
This book focuses on the sound recordings of ethnic Estonian 
informants, prepared between 1916 and 1918 in five German pris-
oner-of-war camps. Before 1918, Estonia was part of the Russian 
empire, and during World War I ethnic Estonian conscripts fought 
in the Russian army. The duration of available audio material is 
about one hour and it is presented on the CD accompanying the 
book. The original audio material is preserved in two archives: 
wax rolls at the Ethnologisches Museum in Berlin-Dahlem 
(Phonogramm-Archiv) and shellac discs at the Humboldt-
Universität zu Berlin (Lautarchiv). This volume consists of nine 
chapters written by authors working in diverse fields such as archi-
val or folklore studies, history, linguistics, and musicology. 
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0. Introduction

Jaan Ross

In 2006 when I was working on a textbook on the psychology of music at 
the Wissenschaftskolleg zu Berlin on a Mellon scholarship, my co-fellow at 
the institute, an Iraqi ethnomusicologist by the name of Scheherazade Has-
san, once invited me to join her for a visit to the Phonogramm-Archiv at the 
Ethnological Museum in the Dahlem district of Berlin. During that visit, 
Susanne Ziegler of the Phonogramm-Archiv drew my attention to a set of his-
torical phonograph recordings in my native language, Estonian, which nei-
ther myself nor, as far as I knew, any of my colleagues in Estonia were aware 
of. The recordings had been made in German prisoner-of-war camps dur-
ing World War I. I soon learned that there were two large corpora of sound 
recordings from that period in Berlin: one on wax rolls, at the Ethnologi-
cal Museum (the Phonogramm-Archiv) and the other on shellac discs (called 
the Lautarchiv), currently held at the Department of Musicology and Media 
Science of the Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin. Jürgen-Kornelius Mahrenholz 
was the person who kindly introduced me to the Estonian material in the 
Lautarchiv. In 2009, an opportunity presented itself to spend a month in 
Berlin on a DAAD scholarship in order to continue work with the Estonian 
sound recordings in the two archives. It was during that month that the idea 
of putting together the present volume started to develop.

Before 1918, Estonia was part of the Russian empire, and during World 
War I ethnic Estonian conscripts fought in the Russian army alongside with 
representatives of other national minorities inhabiting Russian territories. In 
1914 a campaign was initiated in Germany by Wilhelm Doegen to record 
speech and music from prisoners of war and in this way to create a sound 
archive containing examples of the world’s different languages and music cul-
tures. His activities led to the establishment of the Royal Prussian Phono-
graphic Commission on 27 October 1915. Carl Stumpf, psychologist, acous-
tician and founder of the Phonogramm-Archiv, was appointed as chairman of 
the commission. In total, the commission included thirty academics working 
in the fields of philology, anthropology and musicology. Between 1915 and 
1918 they recorded samples in 250 languages and dialects on 1650 shellac 
records and 1022 wax cylinders. In 1918 the collection was divided accord-
ing to the recording medium.
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This book is focused on the sound recordings of ethnic Estonian inform-
ants prepared between 1916 and 1918 in the German prisoner-of-war camps. 
The recordings were made in five camps located in Giessen, Mannheim, 
Niederzwehren, Puchheim and Wittenberg (see Figure 0.1). The total num-
ber of individuals recorded was 22. Their list is presented in Appendix I. Not 
all of the recordings were available to us – some appear to have been lost. The 
oldest informant recorded was born presumably in 1875 and the youngest in 
1895, such that at the time of recording the informants were aged approxi-
mately 20 to 45. An overview of the recorded material is presented in Appen-
dix II. The duration of recordings stored on a phonograph roll is between 
1.5 and 2 minutes, and the duration of those on a gramophone disc nor-
mally between 2 and 4 minutes. The total duration of available audio mate-
rial is about one hour and it is presented on the CD accompanying this book 
(43 tracks in total). The disc should contain all holdings preserved in the 
two Berlin archives of Estonian audio material collected by the Germans in 
World War I prisoner-of-war camps, except for the phonograph record Phon. 
Komm. 875a of the Phonogramm-Archiv, which was unavailable in digital 
form at the time of collection of material for the book and therefore was not 
included.

