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Kalevipoeg and Lāčplēsis: The Ways We
Imagine Our Communities. A Sociological

Reading of Estonian and Latvian epics

SERGEI KRUKS

It is common in Latvia to reiterate the difference with the Estonian
way of social change manifest despite similar the cultural, reli-
gious, and historical background of the two neighbour nations. I
would argue that the differences are due to a distinct “imagination
of communities”. The epics are peculiar signs of the 19th century
ethnic “awakening”, attempts to blueprint the social. Since then
both epics have become the national mythomoteurs, reservoirs of
symbolic material greatly influencing the subsequent sociocultural
development. A recent Latvian school textbook affirms directly:
“[Lāčplēsis’s] name serves as a standard for all of us” (Literatūra
1996: 95). Analysis of the epics might reveal the “political un-
conscious” (Jameson 1981) and provide an interpretation of the
contemporary questions.

 The Latvian cultural hero Lāčplēsis1 and his Estonian counter-
part Kalevipoeg are almost contemporaries. Friedrich Kreutzwald’s
poem Kalevipoeg appeared in 1861, Andrejs Pumpurs published
his Lāčplēsis in 1888. Both authors intended their heroes to carry
the same ideological function — fostering of the national
consciousness. The epic Lāčplēsis turned out to be highly resonant
with the problems of the Latvian society: the plot and the main
characters were borrowed by Jānis Rainis (drama Fire and Night,
1905) and Māra Zālīte (rock-opera Lāčplēsis, 1986). It is
noteworthy that both have been written in periods of intensive
social change.
                                                     
1 Bear-Slayer.
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Representation of national identity

Society represents itself in narratives that create models for under-
standing of the world (Brooks 1984, Jameson 1981, Lyotard 1984).
Plato in his Republic mentioned the didactic role of mimesis.
Fictional heroes instruct, their achievements and failures point at
the legitimacy or undesirability of certain goals, outcomes or social
institutions. Narratives “define what has the right to be said and
done in the culture in question, and since they are themselves part
of that culture, they are legitimated by the fact that they do what
they do” (Lyotard 1984: 32). Constructivist social psychology
argues that identities are socially constructed in texts and narratives
(Gergen 1999). Psychoanalysis considers that myths and literature
express fantasies of nations (Freud 1908), satisfy the unconscious
oedipal desires of the audience (Brenner 1974). Resourse
narratives for the production of meaning provide tangible material
for ‘imagination of community’, objectify the abstract notion of
sociability and effectively transmit it to the members of the
community. Meaning of the text stretches beyond the author’s
subjectivity, because it is produced on the background of a certain
‘horizon of expectations’ — shared beliefs and conventions with
determined boundaries and parameters (Jauss 1970). I consider the
literary epics as conscious attempts to invent a tradition of self-
identification in the framework of the emerging ‘nations’ in the
19th century. The value of a literary work is defined by the
contemporary society (Fokkema, Ibsch 1995). The epics are still in
circulation shaping contemporary discourses. Therefore an analysis
of more than a century old texts can shed some light on the modern
socio-political situation.
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Narrative structure

The epic narrative explains the meaning of the shared experiences
and exemplifies the values of the community. It is an illustration of
the inclusion of an individual into the social body. The logic of the
narrative is subordinated to this goal. At the beginning of the epic
the social equilibrium is being disrupted and the follow-up story
elucidates forces that maintain and disrupt stability (Todorov
1977). Narrative shows the maturation and development of the
hero who tests and compares his behaviour to the social norms.
Two levels are correlated as follows:
1. The social level: law, contractual social organisation.
2. The individual or inter-individual level: the existence of

individual values due to communication among human beings
(Greimas 1966).

