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Oral narratives about supernatural encounters have been systematically documented in Estonia 

since the late-19th century, when the extensive project of folklore collecting started. Protestant 

Christianity had gained the dominant position in the society but it was challenged by the 

romantic ideology of nation building with its endeavours to study and revive the pre-Christian 

mythology. At the same time, the Enlightenment and scientific materialism gained ground and 

undermined the validity of folk beliefs that were re-interpreted as worthless and harmful 

superstitions. Folk narratives about the supernatural reveal conflicts between co-existent belief 

systems and ideologies, contradictions between frames of interpretations, and ambiguities of 

vernacular religion as a creative realm of variations.  

The Devil maintained his significant position in Christianity throughout the 19th century both 

in the institutionally constructed cosmos and the corresponding cosmos of folklore. He was a 

powerful outcast, the Other, who was systematically marginalized but tended to be omnipresent, 

appearing constantly in narratives that were kept in circulation and sometimes turning up in 

accounts of personal experiences. We can also witness the folklorization of the Lutheran Devil, 

who appears as the stupid Old Nick or a minor spirit who is localized to a certain place in nature 

or in a village setting. The Devil cannot be clearly distinguished from nature spirits as many of 

their appellations, beliefs and narrative plots overlap. Like fallen angels, nature spirits had been 

integrated into a folk demonology that existed in a dialogic relationship with clerical doctrines 

about the powers of evil. As the discursive and intellectual environment changed, the life of 

spirits could not remain unaffected and they received new roles and functions. Demonized by 

Christianization and displaced by the Enlightenment, they finally received much more 

prominent positions in the imaginary realm of folkloristic heathendom as it appeared in the 

works of scholars and also in the work of corresponding agents throughout the countryside who 

were recording old Estonian heritage.  

This lecture discusses the trajectories of theological and vernacular beliefs within the 

frameworks of changing discursive settings in 19th century Estonia. The textual examples to be 

analysed are drawn from the Estonian Folklore Archives, early newspapers and clerical 

literature. 