The recorded material includes readings of excerpts of narrative text or 
word lists, as well as songs, recitals, and number-counting. No Estonian 
instrumental music is known to have been recorded during the sessions. All 
material is presented in Estonian, except for record PK 488 of the Lautarchiv 
where a native Estonian informant whose knowledge of Russian is limited 
attempts a reading of an unfamiliar text (Luke 15:11–17) in that language. 
The word-lists informants were asked to read were apparently compiled by 
the linguist Hermann Jacobsohn, who was appointed by the commission to 
work with ethnic Estonian prisoners. The lists comprise pairs or successions 
of lexical items contrastive in their quantity or palatalisation. 

This volume consists of nine chapters, each written by a different author. 
The first chapter The Lautarchiv of the Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin, by 
Jürgen-Kornelius Mahrenholz focuses on the Berlin archives of acoustic 
material that contain historical collections which are unique in the world: 
the Lautarchiv and the Berliner Phonogramm-Archiv. While the recordings in 
the Lautarchiv have been made on shellac discs, the recording medium of the 
Phonogramm-Archiv until the 1950s was the wax cylinder. The Lautarchiv, 
with recordings dating back to 1909, was established in 1920. Today it is 
part of the Department of Musicology and Media Science at the Humboldt-
Universität zu Berlin. The Phonogramm-Archiv was founded by the psycholo-
gist Carl Stumpf at the Friedrich-Wilhelms-Universität with audio recordings 
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that he had been making starting 1900 on Edison wax cylinders. In 1934, 
the Phonogramm-Archiv became part of the Museum für Völkerkunde (now 
Ethnologisches Museum), where it is still located today. The chapter continues 
with a detailed discussion of the history of the Lautarchiv of the Humboldt-
Universität zu Berlin, and describes the production of audio recordings in 
German prisoner-of-war camps in 1915–1918.

Reinhard Nachtigal in the second chapter, Troops of Estonian origin among 
Russian prisoners of war in Germany in 1914–1918, concludes that the inter-
est of the German and Austro-Hungarian prison camp authorities in indi-
vidual ethnic groups among the POWs was differentiated. Certain categories 
of prisoners (such as Muslims, Ukrainians, Georgians) received considerable 
attention and numerous privileges because the Germans wished to employ 
them towards their military ends. Yet, in addition to this political interest 
there was also an anthropological and ethnographic research interest which 
was present independently of the political aims, and which extended to cap-
tured troops of various origins, among them also to Finno-Ugrians, Latvians 

Figure 0.1. Location of five prisoner-of-war camps where ethnic Estonian informants 
were recorded in 1916–1918: Wittenberg, Niederzwehren, Giessen, Mannheim and 
Puchheim (from north to south).
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and Caucasians. German and Austrian anthropologists, ethnographers, music 
researchers and linguists regarded the presence in their respective countries of 
POWs representing various ethnic groups as a research opportunity. Unlike 
the work of Austrian researchers, the results of the research carried out by 
the Germans never arrived beyond the point of data collection. Today these 
results are regarded as valuable data which, as the author of this chapter 
thinks, have received added value thanks to the work of Estonian researchers 
in the present volume. 

The third chapter, On Estonian recordings made in German prisoner-of-war 
camps during World War I, by Jaan Ross assesses the value and significance 
of the recordings of Estonian material in the Berlin archives. Although the 
first recordings in the Estonian language on shellac discs were made in 1901, 
these were predominantly of a commercial rather than scholarly nature. Sys-
tematically selected samples of Estonian folk and professional music, as well 
as of spoken Estonian, started to appear considerably later. Thanks to the 
material discovered in Berlin, researchers now have access to a historically 
valuable collection of audio material on the Estonian culture from the begin-
ning of the 20th century. One of the recordings’ greatest value for contempo-
rary researchers lies in the areas of dialect studies and experimental phonetics. 
Thus, the Berlin recordings may be the earliest audio document to highlight 
differences between Estonian dialects by reference to a standard source text. 
Likewise, the material seems to represent the first recordings of the phono-
logical effects of palatalisation and quantity in Estonian, captured in the form 
of the so-called minimal pairs (or, in the case of oppositions involving more 
than two linguistic units – minimal series). From the point of view of music 
studies, the Berlin recordings contain several instances of popular songs 
whose importance during the period in question has for a long time not been 
sufficiently appreciated, and of patriotic songs, including the anthem of the 
Republic of Estonia (in multiple renditions, one of which is performed in 
two voices). 

