and predominantly inside our heads, inevitably they also ended up on paper, and the outcome
was literary stereotypes. Literary authors quickly realised that the capacity of a specific

nationality could easily be used as reasoning or function for a character’s personality trait,
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usually as explanations for mannerisms of a negative motivation (Leerssen 2007b: 353).
When stereotypes are used for this sort of purpose, it deepens the stereotype even further and
creates a new, complex reality by distorting what is real. Literary authors have explained
away behavioural characteristics and peculiarities with a background from a corresponding
nation for centuries (Hoenselaars and Leerssen 2009: 251). This means that an American
character in literature might be presented with a larger gut based on the context that they

come from the country that invented fast food.

It is difficult for us to read, for example, a good romance novel and not get entwined
and even trapped in that universe in a way that we become to automatically believe the
fictional and simplified stereotypes presented in the story (Pérez-Gil 2018: 4). The authority
that the writer has makes it “increasingly difficult” to look at the narrative from an unbiased
point of view, and it ends up concealing the reality (Dash 1988: 135). We trust the author to
take us away to a world that is described accurately, with research done to provide us with
realistic names and places that correlate with the real world. With this trust, we tend to forget
that we are reading fiction, and anything else written gets pulled along into our subconscious,
such as stereotypes that have been presented to characters.

These stereotypes, the smallest analysable component in imagology (Ruhling 2004:
280, in Beller 2007a: 13), are greatly invented by “political-intellectual projection”, and are
embedded into people’s minds as an alternative to unbiased, cold hard facts (Bock 2000: 11,
in Beller 2007a: 12). National stereotypes attempt to provide a sense of a few, major traits
of the people of a country, for example their temperament and other characteristics that are
more frequent for them than perhaps another country. These characteristics are meant to set
them apart from other nations and are often used to give reasons for the way they have acted
in, for example historical events (Leerssen 2000: 283). The stereotype of strict and
disciplined German police can be related to the strict rule of Nazi Germany, or the

cowardliness of the French to how they operated during World War 1.

Imagology is tightly connected to post-colonialism, as it is believed to have had great
impact on the way Western people see and communicate with people from other societies
(Echtner and Prasad 2003: 666). Postcolonial theory looks at how the world is divided into
different parts, for example First, Second and Third world, and how people from non-first
world countries are viewed by the Westerners (Caton and Santos 2009: 193). Binarisms such

as the “us” versus “them” classifications are common in imagology and national
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stereotyping, among others it is standard to see the contrast of good (usually us) versus bad
(them). Other widespread oppositions can also be more geographical cases such as North
versus South, or even more societal extremes, for example the civilised versus the savages
(Hall 1997: 229). Both of these tend to be equivalent to each other, depending on which era
the stereotyping takes place in, categorising the Northern parts of the world like Europe and
North America as the more civilised continents versus the savages in South America, Africa
and South Asia. Other times, the South could be depicted as the civilised against the North,
for example during the high time of Ancient Greece’s art and education, when Northern

Europe was mostly illiterate peasants.

The issue with creating opposing stereotypes is that they tend to be excessively
simplified (Hall 1997: 235). In reality, there are almost never two polar opposites this
distinct, but instead there might be one side that is more dominant than the other (Derrida
1974). For example, a nation could never be completely good or evil, as it consists of more
than just one person who have various aspects to their personalities. Both Derrida and also
Foucault agree that stereotyping has by its nature a strong correlation with power, as the one
doing the stereotyping (Hall 1997: 259), as well as the more dominant side of a polarised
opposition is the more powerful one (Derrida 1974). The language used while stereotyping
is considered to attain power through the people that use it, especially when talking about
other people, as that usually presents in negative representation against positive self-
representation (Lawless 2014: 85). The polarisation of powers in between the nations do not
exist until one speaks about them, and the power relation lands depending on the person who

points them out.

In imagology, it is important to keep in mind where the stereotypes that we have stem
from (Lacey 1998: 138). When it comes to people from unfamiliar lands, our knowledge of
them tends to be scarce, so any type of depictions that we might come across will most likely
shape our opinions about them. In preparation for us to meet people from foreign cultures,
the “empty spaces” in our heads get filled by data that we receive from outside sources which
we have selectively picked at during our lifetimes by choosing the types of entertainment we
consume (Beller 2007a: 4). Most commonly, this sort of generalisation used to be obtained
from literature, often travel books, but also fictional characters and the way they are
represented (ibid.). Because the bias that is created is based on fiction, the consequences tend
to be negative Other-images, which in turn contributes to creating an uneven and binary
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worldwide class system: the heroes versus the villains. Even if the stereotype is seemingly
positive, for example that “all Estonian women are beautiful”, they are a slippery slope to
negative ones, as well as establish high standards. However, the skill of stereotyping, or
assigning groups of people particular traits has developed for humans out of necessity, as it
makes it easier for us to understand the planet around us (Leerssen 2007a: 17). Stereotyping
is a part of evolution and assists humans in cognitive tasks while helping to save time in for

example memorising things.