Narrative binds up individual and social life. Tension and intrigue
arise when the hero receives a duty to fill the lack and renew the
former state of affairs (virtualisation of the hero). The hero must
acquire and prove competence (actualisation of the hero) that
enables him to accomplish the decisive test (realisation of the hero
through acquisition of the missed object). The development of the
hero is guided by four modalities:
• devoir-faire having-to-do
• vouloir-faire wanting-to-do
• pouvoir-faire being-able-to-do
• savoir-faire knowing-to-do

(Greimas 1983: 76–81).

The duty received from a Sender must become the wanting-to-do.
Comprehension and conscious acceptance of the obligation means
that the hero has internalised the value system of the external
institutions represented by the Sender and has found personal
motivation to fulfil the duty. The hero accepts the values of the
social environment.
 Two following modalities actualise the hero. Communication
skills are a prerequisite for getting help such as magic tools, ad-
vice, etc. Testing different patterns of behaviour, the hero realises
the desirability and expedience of his own actions and com-
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prehends social values. The hero is persuaded that he is not able to
fulfil the duty alone, interaction with others is needed. By
providing or rejecting help others issue a positive or negative
sanction of the hero’s behaviour, fostering his self-evaluation. The
competence acquired in the course of adventures is needed for the
accomplishment of the decisive test.

Comprehension of duty

In the Latvian epic it is not easy to define what kind of a task is
given to the hero. Only a rather controversial female personage
Spīdala formulates his duty explicitly. Once she abandoned her
gods, binding herself with a contract with witches that allowed her
access to unorthodox knowledge. She hurries Lāčplēsis up:

While you wander on the distant sea
Foreigners are burning our fatherland!
Hurry, Lāčplēsis, hurry home,
Take revenge on the foreign oppressors!
      (Pumpurs 1988: V, 325–328)

Gods avoided making unequivocal decisions. It is said that Pērkons
‘blesses’ Lāčplēsis for his lofty goals “until he will fulfil his
destiny living the life of a hero”. Staburadze as a mediator between
gods and humans is slightly more specific: “the gods fate you ... to
earn glory in your nation” (ib. II, 721). Thus the epic is about fame
and glory rather than fulfilment of a duty: “Truly you will be a
chosen one, just as was advocated earlier” (ib. II, 39); “The boy
has been fated by the gods to later become a national hero” (ib. II,
53). The narrative loses its social sense since the outcome of the
final stage — sanction — is independent of the hero’s
performance. Indeed, people perceive Lāčplēsis as a hero, despite
his failure to fulfil his duty (if it was assumed ever).
 The vague formulation of his duty frees Lāčplēsis from
responsibility. In Rainis’s play there are the following lines:
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Lāčplēsis: ‘I was sent to struggle against evil’.
Spīdola:2 ‘Oh, you’ve been sent! It’s not your
choice?’

(Rainis 1980: 190)

Lāčplēsis is unwilling to act, he addresses Laimdota: “I do not
want to depart, give me a task here” (ib. 210).

 Kalevipoeg assumes his duty when proving his strength in a
contest with his brothers. The brothers confirm Kalevipoeg’s new
social position through an explicit ritual, thus securing the
unambiguous communication of the duty. Kalevipoeg accepts his
new duties consciously and bids farewell to the unfettered life of a
youngster:

If I had only known
or sensed or seen in dreams,
envisioned in my sleep
or guessed just once
what a king’s life is like,
then would I one hundred times,
one thousand times on wings of wind,
have flown off like a bird,
like an eagle onto other crags;
I would have wandered to distant sands,
swum to other springs.
 (Kreutzwald 1982: 111–112; Song IX)

Skills and competence

I think that rather the unwelcome effects of the contemporary Lat-
vian culture are related to the national epic’s failure to modulate
positively the knowing-to-do. The hero of the epic proves only his
physical strength, not skills. The author provides him with plenty
of occasions to fight against somebody. Hit once, hit twice — such
is the gist of the qualifying stage. Certainly this is not enough for