The fourth chapter, Prisoners of war as language informants: observations 
of two archivist/historians, by Aadu Must and Kadri Tooming deals with the 
value of the recordings of Estonian speech and music discovered in Berlin for 
archivists and historians. In many cases, the authors of the chapter, relying on 
archival material, have been able to trace earlier or later episodes from the life 
stories of the 22 Estonian prisoners-of-war whose voices were recorded dur-
ing 1916–1918. The authors regard the Estonian collection in Berlin as an 
interesting and unique find which fits into the system of sources of Estonian 
history and opens up new aspects of research that have so far eluded “insider” 
historians. They conclude that the recordings demonstrate the excitement of 
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implementing state-of-the-art methods in research and revive the situation of 
World War I prisoners-of-war as a subject of historical study. 

The fifth chapter, Acoustic features of quantity in early recordings of Esto-
nian, by Pärtel Lippus considers the temporal and tonal characteristics of the 
Estonian three-way quantity system in recordings from the Berlin archives 
and compares these to contemporary speech data. His analysis shows that 
by reference to contemporary recordings, in the Berlin material the three-
way opposition of segmental duration is more pronounced, whereas the addi-
tional pitch cues that it includes tend to be less contrastive. In the contem-
porary recordings the situation appears to be different in that both temporal 
structure and pitch contrast can be employed to establish an opposition of 
the long and overlong quantity. The syllable duration ratio introduced in 
early 1960s for describing the Estonian three-way quantity system has turned 
out to be its most stable characteristic. It is surprising to see the similarity 
in the syllable ratios derived from the Berlin data from the beginning of the 
20th century and in contemporary Estonian speech. At the same time, the 
reading style has changed: in the contemporary data, the speech rate is con-
siderably faster and the pitch lower than in the Berlin data.

The sixth chapter, Dialectal features in recordings of Estonian speech in the 
Berlin archives, by Karl Pajusalu presents the author’s views of the distribu-
tion and characteristic features of Estonian dialects in the second decade of 
the 20th century. He considers it intriguing that recordings made for the 
purposes of exemplifying Written Estonian contain a certain degree of dia-
lectal features in the case of all informants. As the informants came from 
Tartu county and had also lived in Tartu, it is possible to conclude that the 
standard North Estonian then spoken in Tartu was not entirely similar to the 
present-day Written Estonian. Of particular interest are those recordings by 
South Estonian informants where they were asked to read excerpts from the 
North Estonian version of the Bible in their home dialect. The pronunciation 
of speakers from the Võru dialect area was more dissimilar to North Esto-
nian pronunciation than that of contemporary speakers of Võru. The record-
ing of the informant from Saaremaa revealed features of the insular dialect 
which quite well correspond to the modern insular accent. Therefore, it may 
be argued that although South Estonians in Võrumaa and Setomaa have yet 
maintained their dialectal grammar and vocabulary, the insular pronuncia-
tion has been preserved better to date than South Estonian pronunciation.

The seventh chapter, Recordings of Bible texts in South Estonian: observations 
of a translation historian, by Kristiina Ross examines the Berlin recordings 
as an ad hoc sight translation of a literary text into each informant’s home 
 dialect. The author notes that the informants seem to have spent no time on 
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preparatory reading and suggests that the interviewers may have been at least 
partly mistaken in their assumption that the text was familiar to the infor-
mants – the latter appear to have missed the meaning of a number of phrases. 
In particular the excerpt from Exodus (3:10–3:17) can be said to include 
some sentences that are too abstract and too complicated for sight transla-
tion. During transcription, the recorded translation has been improved. One 
informant was probably given an opportunity to explain certain issues and 
correct certain slips in the final text of the transcript, while another one was 
allowed to record his text twice. Although the dialectal background of the 
informants is clearly revealed in the recordings, it remains doubtful whether 
the method used is suitable for collecting dialectal material. While the Bible 
may certainly be used as a source of standard texts convenient for compar-
ing different sublanguages, researchers conducting such comparisons should 
take it into account that giving informants a text in the written language and 
asking them to read it in their vernacular dialect essentially amounts to sight 
translation and as such will unavoidably generate some “translation noise”. 
The author concludes that sight translation of a written text is not the best 
way to reveal an informant’s actual vernacular usage.

