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ARTICLE

Learning to laugh: satire and political thought in the
Latvian ‘National Age’
Ivars Ījabs

Political Science, University of Latvia, Riga, Latvia

ABSTRACT
Satiric publications are often recognized as an important part of the political commu-
nication of the nineteenth century. Their role, however, in the national ‘awakenings’ in
central eastern Europe has been rarely addressed. This paper argues that satirical
publications provide useful material for the research of the political ideology of early
Latvian nationalism. The development of the ‘ethnic Other’ in the figure of the
Bizmanis or ‘Plaitman,’ the invention of the ‘dumb minority,’ the Malenians, as well
as the representation of imperial and provincial forces in animal fables illustrate the
development of the political thinking of the emerging national movement.

KEYWORDS Satire; nationalism; empire; Young Latvians; political thought; history

The national ‘awakenings’ of small central eastern European nations are usually
regarded as expressions of their unique national spirit. In order to express their
newly discovered identity, however, they often borrowed cultural forms and genres
from other nations – even those regarded as adversaries. The rise of satirical publica-
tions in western Europe during the nineteenth century has often been linked with
growing popular involvement in politics, and with the transforming influence of the
revolutionary events of 1789, 1830, and 1848 (Forbes 2010; Allen 1984; Townsend
1992). They also inspired many eastern European national activists to use satire
creatively for their own purposes. Today, they can serve as a valuable source for
research on the development of national ideology, especially where other sources
are scarce.

The Latvian national movement emerged in the mid-nineteenth century in the
Baltic provinces of the Russian empire, Livland (Vidzeme), and Kurland (Kurzeme).
Formally belonging to the tsarist empire, these provinces were largely ruled by the
local German nobilities, who enjoyed wide autonomy with their own legal system,
religious, cultural, and educational institutions, as well as with limited political privi-
leges vis-à-vis the imperial government. Ninety percent of the population comprised
the lower classes, Latvian (in the case of Livland – also Estonian) peasants, who,
despite the abolition of serfdom in the Baltic provinces as early as 1817 or 1819,
were dependent on Baltic Germans both economically (the land was owned almost
exclusively by the nobility) and politically (police and judiciary powers were also

CONTACT Ivars Ījabs ijabs@lanet.lv Political Science, University of Latvia, Lomonosova 1-319, Riga
1019, Latvia

JOURNAL OF BALTIC STUDIES
2019, VOL. 50, NO. 2, 163–181
https://doi.org/10.1080/01629778.2018.1479281

© 2018 Association for the Advancement of Baltic Studies

http://www.tandfonline.com
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/01629778.2018.1479281&domain=pdf


controlled by nobles). The Lutheran clergy, dominated by Germans, nevertheless
played a significant role in the development of the local peasant languages. They
not only took care of the basic education of the peasantry but also demonstrated a
considerable scholarly interest in local cultures.

The rise of satire was part and parcel of a broader attempt to create a modern
Latvian culture. Around 1860, a few self-consciously Latvian intellectuals, most of them
rural schoolteachers and university students in Dorpat (now Tartu) and St. Petersburg
universities, were excited about the advent of the so-called Great Reform era of Tsar
Alexander II. They started a campaign for the cultural and economic emancipation of
Latvians. This marked the beginning of the Latvian ‘national age’ (Kaudzīte 1924),
which lasted until the mid-1880s, when, following the assassination of the ‘Tsar
Liberator’ and the enthronement of his conservative son Alexander III, most hopes
for liberal reforms were lost and the Latvian movement went into a defensive phase.
During this relatively short period, the national activists (the so-called Young Latvians,
Plakans 2008, 129–30) laid the foundations for the development of the Latvian nation,
which, at least theoretically, could equal other European nations. They not only sought
to establish an autonomous culture, independent of Baltic German tutelage but also
founded public institutions and a national movement, which aimed to mobilize all
Latvians for the national cause. In 1855, there was only one weekly newspaper in the
Latvian language, edited by Baltic German pastors; by the early 1880s, there were
eight newspapers (including one daily), most of them edited by ethnic Latvians.
Following the establishment of the Riga Latvian Society (RLB) in 1868, the 1870s
saw an exponential growth in associational life in both towns and the countryside.
Notably, there was a rapid increase in cultural production during the ‘national age.’
This period experienced the swift development of modern Latvian literary language
and orthography (Bergmane and Blinkena 1986); the publishing of the first Latvian
novels (Kaudzīte and Kaudzīte 1879; Māters 1879); the birth of consciously Latvian
professional music (Vītoliņš and Krasinska 1972), theater (Kundziņš 1968), book pub-
lishing (Zanders 2006), and fine arts (Bremša, et al. 2003), as well as the first attempts
to establish an autonomous academic tradition (Stradiņš 2009).