                                                     
2 The translation from Rainis’s Uguns un nakts (‘Fire and Night’) is
mine. I keep the spelling of her name used in Rainis’s play. (S. K.)
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acquisition of new skills. Lāčplēsis sails to free his fiancée Laim-
dota when the reader knows that Koknesis has freed her already.
Therefore the fulfilment of the duty for the hero is not related to
the outcome of his travels, it is just an opportunity to show off, to
demonstrate narcissistically his physical prowess. Lāčplēsis does
not provide motivated help to others, does not learn from social
contacts, and does not prove his outstanding capacities in everyday
life. On the contrary, all helpers met during the journey provide
everything without bringing the travellers to the test: “they lacked
nothing, everyone was happy, thus no one thought to leave the
island and sail home” (Pumpurs 1988: IV, 641). On another island
travellers “spent many a pleasant day... the land’s natives one after
another hastened to provide pleasure” (ib. IV, 916–917). Stabu-
radze saves Lāčplēsis from being turned into stone, a fate which
befalls to everybody who falls into her whirlpool.

Helpers test the hero’s moral qualities. The acquisition of
magical tools and getting support depends on the hero’s skills to
communicate with others and to earn their recognition. The lan-
guage skills are an indicator of socialization. Lāčplēsis is taciturn,
he does not sing lyric songs to his beloved. His lack of communi-
cation skills and pathological narcissism lead to an even greater
evasion of social relations. He refuses help from others to liberate
Laimdota, but fails to do it alone.

Lack of intellectual capacities hinders anticipation of future
events. Having won back his native village of Lielvārde, the
national military hero “organized a feast for everyone... divided
booty”, “let his people go home” (ib. VI, 778; 825; 846), instead of
taking care of defence. He and his spouse “both lived for them-
selves rewarded with glorious deeds” (ib. VI, 846–847). In Rainis’s
play the breathtakingly philistine Laimdota tells her husband about
the treasures and wealth she saw in German lands. “I have
achieved everything, now I’ll live for myself,” — Lāčplēsis says
(Rainis 1980: 284). Invane Spīdola warns him: “Don’t listen to
adulation, we are not so strong yet” (ib. 295). Spīdola tries to
bridge the gap in the failed socialization of Lāčplēsis. Rainis has
reinforced her role, attaching more importance to knowledge.
Continuously she invites Lāčplēsis to mature, but Lāčplēsis accepts
a duel with a crusader, ignoring her call “You have a greater task:
to live for the people, not die!” Lāčplēsis overleaps himself and
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boldly rejects Spīdola’s advice. Kangars correctly remarks: “He
has just strength but no intellect” (ib. 203). Alas, it is the traitor
who criticises the hero. The hero is piqued. Traditionally Kangars
is interpreted as the most negative character, the embodiment of
treason. The Other is essential for the successful construction of
identity but, I have to add, the fear of criticism and unwillingness
to learn from others is a remarkable characteristic of the
contemporary society.3 In the following dialogue Laimdota seems
to be chagrined with Lāčplēsis who is immune to knowledge:

Lāčplēsis: “I do not want to depart, set me a task here
For to employ my art and force.”

Laimdota: “I have led you as much as I could,
Now you must go by yourself”.

         (Ib. 210)

Zālīte even aggravates the problem. She abolishes the question of
knowing-to-do at all by abandoning Spīdola as a character. The
hero does not reach the Burtnieki library where he was sent by his
stepfather. The trauma constructed in the perestroika rock-opera is
exclusive of that of treason. Implicitly Zālīte invites to accept
occupation, because Latvia has not and cannot have the decisive
criterion for (re)acquisition of freedom, namely physical force,
while knowledge is regarded as being of no importance.