Although evolutionally this is a useful ability, because it is not derived from reality
and instead from fiction, it makes the communities we have formed “imagined” (Anderson
1983). Imagology uses this notion of the created national stereotypes in literature and looks
into the way they have been constructed. Leading Dutch imagologist Joep Leerssen argues
that in literature (and therefore also other fictitious media), there is more freedom to use such
stereotypes than in real life, because the reader often approaches fiction already with the
presumed scepticism, and will credit some of the exaggerated traits to aesthetics (Leerssen
2007a: 26). | disagree with this point, as | believe that literature is something that is mostly
taken seriously. Especially in cases where the audience of a book or a movie has no previous
conceptions or experience with a certain location or race, their trust lies with the author to
do adequate research and bring an authentic and true version of the character on to the page
or screen. This sort of trust in the author is likely even more intensified if the story is
accompanied by a visual as it is the case of film and television series, where the realistic
effect of pictorial depiction and seeing the action happening with our own eyes contribute to

the audience believing it to be true.

1.2 Imagological Research on Literature versus Film

For centuries, the written word and especially travel writing was mostly responsible for
bringing cultures around the world closer to people’s homes. Before we even met a person,
we would have an image of them based on what we had read. That is why the national
stereotypes that were formed were not actually about the nations themselves, but about
previous stereotypes that have been reflected onto us (Leerssen 2000: 281). In the last
century, the literary sources for stereotypes have been taken over by video, which is now

believed to be the more prominent root for the cause of national stereotypes (Van Dijk 2000:
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36). Film by nature is a medium that can be massively reproduced and which is constantly
available for substantial amounts of viewers, especially now when audiences do not even
have to leave their couch to watch something. Television shows as well as films are the ideal
ways to exhibit representations of various cultures, as it can also provide visuals, which
previously had to largely be imagined by the audience while reading a text (Brooks et al
2006: 300). Stereotypes in TV shows are found in abundance, as widespread or popular
archetypes are used to create characters that make it easier for the audience to relate it back
to themselves while watching (ibid.). This makes the audiovisual medium the perfect area

from which to find and research (national) stereotypes.

Although the study of imagology was born and is most commonly employed in the
literary branch of humanities, it’s value expands beyond those limits (Beller and Leerssen
2007: xv) into a more interdisciplinary approach in, for example, the audiovisual arts, which
is also where | will employ this methodology. If in imagological works of literary
comparisons, the main focus is on the verbal, then in movies, the centre of attention is on the
visual and the sound that accompanies it, as well as where the events take place (Rother 1998
and Giannone 2005 in Degler 2007: 295). This means that in my imagological analysis, |
will need to pay attention to different factors than when | would be analysing literature. In
early cinema, without the help of audio, film-makers had to rely on other means to portray
national stereotypes (Degler 2007: 295). They used visual cues such as make-up and clothing
to accentuate certain demographic characteristics such as age and gender, but also where the
characters were from in a way that would be clear for every viewer, often succumbing to
clichés to do so (Metz 1972; Schnell 2000; Schanze 2001 in Degler 295), some of which can
still be found in cinema today. In cinema, this could involve anything from blackface to
represent race (The Birth of a Nation 1915), the staple dark sunglasses to represent the blind
(Pride of the Marines 1945) to giving a female character two long braids on each side of the

face to make them appear younger than the actress really is (Lolita 1997).

In literature, much of the author’s bias can be interpreted from the narration, but in
cinema, a narrator is not usually present in the way it is in novels, and so the “us” vs “them”
opposition is not as clear (Degler 295). In addition to what a narrator picks to tell the reader,
in film the audience has the ability to see also what happens outside of that, often even in
addition to what is intended, as a single scene frequently holds much more information than

a paragraph ever could in text form (Monaco 2000: 45). In the 21st century, the acting and
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make up are not as over the top as it was in the silent film era, and is more naturalised, so the
clichés are not as apparent, but much of it still remains as well, which can be accentuated for

example with clothing or a specific foreign accent.

Literary and audiovisual texts are closely related, which is why it should be easy to
apply imagology that was created for literature also to films. Nowadays it is common for
books to be made into movies later on, and are often written for exactly that purpose (ibid.).
Whatever is written, can also be made into a cinematic experience. However, there are some
limitations to both mediums. Most significantly, a book can be put down and continued
multiple times, whereas a movie or an episode of a TV show is meant to be watched through
from beginning to end in one sitting. This gives literary texts the capability of ending
whenever they wish, in contrast with a movie, which usually needs to stick to on average a
90-minute mark for it to not bore the audience. By cutting the film medium short, details and
storylines that can go on and on in novels would need to be cut out from films (ibid.). In case
of national archetypes, the background of a character might never be explained, or some
minor roles might never even make it on screen, just because it did not fit in the allocated

time.