The eighth chapter, Observations on tales of folkloric or literary origin appear-
ing in the Berlin recordings of Estonian speech, by Arvo Krikmann discusses five 
texts in the Berlin recordings, of which four appear in the classification of 
folk tales compiled by Aarne, and revised and expanded by Thompson and by 
Uther (ATU). The texts are provided with general background information 
in the form of type reference and type description and other eventual notes 
according to the ATU system of classification of folktales and with distribu-
tion maps generated in respect of the ATU types of tales. A further section 
of local background information is included in the chapter, in order to give 
the reader information concerning the occurrence of the tale type in Estonian 
printed texts and archival sources.

The ninth chapter, Recordings of songs by Estonian prisoners of war: repertoire 
and its representations, by Janika Oras endeavours to place recordings of Esto-
nian songs from the Berlin archives in a series of broader contexts, focusing 
on the selection made by the informants and on the extent to which existing 
collections of Estonian songs dating from the beginning of the 20th cen-
tury may be considered representative of the Estonian song tradition of the 
time. Naturally, the first questions that come to mind upon hearing the songs 
 performed by the Estonian prisoners-of-war relate to their captive condition 
and the circumstances under which the recording took place. The author 
analyses the choices of songs and the likely motives of the Estonian prisoners 
of war asked to record folk songs from their native tradition in a prison camp 
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far away from home by scholars who worked for their captors. One may 
wonder why the Estonian informants decided to perform those particular 13 
songs in the recording sessions with the German interviewers, or why the 
Germans decided to record those particular 13 songs. These questions have 
at least as many answers as there were singers. The author sketches a series of 
informed suggestions in the matter, pointing out that the information avail-
able on the performers and the circumstances of their particular recording 
situations is very limited.

I would like to thank Jürgen-Kornelius Mahrenholz of the Humboldt-Uni-
versität zu Berlin and Susanne Ziegler of the Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche 
Museen zu Berlin for drawing my attention to the presence of Estonian sound 
recordings in Berlin archives. I am also grateful to the Humboldt-Universität 
zu Berlin and the Ethnologisches Museum for their permission to reproduce 
digital versions of the original phonograms on the CD accompanying this 
book. I am further indebted to Anti Selart and Mati Laur, my former col-
leagues from the University of Tartu, for their help in discussing the concept 
of the book and its publication strategy, as well as to Karsten Brüggemann of 
Tallinn University for enlisting the help of an important additional contribu-
tor and for assisting me in publication negotiations with the Böhlau Verlag. 
It is a pleasure to recall the stimulating discussions that I had with Katharina 
Biegger and Reinhart Meyer-Kalkus of the Wissenschaftskolleg zu Berlin, who 
encouraged me to start work on the book. Christian Kaden kindly agreed to 
receive me as a DAAD scholar at the Department of Musicology and Media 
Science of the Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin in 2009. As Mellon scholar 
in 2006 I enjoyed the warm hospitality of the Wissenschaftskolleg zu Berlin, 
who were also kind enough to arrange my accommodation in Berlin in 2009. 
Assistance from Matthias Thumser of the Baltische Historische Kommission 
during preparation of the manuscript for publication is greatly appreciated. 
Finally, I would once more like to express my sincere gratitude to all col-
leagues who agreed to contribute to this volume for their time and willing-
ness to share their expert knowledge in diverse fields such as archival studies, 
folkloristics, history, linguistics, and musicology. This has made preparation 
of the book a truly interdisciplinary and exciting endeavour. Its publication 
has been supported by targeted financing project SF0150004s07 of the Esto-
nian Ministry of Education and Research, and by the Cultural Endowment 
of Estonia. 
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