 The Estonian hero Kalevipoeg, on the other hand, learns from
his adventures. He admits that the journey to the Edge of the Earth
was totally meaningless; nevertheless the failure allowed him to
acquire precious knowledge:

      Yet, dear brothers, no regret
       can stem from this voyage.
       knowledge must be held
      as higher than a silver treasure,
      more precious than heaps of gold!
      Thus on our errand route,
      on our delusive pasture path,

                                                     
3 Contemporary managers see education as the acquisition of simplistic,
often uniformly used knowledge, and as tickets to be punched to gain
bureaucratic positions of power (King 1996).
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      we found many truthful tidings:
      that the wide world has no end;
      that Taara, in his wisdom,
      fixed no limit anywhere,
      set no impassable barriers.
             (Kreutzwald 1982: 212; Song XVI)

Unlike his Latvian counterpart, Kalevipoeg ignores the opportunity
to show off his exeptional strength to his travel companions. On
the contrary, he learns about his imperfections and admits the
necessity of never-ceasing self-development: “On turning back
man has more wisdom/ than he had upon departing.” (Kreutzwald
1982: 212; Song XVI)

Lāčplēsis: fears freedom, shuns the blame

The Latvian epic negatively resolves the dilemma of inevitability
and freedom of choice. For Greimas the refusal of the contract is a
positive characteristic — “the affirmation of the individual’s
freedom” (Greimas 1970: 210). Free choice requires a sense of
individual responsibility. The narrative dynamic leads toward a
renewal of the contract in the framework of the previous order or to
the sketching out of new order. It is “expressed through the delays,
the detours, the suspense, and every strategy of procrastination on
the quest. This temporal distension is expressed even more be
means of the alternatives, the bifurcations, the contingent
connections, and finally by the unforeseeable outcome of the quest
as a success or a failure” (Ricoeur 1985: 48).
 Lāčplēsis fears the freedom to act since this freedom would lead
to the exhaustion of the goal. “It is not the lack of the object that
gives rise to anxiety but, on the contrary, the danger of our getting
too close to the object and thus losing the lack itself” (Žižek 1991:
8). Koknesis expresses the importance of social tests for the
shaping of personality when he appreciates Spīdala who finally is
freed from her contract with evil:

which falls to rise again —
that person will stand more firmly
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than the one, who has not yet fallen.
      (Pumpurs 1988: V, 538–40).

This is a direct allusion at the sterile life style of Lāčplēsis. He
excuses himself by the captivity predicted by the gods, and avoids
those situations where he would have to make a subjective
decision.4 In the epic warriors are not in a hurry to fulfil their duty.
When the hero’s beloved is stolen he locks himself up in his step-
father’s castle in depression. Then he spends a lot of time travelling
over the seas and visiting enchanted islands. Being averse to
further dangers at sea, the hero returns home.

 Lāčplēsis’s indifference regarding his social duty is due to a
double bind. The gods made him a hero and at the same time
predicted his subjugation to a foreign power, implying that he
would not succeed. If he goes to fulfil his duty he submits himself
to the divine wish but destroys their authority by proving their
inability to influence social events. The documents of the ancients
found in the rescued Burtnieki library admit that a human can rise
up to the same level with gods, however this would lead to the
disparagement of old gods. Pumpurs does not comment on this
thesis, recognizing man’s freedom of choice: “man’s will is free”
(ib. III, 94). Pumpurs implies that the days of pagan culture are
numbered.

 An immature cultural hero is afraid of responsibility, because,
as Žižek argues, if having freedom of choice one makes a wrong
choice he is considered an enemy (Žižek 1999). Unwilling to
challenge gods the nation keeps the traditional identity, but
deprives itself of the freedom to resist the divine prediction about
its  subjugation to a foreign power.

 Lāčplēsis does not hurry with his duty because he is the hero
by definition (in Rainis words “his fate is to become a hero”). He is
preoccupied with safeguarding his institutional position, keeping
his honour and glory unspoiled. Social activity could challenge his
skills and competence, thus throwing doubt upon his heroic image.