At the same time, as mentioned in the introduction of this thesis, the film has the
added benefit of visuals, which can provide much more information and faster compared to
reading it from a book. While creating a scene, a director can choose to show a broader
perspective, inside which the audience can actively choose their point of view and a detail to
concentrate on by themselves, whereas in literature, the reader is directly exposed to the
author’s personal prejudice (Monaco 2000, 46). American film critic James Monaco argues
that every time we watch a movie, it can be a different experience if we wish to guide our
focus elsewhere, while rereading a book will repeat the same experience once more (ibid.).
However, it can be disputed that if you reread a book for example during a different time in
your life, the meaning behind the words is able to change with you, therefore invalidating
this claim. Because of its visual aspect, in films there is also a lot less imagination involved
than with reading a novel. During a cinematic experience, the director provides the audience
with all the information, whereas in literature you can have more gaps that the reader must

fill in with their own creative power, making the encounter much more interactive.

From an imagological perspective, the added visual in film can also be restrictive.

Books have less limitations when it comes to location, as anyone can sit down and write a
13



storyline that could happen anywhere in the world or even outside of it. With television,
creating a visual narrative in a realistic setting is more difficult if you wish your story to take

place in an exotic location on the other side of the globe.

Whether our medium of choice is literary or on our television screens, national
stereotypes are equally prevalent in both. The availability of books and TV shows in the 21st
century, coupled with their realistic portrayals of the various parts on earth has ultimately
changed the way we see and act in the world (Monaco 2000, 261). It gives us a chance to
experience parts of the world we otherwise might not be able to, and could even transport us
through time (Richardson 2010: x). Television performs as a filler for the empty holes in the
viewer’s knowledge about the people around the globe, and the audience takes those
stereotypes further into the real world (Kersten 2017: 9). Film enables us to travel the
universe without ever getting on a plane, and it can therefore give us a false sense of

knowledge about it.

1.3 Methodology

Bringing attention to all this gives rise to the questions if the national images we know are
actually real and why they are created. This is why we need to study these images of national
characters, and bring forward examples from something more tangible than thoughts and
opinions, analysing cases from audiovisual media in the form of TV shows and movies.
Isolating these cases will help me find the patterns of topical stereotypes and then proceed
to look for the author’s intent and reasoning for using these particular attributes. If it is
possible to find out the cause and origin of the stereotype, it is that much easier to show how
little they actually have any truth to them (Beller 2007a: 11). Although my aim is not to show
whether the generated stereotypical Estonian is true or not, it is important in imagology to
also break down the general concept of a national ethnotype by demonstrating how they
come to be.

Although (audio)visual culture and its analysis have been becoming more popular in
the last few decades as film is gaining mainstream popularity, there is no one specific method
developed for research on it, and not a lot of guides on how to conduct them. (Rose 2001: 2)

The cinematic world is so diverse and perspectives to analyse from are so varied that it would
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be impossible to put together an all-encompassing method. The relatively new field of study
that 1 will mostly be focusing on is called visual culture, which appeared in the last few
decades out of necessity (Rose 2001: 9-10). Visual culture covers a vast area of different
forms of art, and the fast-paced and globalising field needed a strong and interdisciplinary
umbrella term to include them all. I will be looking at both movies and television shows, and
although they are strictly speaking two separate visual culture mediums, I will not be drawing
distinctions between them. I believe that from an imagological perspective, the tools and key
aspects for character analysis will remain the same, therefore | will refer to both forms of

narratives interchangeably as audiovisual fiction.

Since | am dealing with how the Estonian nationality is represented in film and TV
shows, as already mentioned, | will be using imagology as my method of study. While
imagological research has so far focused on literature, | aim to use the imagological method
to look at audiovisual media, which has not been a common practice in the field. In addition
to imagology, I will also be using discourse analysis as my other main tool of methodology,
as it is ideal for exploring how certain social discourse is produced by images, and the ways
this resulting social construction has made itself persuasive and the effects it leaves behind
(Rose 2001: 140). Discourse analysis also has room for your own interpretation of the case
studies, but it is important to remember where you as the author come from and to be critical
of your own connection of the topic, as it may skew your point of view (Rose 2001: 16). As
an Estonian, I must be aware of the bias | have towards my own nationality and | must try to
remain objective and remember the target audience of the object under analysis rather than

rely on my own personal connections with the examples.

