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Since systematic collection of personal remimses in the Baltic region
became a more open, public possibility in the glasera, the life story has emerged
there as a fascinating though controversial gdocated at the crossroads of
autobiographical writing and historical source mateThe publicationof Vieda
Skultans™ monograpfhe Testimony of Lives. Narrative and Memory in Post-Soviet
Latvia (Routledge, 1998) and the two-volume anthol&gsti rahva elulood (Estonian
Life Histories, 2000) placed two landmarks in the collection andlysis of Baltic life
stories, though critical attention to these texs hot yet significantly penetrated Western
academia. Since the recent research programme dtthir of Estonian Studies at the
University of Toronto has included a clearly-outithcomponent of gathering oral
histories and written memoirs of the Toronto Estoniliaspora, the idea of sponsoring a
workshop on Baltic life stories took shape in tobenmer of 2001. The goal was to create
a forum in which life story texts could be critigahnalyzed through close reading, and
brought into the purview of theoretical perspeditt®m the fields of history, literary
studies, psychology, and anthropology. Such a fomamld ask participants, in addition
to conducting a formal presentation, to read a setection of theoretical material and
life story texts in advance, which would form a eoon ground for panel discussions.

Participants in the day-long symposium on 9 Ndvenincluded two scholars
from Estonia, Dr .Peeter Tulviste, Professor ofdAsjogy and former Rector of Tartu
University, whose research specialization is caltpsychology, and Rutt Hinrikus,
senior researcher at the Estonian Literary Museuirartu, organizer of life story writing
competitions, and compiler and editoristonian Life Histories. Dr. Jaak Rakfeldt,
Professor of Psychology at Yale University broughthe conference both his
disciplinary expertise, skillful moderation of pasieand the recent publication of
ongoing work on his parents’ narrative of escapenfEstonia in 1944. Dr. llze Matiss,
who holds a Ph.D in Psychology from OISE, presestagmpses and textual examples
from her dissertation, subtitled, “A Life Historynalysis of Latvian-Canadian Women'’s
Stories about being Latvian.” Two doctoral candédah comparative literature, Jura
Avizienis (The University of Washington at Seattle)d Violeta Davoliute (University
of Toronto), both of whose dissertations intersdth the problematics of life stories,
history, and memory, brought two contrasting Lithiaa perspectives to narratives of
Siberian survivors. Representing Estonian StudidiseaUniversity of Toronto, Dr. Juri
Kivim&e, Professor of History and Chair of Eston&tndies presented a paper entitled
“Memory and History: A New Challenge of an Old Ques; Dr. Tiina Kirss presented a
research report on life history workshops amongifitr Estonians. Incisive
introductory and closing remarks were presenteBbyuris Dreifelds (Brock
University), President of the Association for thév&ncement of Baltic Studies (AABS).



The opening section of the workshop, presentiegtttical perspectives on life
stories from the fields of psychology (Prof. Tutelsand history (Prof. Kivimae). After
mentioning the pertinence of life stories for thedy of Alltagsgeschichte, Prof. Tulviste
focused on the “tools” that culture provides itsnmbers for constructing life plans and
for interpreting and absorbing unforeseen chang#isem. Specifically, he underscored
the importance of comparative analysis of the etqueand actual life plans of the 1944
diaspora and the Estonians who remained in the lamaheas well as their differential
uses of historical consciousness of the prewapgeri independence (1920s and 1930s)
in identity construction. Life stories are crucsalurces and sites for such comparative
analyses, allowing the incorporation of politidalmanistic, and scholarly approaches,
and permitting the illustration of ways in whiclivthg memory” supported unofficial
versions of history in the Soviet era.

Prof. Kiviméae began his presentation with a réftecand overview of the
popularity of the code words “history and memony'técent scholarly literature in
history in Europe, North America, and throughow World, and resituated this
formulation as an old, even ancient one: for Cadssaiory was deemed the life of
memory (vita memoriae.) However, according to PBteke, renowned scholar of the
early modern period, both history and memory (dr&d tpurported opposition) have
become increasingly problematic terms. Historyiwgthas needed to take into account
not only how knowledge of the past is acquired aaldlated, but how it is transmitted,
preserved, and altered. Marking some positioneer20th century debate between
memory and history within the discipline of histpBrof. Kivimae focused on the
extensive interdisciplinary cross-pollination thadergirded the emergence of the
French Annales School; the “biographical turn,” dimel revival of narrative history
writing; and medievalist Jacques Le Goff's discassaf the coexistence of human and
artificial memory. Lively, even contentious poimtsdiscussion include the concept of
“collective memory” formulated by Maurice Halbwaclasd new questions about the
role of memory in the writing of the history of thivlocaust. Referring directly to the
topic of 20th century Baltic history, Prof. Kivim@eoposed that the treatment of
politically fraught issues around national identtnstruction in which “public history”
is opposed to “personal memory” might benefit framinformed, intensive, and
systematic dialogue between historians and reseietorking in the area of the
psychology of memory.

Twentieth century Baltic life stories can provisatly be sorted into three
situational or “destiny” cohorts: survivors of Sila deportation, those who remained in
the homeland in the Soviet era, and the westespdra who fled the homeland in 1944.
Through specific examples and case studies, rdsegports by Rutt Hinrikus, Tiina
Kirss, llze Matiss, and Jura Avizienis in the sestomorning session emphasized the
relationships, both close and problematic, betwibergeneration and collection of life
narratives—through published autobiographical textsing competitions, oral history
interviews, writing workshops, and evolving narvas co-written by researcher and
interviewee—and protocols of interpretation andgsia. In the first afternoon panel
discussion, “Interpreting Life Histories,” (modezdtby Dr. Tiina Kirss) Rutt Hinrikus,
Dr. Jaak Rakfeldt, Dr. llze Matiss, Jura Avizierasd Violeta Davoliute examined
translated examples from all three cohorts, as@irgstions about individual and
collective subjectivity; the representation of perally and culturally significant events,



the texture of everyday life, and traumatic rupstinventions for beginning and
ending a life narrative, and issues of nationahiiig. Copies of the sample texts were
made available for the audience, and elicited geat well-formulated questions. In the
second panel discussion, moderated by Dr. Tulvistdjcipants Dr. Kivimae, Dr. Kirss,
Rutt Hinrikus, and Violeta Davoliute returned tednetical and methodological issues,
such as evidenciary practices by which life stoaiesevaluated as sources for history-
writing (including the study of “mentalities”), thraultiplicity of histories, ways in which
potential political tyrannies of “inherited memorgan be put into perspective by their
incorporation into written, public history, and thealing and conciliatory potential for
embedding narratives of traumatic events in thgelaframework of a “whole” life story.

The workshop was well attended both by colleagtiéseaUniversity of Toronto
and members of the Toronto Baltic communities. @tganizers gratefully acknowledge
the generous support of the Estonian Studies Famgdshe Association for the
Advancement of Baltic Studies, CREES, and the Usitseof Toronto Department of
History. For the participants, the event provideedback on specific research projects,
and a fertile ground for dialogue on new initiay/hich include the anticipated
publication of the working papers of the symposiithin the next year and the
organization of sections on similar topics at thesd@ciation for the Advancement of
Baltic Studies convention in June, 2002, and otbkervant scholary conferences.
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