                                                     
4 Social psychology argues that the current Latvian managers avoid
managerial risk-taking and commitments, above all they value individual
achievements and are eager for fame, manifesting however low social
responsibility (King 1996, Ķēniņš Kings 1999).
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 In addition, Lāčplēsis suffers from manic depressive psychosis.
Periods of passivity and melancholy are followed by demonstrative
and meaningless outbursts of force that do not resonate with social
need. Depression and fixation on self-assurance by demonstrating
force impedes access to the skills essential for a decisive test. It
was not Kangar’s treason that took Lāčplēsis’s life (Kangars told
the crusaders that Lācplēsis’s strength is in the ears), but his
amour-propre, that was effectively wounded by the crusader’s
challenge of the hero manqué.

Kalevipoeg: pragmatic actor

The Estonian epic constructs a completely different concept of
individual freedom. Kalevipoeg has not been nominated the hero
but won this status himself. The epic models a socially active
individual. Kalevipoeg manifests a rather pragmatic and socially
responsible behaviour. Warned about the coming war, Kalevipoeg
builds shelters for women, children and elderly people (while
Lāčplēsis just devastates villages chasing crusaders). Kalevipoeg
acts ceaselessly:

Don’t throw today’s chores
onto tomorrow’s peg!
Each day has its own burdens,
each hour its own demands,
its pressing weight of worry,
its own needs calling.
If you want to try your luck
and see a profit in your work,
then don’t waste time —
hesitate no longer!
   (Kreutzwald 1982: 43; Song III)

The individual physical strength and determination are not suffi-
cient, Kalevipoeg seeks and counts on advice, the stance of his
brothers, foreigners and magic animals:

I’ll be sure to find some kinsmen,
acquaintances in Lapland,
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old friends from the isle
who’ll put me on the path,
direct me toward the right trail.
    (Kreutzwald 1982: 200; Song XVI)

The external help and advice are highly appreciated and repaid in
kind. Communication with helpers requires the language skills.
Kalevipoeg talks and sings, he even seeks a discursive resolution to
a conflict.

 Kalevipoeg does not avoid unexpected situations that could
expose his negative traits. He commits mistakes, but tries to
expiate his faults. Kalevipoeg seduces a girl; when drunk he kills
the blacksmith’s son who made his sword. In this way guilt and
personal responsibility enter the narrative. The internal psycho-
logical dynamics lays the foundation for individual development.
Faults and misbehaviour as concomitant with free choice are the
motor of the whole story. War and the hero’s death is the negative
sanction of his unacceptable behaviour. The Estonian epic
interprets war as a sanction against the abuse of morals rather than
as a non-motivated decision of the gods, as the Latvian epic does.

The spilling of innocent blood
passes judgement on you;
blood strives for blood’s wages,
death brings forth more death:
you cannot clear your sword
from having gashed faultless flesh.
    (Kreutzwald 1982: 115; Song IX)

Military defeat is represented as an unintended by-effect of the
aspiration for knowledge and natural human curiosity. Kalevipoeg
had exchanged the book of precious wisdom for the satisfaction of
his curiosity to find the Edge of the Earth. Kalevipoeg accepts the
freedom to make decisions and to act, and he is ready to account
for his acts.
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Success and failure of sociability

The ends of both epics express the hope that the heroes will be
resurrected. The crucial difference is that Kalevipoeg is treated just
as one among others.

But one day an age will dawn
when all spills, at both their ends,
will burst forth into flame;
and this stark fire will sever
the vice of stone from Kalevipoeg’s hand.
Then the son of Kalev will come home —
to bring his children happiness
and build Estonia’s life anew.
   (Kreutzwald 1982: 266; Song XX)

Kalevipoeg’s death is not an impasse for the people, because the
function of a ‘hero’ is just to incarnate the qualities worthy of iden-
tification with. Any man able to prove his skills and competence
can take up the position of the hero. Instead Pumpurs has ascribed
this honourable role to Lāčplēsis. He must resurrect in order to
bring freedom to the nation, because nobody is able to accomplish
such a deed:

Someday the time will come,
When only the enemy will tumble
Into the waters below,
Where he will drown in the whirlpool —
Then a new age will dawn,
When the nation will be free!
      (Pumpurs 1988: VI, 1155–1160)

The nation has but to wait passively, no alternative is envisaged in
the narrative. Rainis concludes that the nation is passive because it
“binds its destiny to one man”,5 in drama the people do nothing but

                                                     
5 This is true even in the contemporary Latvian society. Figures of
political participation and non-governmental collective activity are rather
low (cf. Tabuns and Tabune 1999, Zepa 1999).
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lament. Eighty years later, during perestroika, Zālīte invited the
people to ‘call louder’ for the one exceptional man.
 Kalevipoeg defines people as being his equal and capable social
actors. For instance he makes his frightened compatriots ashamed
by urging for action:

What are the young men doing then?
Are there no brave ones growing,
no strong men rising
to form a shield for the old ones
and grant the aged peace?
   (Kreutzwald 1982: 251; Song XIX)

Kalevipoeg fully trusts his people and perceives himself as their
partner. He does not bind the nation’s fate to his exceptional
personal strength, rather he underlines the importance of joint
action:

When the strife seems more severe,
the raging battle grows more bloody,
the killing more fierce —
then I myself will come
to stride ahead as your helper!
    (Kreutzwald 1982: 111; Song IX)

The epic provides hope for the future. The reason of the hero’s
failure might be due to the fact that he forgot about or ignored the
nation’s book of wisdom.

Where decrees were also fixed
and the law clearly laid down,
revealed to the king
and proclaimed to his people.
More precious than gold or silver,
the shackled book contained
the very liberty of old days,
freedom for Estonia’s sons —
a poor man’s finest treasure.
    (Kreutzwald 1982: 250; Song XIX)
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The future belongs to the word and not to physical strength.
Indeed, Pumpurs leads his readers to the same conclusion: it is
implied that Germans succeeded in conquering the land through
the word.

Psychoanalytic approach

The introduction to Kreutzwald’s Kalevipoeg is full of joy, it tells
about the origins of the tribe. A succession of weddings and births
create a sense of wholeness and completeness. The beginning of
Pumpurs’s Lāčplēsis is rather depressing: the gods announce a cen-
tury long slavery to the people. It shows us a fragmented world
where children are deprived of their mothers: the main female
characters Laimdota and Spīdala have only fathers. Lāčplēsis’s
origins are not clear. His mother is a bear from whom he has
inherited his bear ears endowing him with supernatural strength.
Nothing is known about his father.

 Psychoanalysis assigns the paramount role in the process of
infant identification to the Oedipus complex (Freud 1924, Lacan
1966). The complex resolves the problem of difference between
the group-family which is heterogeneous and a natural cultural
entity, and the group-association which is a homogeneous one.
This difference is never achieved completely and often it is being
doubted.

 Due to the physical proximity of the mother and the child’s
intensive contact with her, the child considers himself as the object
lacked by mother. Jacques Lacan explains the development of
identity as a transformation from “to be” to “to have”,6 regulated
by the Father’s law (Nom-du-père). The father’s function is to
demonstrate that the mother does not constitute a part of the child’s
ego. The child is forced to make a choice between le père ou pire
— father or worse (Žižek 1992: 75–76). Accepting the father’s
prohibition to be-with-mother, the child himself may identify with
the one who is supposed to have a phallus (or who is not supposed
to) rather than to be the mother’s phallus. The achieved autonomy
                                                     
6 Latvian does not distinguish between to be / to have. The latter
meaning is expressed by ‘there is’ (man ir).
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allows the child to become a subject who is not subjected to
another’s (mother’s) desire, but is able to have his own desire.

 Symbolic castration refuses the child his sense of omnipotence,
but at the same time it sets him free from submission. The way to
freedom passes through the acceptance of interdiction. The
Father’s law introduces the child to social life, while its refusal is
equal to the regression being-with-mother.