In this field of study it is important to note that the aim is not searching for the
ultimate truth of the matter, as it does not exist. Analysing images is rather difficult, as
looking into the “true” meaning of a picture, moving or not, could be endless, as it could
mean very many different things to different people. Visual culture focuses more on the
possible, not necessarily the correct meanings, and does so through evaluation and
interpretation, sometimes even resulting in conflicting answers. The meaning of an image is
not stagnant, it is personal and shifting. Since that can lead to over-simplification and often
generalisations, especially in topics that have not been researched before, it is important to
provide comprehensive and relevant justification (Rose 2001: 2). In imagology it is
important not to justify why these traits for a national character are chosen, but merely show

15



what types of stereotypes are used. The aim is to seek out a comprehensive selection of movie
and TV show snippets that | can then describe and analyse, eventually generating an

overview of the overall picture.

One of the most important factors of analysis in imagology is intertextuality, which
means that when looking at a case of a national stereotype in a text, it is necessary to also
look at other related examples that are repeated in other texts, to compare and to look at the
patterns that prevail (Leerssen 2007a: 26). This is essential, because just analysing individual
cases is not sustainable enough evidence to draw any conclusions from, and for a respectable
outline to be formed, one must try to include as big of a corpus as possible to contextualise

the separate observations into one whole (Leerssen 2000: 286).

| will be putting together a corpus similar to German historian Dr Hans Henning
Hahn, who in his analysis of the representation of Slavic Eastern Europe (2002) used in his
research not only texts from literature, but also other types of media to back up his findings
and create a better overview of the stereotypes that have formed. Cinema is closely related
with literature and also other discourse types, for example alternative visual art forms such
as photography and paintings, which eases the navigation between the assorted discourses.
Therefore, the “net should be cast far and wide” while looking for national imagery, and all
forms of discourse should be considered (Leerssen 2000: 287). For these reasons, | decided
to include every mention of Estonia | could find in my corpus. There is no easy way to put
together a corpus of all the pop cultural mentions of a country or nation, as both authors and
screenwriters tend to use mentions of larger and more commonly known countries as a frame
of reference, as well as they could be found anywhere. Fortunately, as Estonia is a relatively
small nation, when it is mentioned in movies or TV shows, it will most probably get talked
about. A specific method to finding these cases does not exist, so a lot of my findings were
dependent on what | had personally already seen and what came up while talking with
acquaintances. In addition to verbal tips, | managed to find a few articles, blog posts, a Reddit
thread and a Filmiveeb thread, which is an Estonian forum for film lovers, from which I
generated a preliminary list of potential analysable content. It must be mentioned here that
every day, new content is created and although mostly exhaustive, the prospect of including

every possible mention in the corpus I created is unlikely.

In my thesis, the nationality that is being analysed will be only Estonia. Even though

| am looking at theory that might talk about nearby or related countries, | decided to narrow
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my corpus to only examining verbal mentions of Estonia and Estonians, which means that |
chose my objects of analysis on the basis of whether the words “Estonia” or “Estonian” were
actually part of the dialogue. | then proceeded to watch through the list of my findings to
develop a way to categorise them, which was easier said than done, as many times the wrong
episode was cited, which meant having to scour through subtitle files to find which episode
actually had the representation in it. | also decided to cut the mentions of Estonia in
documentaries and game shows, continuing only with examples of a fictional kind. The
geographical scope of my work is strictly Western and anglophone due to my language
abilities, which meant also ignoring representations of Estonians in Russian, Finnish and
even Korean television. After putting together this criteria, | ended up with 69 items for
analysis. For the purposes of this thesis, I will focus mostly on the specific Estonian
characters, which is where | can provide screenshots as well for visuals, and leave out
mentions of Estonia as a location or its language use for another time. This left me with a

corpus of 28 analysable units, out of which 24 are TV show episodes and 3 are movies.

I will not be focusing on the production ways of the audiovisual material, nor will |
be using cinematic tools such as lighting, sound and montage as my analytical methods. For
imagological purposes, | believe that the way montage or background music is used is not as
important as the language use, especially for preliminary analysis. Using discourse analysis,
I will be solely concentrating on the image itself, its content and text. Through watching and
re-watching the items of my corpus, | will attempt to identify key themes and various
relations between the material through the process of coding, which means that | will use a
table to mark down next to every analysable item any relevant and stereotypical aspects that
| can find (Table 1.).

Characterisations of nations are very common, but also usually untrue rather than
factual evidence. The cases | will analyse are strictly fictional as well as subjective, which
should be taken into account while analysing (Beller and Leerssen 2007: xiii). With a basis
in imagology, I have adapted Joep Leerssen’s method to analyse each film and TV show
excerpt (2007: 28). First, when starting my analysis | will take into consideration the context
of the piece and consider the genre before starting to break it down further. During analysis
I will also keep in mind the target audience, the intended effect on the audience and the
possible impact it may have on them. If relevant, | will take into consideration possible
relevant historic events, politics, relations with other countries. Lastly, | am going to consider
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intertext, comparing the excerpts to each other and demonstrating a relationship, if I find
any.