 Pumpurs in his comment about his epic has related symbolic
castration to access to culture. He has said that the bear ears of the
hero — the source of his physical strength — symbolise the half-
wild Latvian people. In order to have access to culture the hero
must have his ears cut off (Pumpurs 1889). In the epic there is no
father able to accomplish this function, this role is accorded to a
foreigner — a crusader. Nevertheless, even this is of no help to the
hero. Having lost his ears, he sinks in the Daugava river, returning
to the maternal body metaphorically.

 In Kalevipoeg the father’s function is explicitly represented.
Old Kalev provides his sons with clear instructions before his
death. Kalevipoeg visits his father’s tomb for advice. Having
exhausted their own resources, the brothers deliberately submit
themselves to their father’s law. The moral law established by his
father follows Kalevipoeg even after the father is dead:

Your dead father’s shade will lead
his son’s steps even from the grave.
The brooklets of our life,
our waves of happiness,
run guided by the gods.
   (Kreutzwald 1982: 93; Song VII)

The cause of Lāčplēsis’s depression is revealed by the sage
Vaidelots. He weans the suckling child from the she-bear.
Kalevipoeg in comparison was suckled by his mother until the age
of three: “My mother, dear woman,/ brought me into this world/ in
lethal throes, as a late lamb” (Kreutzwald 1982: 100; Song VIII)

Heroes of Pumpurs’ poem strive to the mother’s breast they
were violently deprived of: “Fate, inevitable fate, forced the new
husbands to detach themselves from their beloveds’ breasts”
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(Pumpurs 1988: VI, 486–489).7 In the narrative, missing mothers
are substituted by the natural objects — land and water. Lāčplēsis
gets several occasions to return to the mother’s womb meta-
phorically: he holes up in long narrow objects and caves, falls into
the whirlpool, he is almost taken away by waters. Finally he fulfils
his desire by uniting with the water of Daugava. The nation is
advised to believe that one day Lāčplēsis will rise to fulfil his task.
However, death is the most logical relief to his anxiety — lastly he
has found the “happiness at the beloved breast” that he was
deprived of by Vaidelots.

 For Kalevipoeg water is not a menacing dreadful element
damaging his self-control. The sea, lake and river are just barriers
to overcome to achieve his goal.

Haven’t I tried my luck,
earlier, one hundred times:
in Lake Peipsi, without fear,
in Võrts Lake without a quiver,
with no dread at Kaiu Pond;
I’ve waded through the Baltic Sea,
with a burden, without falling.
   (Kreutzwald 1982: 200; Song XVI)

In Zālīte’s text a child (the symbol of the abandoned nation) is
crying at the crossroads, he is torn away from the womb: “Latvian
land is open... blood and force is leaking away”. The child has to
make his choice — to be-with-mother or to strive for his own
identity. He chooses le pire — the worst way.
 In Pumpurs’s epic crusaders are advised to go to the Turaida
village first: “If you’ll make a wise introduction, you’ll tread on
fertile ground in which to plant your seeds” (Pumpurs 1988: III,
130). Later the epic tells about the effects of this planting. When
Turaida is taken back by Lāčplēsis he finds that “in fertile fields
barley and rye swayed in golden waves... fat cattle, cows, bulls
grazed in green pastures” (ib. VI, 561–565). There is no better
illustration of the wealth and fertility of the land in Pumpurs’s
poem.