Images of characters in film and television are produced via a set of defining aspects
(Brooks et al 2006: 301). These could include universally known archetypes, but they can
also be traits that are not as widespread (Ten Thije: 4, in Kersten 2017: 8). | decided to look
at factors such as the importance of the character in the overall narrative, their physical
appearance including their demographics such as age and gender, the setting in which the
character is placed, and the linguistic features that are used (if any). In my initial categories,
I will be sorting through the characters based on the role they play in the narration, as |
hypothesise that these groups will have the most similar stereotyping. But before I can start
with analysis, | need to lay down a basis of what sort of imagology has already been done in
Estonia, and what sort of research has been conducted in other neighbouring and culturally
close areas, to see if maybe some of those findings can be used in systematising the

observations that will emerge from the analysis of my corpus.

1.4 Imagological Research on Close Cultural Areas

Looking into what has been done in imagology so far, it is clear that thorough research has
been done within major nations around the world. In Europe, countless books have been
written about the countries and people of Germany (see Parker 2016; Zacharasiewicz 2007,
Sagarra 1994 and many others), France (Chew I11 2001; Verdauger 2004 and others), Italy
(Halliday 1997; Moe 2002, etc) and the like. The rest of Europe that is filled with smaller
countries is covered by studies of regions, such as the Balkans and Slavic countries.
However, there is a distinct gap in the field when it comes to the Baltics, or even (North-
)Eastern Europe (with the exception of Poland, e.g. Velikonja 2003; Tomaszewski 1993). In
the introduction of Beller’s and Leersen’s volume Imagology: The Cultural Construction
and Literary Representation of National Characters: a Critical Survey, we are promised
“entries on nearly all European nations” (Beller and Leerssen 2007: xiii), yet there is no

mention of Estonia anywhere.

Because Estonia does not have a general imagological background of literary

mentions yet as many other nations have, | will look into some analysis that has been done
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about Estonians in other areas, such as how Estonians have been represented in paintings
during the 18th century. This will give me a basic national character to work with, and
although it is not recent, it will help see Estonians as a nation through the ages. If | manage
to find similarities to the present and that the stereotypes are still the same in the 20th and
21st century, this foundation will support my findings, and if it has changed, it will be
interesting to see how it has developed. I will also research some of Estonia’s neighbors that

we often get grouped together with, such as entries on Finland and Russia.

1.4.1 Estonia and the Baltics

Imagology in general is considered quite a popular branch of studies right now, but the
European East-Baltic borders have yet not been explored very much (Laurusaité 2018: 1).
When it comes to Estonia, little research has been done on Estonian characters in most art
forms, as it is still a field in formation. The representation of Estonians in art is considered a
sort of a grey area or “no-mans-land”, which is also probably the main reason it is so under-
researched. Art historians believe that this belongs to the area of ethnologists, and vice versa.
There has been a lot of groundwork done, but compendious overviews are missing. (Hein
2019: 104) It is my aim to bring more attention to the imagological appreciation of Estonia
and to boost the formation of the field of research in the Baltic states. The imagology that
has been done so far has touched upon other nations as seen through the point of view of
Estonian literary authors (Kévamees 2011 and 2015; Kdiva and Vesik 2014; Allik 2008;
Nool 2018; Peetris 2012), but a vice versa study and the potential for visual image
exploration has been kept largely untouched.

My aim is to distinguish particular features from the context of the Estonian
stereotype which | can then develop into a supportive base that | can use for further analysis.
Although in Estonian literature imagology is fairly new, what has been looked into a little
bit is the Estonian archetype reflected in paintings made by foreigners during the
Enlightenment period in the 18th century, which is the earliest time a substantial amount of
case studies could be gathered (Hein 2019: 105) so that some generalisations or outlines
could be formed. It is interesting to point out that these (about a hundred) works were mostly

made by foreigners who were just passers by (Prussian geographer Johann Gottlieb Georgi
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1776; French painter Jean-Baptiste Prince 1765; German etcher Gottlieb Christian Welté
1780s; art historian English Elizabeth Rigby and others), and not by the local Baltic-German
elite, who had no interest in the matter during the 18th century (Hein 2019: 104). For them,
the visual of an Estonian peasant working on a piece of land was common and not fascinating
enough to be immortalised on paper. Depicting a peasant woman or a man was extremely
rare, and in the few cases that it did happen, it was so because of their exotic “foreignness”
(Hein 2019: 140). Until that time, portraits were exclusive of the wealthy and powerful, not
the lower class, unless it was to capture their dress, or sometimes the type of job they were
doing (Hein 2018: 49). This means that the paintings and drawings of Estonians that exist
now which are suitable for imagological analysis are only a few, but they are also mostly
hetero-images, which can give a compelling basis on how the nation was seen from another
perspective.

The type of art originally intended as a topographical piece of information that
developed in the 16th century was able to form into something more with the dawn of a new
composition of art. Instead of using the images as a superficial “around-the-world trip” as
they were originally planned, the audience was craving for a more in-depth description of
the setting to accompany the images, to change up the usual simple few-worded caption that
had been the norm so far (Vilberg 1942). People wanted to really see what life was like in
different parts of the world, and were not interested in pictures of people in stagnant poses
on white backdrops, as if they were cutouts from a fashion magazine. New images that
surfaced in the 17th century came with detailed accounts of the surrounding life, sometimes
even with analyses, if the picture was being distributed with the aim of making the reader
feel closer to the societally struggling person depicted. (ibid.) This is similar to the cinematic
tools used today, where character creation is largely based on the aim of inducing a sense of
relatedness in the audience, and see themselves reflected on the screen or a page of a book.

For Estonians, both the appearance and the dress were described in the literature that
accompanied the various images that circulated of the nationality. A watercolour painting by
an unknown author from the 1740s of a couple from Pdltsamaa shows that even though it is
summer (based on their clothes), they are still wearing woollen mittens with fancy cuffs on
the wrists. This is a rare piece of a reminder that 300 years ago, Estonians would wear mittens
to all the important events, saying “if you do not wear mittens, no good will come”, when

inquired about it (Luce 1786: 204, as cited in Hein 2019: 111). As a cold weather country
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often associated with the North, habits like wearing mittens all year round could be a clue
that might have deepened this stereotype. A copper engraving from 1805 by Friedrich Neyer,
who was one of the best engravers from central Germany titled Manor farmhand portrays an
average Estonian peasant man in his usual setting, the field that he works on (Image 1.). This
is a significant example as the teacher and historian Johann Christoph Petri chose it to be a
part of his book Neue Pittoresken aus Norden, oder statistisch-historische Darstellungen aus
Ehst- und Liefland. Nebst einem kurzen Umrisse von Moskau (1805), which was one of the
first ethnographical mentions of Estonians ever, and he described the painting as follows

(loosely translated)?:

As you can see, he is wearing only a shirt, that he has half-thrown off because of the
heat. He is tired from the all-day rye harvest and that is exactly how he is portrayed.
His hair is uncombed, but they are never in a good order anyway and mostly guys
like him have them trimmed short, more curly than straight [---]. On his shoulder he
carries a small wooden keg, which has had a poor drink in it called kvass, sometimes
maybe also sour milk or water. His food bag is depicted as pretty bulky, but indeed
people like him can only spare a heel of bread at the bottom of his bag when going
to work in the morning, and even the bread is baked more from fine flour dust and
chaff rather than real rye flour; he has also probably stuffed his coat in that bag, so
that in the evening, when he returns home at sunset, he can pull it back on.

(Petri 1805: 95, as cited in Hein 2019: 135)

Here, interesting aspects to point out are that Petri describes the man while focusing more
on assumptions rather than actual physical elements that you can see, like his large physique,
big burly and low-set brows and a gaped mouth that give him a sort of neanderthal look, or
the type of clothes he is wearing (or not wearing, as he is barefoot and has only half a shirt
on). Petri mentions his curly hair, but the description is mostly about aspects that have to do
with his class instead, mentioning his choice of “poor” drink and how “people like him”
cannot afford real bread, therefore his bag must be bulky for other reasons. He is represented

in his usual everyday setting, on the field working hard and sweating, creating the stereotype

L All Estonian and Russian quotations that have been translated into English here and elsewhere in this thesis
are the author’s own translations, unless otherwise stated.
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of a diligent worker, but coupled with the emphasis of his social division, the general effect

that is created is of a simple lower class man.

Image 1. Manor farmhand. Friedrich Neyer’s copper engraving of 1805 after German etcher
Gottlieb Christian Welté’s drawing from the 1780s

Although most visual mentions of Estonians during the 18th century and earlier originate
from the collections of travellers from elsewhere in Europe, beginning of the 19th century
was the start of the popularisation of peasants being painted by also the local Baltic Germans.
Watercolour paintings by A. Von Uexkull from 1820, and other similar works show Estonian
men as thin and gracious, while the women are often portrayed as a little bit dumpier (Kaera
2007). About half a century later, the lithographic prints of Friedrich Sigismund Stern
showed Estonians, especially women, as much shorter and wider. Remarkable facial features
included “a straight nose, round red cheeks and exclusively light, wavy hair”. (ibid.) Another
lithographer Ernst Hermann Schlichting also portrayed Estonian women as round, yet men
as more delicate and slender beings with curly hair. Both Schlichting and Uexkdill portrayed

Estonians with striking blue eyes. (Kaera 2007) Baltic-German scientist Karl Ernst von Baer
ZL



writes in 1814 how Estonians have predominantly blonde hair with some with black, and
how their facial features are largely unremarkable (67; see also Feyerabend 1797). These are
all aspects that have been used to depict the average Estonian’s appearance, which can be
used later in my analysis to see if it correlates with how Estonians are currently represented
in television.