                                                     
7 English translation after the edition by Zinātne, 1988.
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 A symbolic coitus projects the individual trauma to the social
level: “to plant seeds” is a penetration into the womb of mother-
land, an act of violence. The man is an enemy from the child’s
viewpoint (he hurts the mother), and from community’s viewpoint
(he is a foreign conqueror). From the successful resolution of the
Oedipus complex the child learns that the mother (the land)
belongs to the father (the man), who fertilizes her (cultivates the
land). The absence of the mothers in the Latvian epic manifests an
ambivalent attitude toward the mother-bear: she is both a good
mother as a feeding mother, and a bad mother as an alien/non-
human. In the epic the good qualities are transferred to the
‘mother-land’, the bad ones to the witches. The resolution of the
family triangle problem is displaced to the social level. The hero’s
mother is taken away by Vaidelots, but the hatred is directed
against the traitor Kangars and foreigners who take away the land.
Mother and land are excluded from the tangible relations, they are
idealized and imagined so that they are not subjected to real
activity.
 In the family the hero misses his freedom by refusing symbo-
lical castration. In the society he misses new knowledge and skills
and hesitates to regain the freedom. The access to knowledge is
bound to the symbolical castration: the hero must recognize that he
is not perfect and omnipotent and give up his bear ears.8 The epic
represses the problem of individual maturation by redefining the
inability to become free as violent deprivation of freedom.

                                                     
8 ‘Wild ears’ annoy Latvian culture. Bear ears are both a source of
strength and the sign of defect. Lielvārdis has given the hero a new name
without mentioning the previous one — Bear-ear. The fact that ears are
the source of strength is explained in the epic in passim. The symbolic
castration was accomplished by the iconographic tradition (book
illustrations, sculpture, theater). Lāčplēsis’s ears are disguised under hair
or are shown as an element of his hat. Zālīte has idealised him. The
strength is defined as ability to hear. Since it is not the bear’s best
characteristic, one may conclude that the hero has been given an
honourable human image with human ears
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Where are the heroes leading us?

The poet Zālīte in her widely popular address to the ‘orphan na-
tion’ (bāreņu tauta) in 1988 iterated the trauma constructed by
Pumpurs a century before:

Hello, my nation of orphans! The gene of orphanage
has been strongly programmed into our unconscious-
ness. It has been planted in our people’s minds
through the centuries of submission and subju-
gation. ... We have not had our mother for so long.
The Mother who could be our spiritual and material
foundation. The Mother with whom we could feel
secure as a people. The Mother as the space, time,
motherland, state.9

Zālīte has defined the lack as impossibility to fulfil the regressive
pre-oedipal identification of being-with-mother. It is symptomatic
that an ‘orphan’ is considered one who lacks the mother. Father
still is not admitted to the social relationship because the trauma is
defined as a result of the painful father’s function. The following
table summarizes the levels of signification from the epic narrative
to the contemporary discourse.

DISCURSIVE LEVEL LOST OBJECT PACIENT AGENT

INDIVIDUAL IN EPIC mother-bear Lāčplēsis Vaidelots = our’s

SOCIAL IN EPIC  land people Kangars = liminal
crusaders = strangers

POLITICAL TODAY state10 nation bad politicians = liminal
external pressure=strangers

10

Every time when we read the Latvian epic anew we find the hero
perishes with no hope that he would fulfil the duty. The reader is
invited to wait for the hero rather than to internalise the duty and to
start acting on his own. The Latvian society represented in the epic

                                                     
9 Zālīte’s speech on October 7, 1988, verbatim of the video recording.
10 “The stolen state” is a common expression describing the high level of
corruption.
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fails to mediate between the individual and the community. An
individual fails to join the community, however the blame is laid
upon the Other, the foreigner. The cultural trauma is constructed
on the social level as the conquest of the land. Žižek argues that a
traumatic event is first of all a phantasmal construction that fills in
the void of symbolic structure, it is a retroactive effect of given
structure (Žižek 1980). The cause of  trauma is constructed after
the event from the effects of the latter.

Culture is a possible pattern of meanings inherited from the
immediate past, a canopy for the interpretative needs of the present
(Douglas, Isherwood 1996: 42–43). Lāčplēsis has taught readers to
realize the present through the prism of failure, passivity, and self-
victimization. Kalevipoeg encourages collective action and risk
that is essential for development.
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