To be born in Estonia or Livonia as an Estonian or Latvian meant you were inevitably
born a slave, that is how nationality was intertwined with class in the 18th century. This was
also increased by the strange languages that the Baltic people spoke, drawing a clear line
between the German elite and the serfs, who were thought of as simple people who needed
to be taken care of, always instructed and reprimanded, almost as children. (Hein 2019: 139)
Language can also be used in fiction as a tool to clearly distinguish someone who is from
another country, and often is portrayed in a negative light because of this, with the
connotation that they are not intelligent enough to speak the language of the majority.

This sort of condescending behaviour was eventually even supported by
anthropologist Alexander von Hueck, who claimed in a 1838 study that the Estonian people
were by default inferior in physical and mental ways, because of how their bodies were
generally built (Kalling and Heapost 2013: 87). Therefore, the few images showing what
Estonians looked like that did end up circulating were deeply ingrained with the underlying
hierarchy system, and were created solely as a way to show the Others “from another world”,
allowing a peek inside a culture otherwise too far and different from the Us watching
(Pushaw 2019: 358). This correlates with what was said earlier about art forms including
literature and television being capable of transferring the viewer to another place on the
globe, with the ability to imitate strange and mysterious landscapes and people.

In his analysis of various art pieces, historian Ants Hein focuses mostly on what
Estonian peasants look like and what the traditional clothes that they wore looked like. This
makes sense as the analysed works were most probably created for the same purpose.
However, some of these images can also show other aspects, such as what the person was
like behind the clothes (Kaera 2007). It is sometimes difficult to analyse any deeper meaning
through how a person is painted since artist styles differ and a physiognomic factor can not
always be assumed. However, the study of physiognomy, meaning how to characterise

people based on how their bodies and faces look, did have its high time in popularity during
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the same era that Hein’s case studies were created, and was finding its way from literature
into portrait art, so it is not impossible that the styles of these artists were also affected (ibid.).

Another German travel writer and historian Johann Gregor Kohl wrote in 1841 about
an interesting phenomenon that he noticed and that he thought probably everyone did who
met local Estonian peasants from the service of different masters. He points out that the
peasants are all very different when it comes to habits and clothing, and deducts that it must
be because of how various groups and families of peasants have lived under different lords.
If the peasants of one squire seemed no more than thieves, pagans and liars, then another one
next door could very well be the complete opposite as honest, rational and loyal. (Kohl 1841
372, in Hein 2019: 138) This thought of frequent exchanges of various “masters” of
Estonians can be further developed into symbolism about the Estonian nation in general. As
an aftermath of so many different occupations (by the Swedes, Polish, Danish, Germans,
Russians, etc) it is likely it has left a mark on the people, resulting in a diverse nation.
Because the central power in Estonia has shifted so many times, the national character that
has developed can have many layers and the image of the identity that has been created is
both adaptable and accommodating (Laurusaité 2018: 23).

As Kohl pointed out, every manor has developed their own customs and traditions,
down to details like what their horse harnesses looked like, as well as the colours and cuts of
clothes. It was possible to tell where someone was solely from the hat they wore or the
traditions they followed for weddings and other parties, if one was well versed in the different
customs. (Kohl 1841: 372, as cited in Hein 2019: 138) Using dress to signify where someone
is from is definitely a method still used today in cinema. Although maybe not as prevalent
and exaggerated, clothing as a tool to express both the personality and background of a
character is a strong visual technique that can be seen in everyday television.

Other “Estonian” characteristics that have been mentioned by authors describing the
nation or its people include for example the seriousness of their personalities. Estonians do
the thing they love most (eating) always in dead silence, even if there happens to be a bigger
party gathered, and they never joke around (Baer 1814: 60). Extremely common is
associating Estonians with drinking, specifically vodka, which some have said developed as
a habit because of their wickedness (Baer 1814: 64), but Baer claims it happened purely for
logical reasons as that could be the only thing to warm the people during their long and cold

winters, as well as be used as a stimulant for the otherwise phlegmatic people (65), with the
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belief that feeding vodka to babies will make them stronger when they grow up (72). Vodka
drinking is a common stereotype in many countries, which tend to mostly be located in either
the North of the East, as a contrast to the West and South, where beer and wine are more
standard.

Under numerous lords, the Estonian character remained mostly as a character of a victim,
fighting its invaders one by one and struggling with just one mission: to stay alive (Laurusaité
2018: 130; also Kukk 2003: 105). And yet after slavery was abolished, the people even then
did not have a country of their own, but were still under the rule of the Russian Empire. After
a short victorious independence, Estonia was subsequently commandeered by the Soviet
Union. It would be interesting to compare the image of the Estonian during the German
occupation to the image of Estonians during the Soviet era, but the latter is also a field largely
unexplored, therefore theory to base this on is scarce. The people of Estonia and the Baltics
are generalised as being used to someone else being in charge and not having to take care of
anything themselves. Fiction written about a Baltic or generally an Eastern European
character is frequently in line with this, as they are put in situations of lower class jobs,
implying that they are fine with the dirty work with no pay and longer hours, even if it is
humiliating, as it is something they are used to, and maybe even idealise (Laurusaite 2015:
175). This can also be tied back to the time of serfdom, when Estonians were given the lowest
of jobs in return for just a place to live.

Sociologists have even gone so far as to say that Lithuanians are documented to be
more disposed to the mannerisms of a serf, as in looking for “a master” or someone to bow
down to and be dependent on (ibid.), which could easily also be widened to include the other
Baltic nations. It was not until the late 19th century that Estonia and the Baltics dared starting
to develop a widespread identity of their own and not just be what hundreds of years of
oppressors told them they were. For the first time, the nationality of Estonians was released
from the role of a struggling, poor and submissive serf who spoke an inferior language that
no one could understand, but instead it was something that was connected with being part of
something bigger, of being part of Europe (Made 2003: 189). And although Estonia has
always been a part of Europe and is now connected to the continent more than ever, it is still
on the binary opposing sides of Western Europe versus Eastern Europe or generally “the
Rest”, which are considered the areas that are outside the Western world. This segregation

brings us back to post-colonial theory, as the discourse of Eastern Europe has largely been
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created as based on the post-soviet and post-socialist countries (Laurusaité 2018: 21). As
Leonid Bachnob coined it, since Europe “B” (2015: 525, as cited in Laurusaité 2018: 21) is
fairly new to the notion of independence, there has not been a sufficient amount of time to
figure out their own national characters and therefore they tend to be combined into one
bigger area with shared characteristics (Laurusaité 2018: 21). This is also why it is possible
to look at the imagological research of other neighbouring countries around Estonia that have

close cultures and develop a picture of Estonians that is mixed from other nationalities.

1.4.2 Finland and the North

Sometimes it happens that an ethnotype is not generated through specific fictional texts, but
through bringing them over from a neighbouring country (Duki¢ 2012: 123), which is also
why other countries’ ethnotypes are analysed in this section of the thesis. Culturally,
linguistically and anthropologically, the closest neighbours to Estonians are without doubt
the Finns from the North. Located in the Scandinavian peninsula but preferring not to be
called Scandinavia, the country considered the “big brother” of Estonia bears a lot of
similarities to Estonia in a variety of fields. It is therefore useful here to turn to the
imagological studies of Finland, as it is in my opinion a good comparison to have, especially
since the imagological research on Finland is much more advanced than on Estonia. I will
limit this chapter to an overview of literary examples, as | could not find any cinematic
analysis, just as it is the case with Estonia. In addition to Finland, I will also be considering
Northern Europe or the general concept of “the north” in this chapter, as the stereotypical
traits tend to overlap and are often talked about interchangeably.

As small nations with no distinct features yet strongly developed, the Baltic states
attempted to desperately differentiate themselves from Russia and the Eastern European
stereotype after the collapse of the Soviet Union, and chose to identify with the Nordic
countries instead (Zvirgzdas 2018: 224-225). The identity of the images of Scandinavian
countries was also perceived as being culturally superior, but brought with it negative roles
as well, which | will attempt to give an overview of in this chapter.

At the beginning of the 20th century, a little lost with the sudden cultural freedom
and no idea what to do with it, Estonians turned towards Finland, the neighbour who by this

26



time had everything already figured out. “The Baltic Sea connects us with the Scandinavian
peoples around a hearth of common culture and our relation with Finland demonstrates to us
even more right to take part in this brotherhood”, writes Eduard Willmann, an Estonian art
critic in 1909 (as cited in Pushaw 2019: 362). During the 19th and 20th centuries, Estonia
needed someone to lean on to expand a cultural (and political) partnership with. A quick
basis for this was created by putting emphasis on the connected language families and this
“brotherhood” type relationship with Finland. (Made 2003: 184) Though Estonia was never
accepted into the closed Nordic club, the Baltic character is still often associated with the
values and nature of the North.

Finns, as any other smaller and relatively unknown country in the big scheme, are the
ideal type of character for quick and ambiguous mentions in fiction, both television and
literature. The use of a Finnish character in modern literature can mostly be categorised into
two, usu