All these cultural achievements have been extensively analyzed in earlier scholar-
ship. Less attention has been devoted to those political concepts and ideas about the
‘nation’ that guided the Young Latvian activists during the ‘national age.’ The main
reason is the limited amount of sources. Relatively few documents can be regarded as
political statements of early Latvian nationalism. Mainly due to censorship reasons,
political ideas circulated in the form of private correspondence.1 Some important
political texts remained unpublished.2 Veinbergs (1885) authored the first explicitly
political treatise, ‘Political Thoughts from Latvia,’ as late as 1885. Even then, it was
published anonymously in Leipzig. Nevertheless, the Young Latvians had opinions
about power relations in the Baltic Provinces and in the Tsarist Empire and ideas about
their future development. Important insights into these can be found in the widely
read satirical publications of the ‘national age,’ which have previously escaped scho-
larly attention. The veiled form of satirical stories, caricatures, and animal fables
allowed the Young Latvians to express their political views and visions more directly
than ‘serious’ publications. In this article, I shall explore the basic themes of these
satirical publications, mainly concerning the image of the national ‘Other,’ attitudes
toward social modernization (urbanization, secularization, capitalism), as well as the
representation of provincial and imperial politics in the Baltic context.
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In order to achieve this, I will first describe Young Latvian satirical publications.
Then, I will briefly deal with the previous historiography of the early Latvian nationalist
ideology and proceed to the satirical publications and their relevance for the topic.
Finally, I will turn to three recurring satirical topics and their evolution during the
‘national age.’ They are as follows: the figure of the reactionary Bizmanis or ‘the
Plaitman’ as the satirical ‘Other’ of the Latvian nationalists, the representation of the
imaginary backward minority, malēnieši or ‘Malenians,’ and, finally, the allegorical
depictions of imperial and provincial political forces in animal fables, which were
extremely popular among early Latvian nationalists.

Beyond Marxism and nationalism

During the ‘national age’ the Young Latvian movement experienced an ideological
transformation, when it gradually transformed itself from rather marginal student
groups in Dorpat and St. Petersburg universities (Barons 1924; Becker 1934) into a
visible and (at least partly) legitimate part of ‘high society’ in the Baltic provinces
(Wohlfart 2006). In examining the earlier historiography of the Latvian national
movement, two broad traditions stand out. The first is the primordial nationalist
perspective: the slumbering national consciousness ‘awakens’ and forges a path in a
largely hostile environment of Baltic German and Tsarist hegemony. This ethno-
centric perspective has a long history from the early twentieth century to very recent
publications (Blanks 1927; Apals 2011). The second is the Marxist perspective, which
also has a long history, from the first attempts to write the history of Latvian national
emancipation by the Social Democrats (Roziņš 1906) to post-World War II Soviet
historiography (Krastyn’, Ya., et al. 1960; Lībermanis 1957; Bleiere 2009).

Despite some exceptions (Zaķe 2008; Ijabs 2014), the dominance of ethnocentric
and class approaches has often prevented historians from concentrating more on the
intercultural context as well as exploring the self-understanding of early Latvian
nationalists in their particular historical situation. Contemporary scholarship on nation-
alism offers several perspectives, which might provide a more nuanced understanding
of this case. First, it is important to pay attention to the ‘political imagination’
(Castoriadis 1998; Porter 2002). How did the national activists see their ‘nation’ and
its relations with other groups, who belonged to it, what was their reaction to the
advent of modern society in the Baltic provinces? All these questions have largely
been disregarded by previous research. Second, the groundbreaking comparative
work of Miroslav Hroch has drawn attention to the social composition of patriotic
groups all over central eastern Europe that deeply influenced national ideology.3

When analyzing the structurally similar Estonian case, Hroch (1985, 85) states that
the ‘fundamental and probably most decisive factor which. . . stimulated the spread of
national consciousness among broad strata of the oppressed Estonian nationality was
the class antagonism between the German feudal landowners and their Estonian
subjects.’ Nevertheless, relations between ‘social,’ ‘ethnic,’ and ‘national’ elements
were more complicated. Pistohlkors (1998) shows that these large categories are not
very useful in the Baltic context because relations between Latvian peasants and
German landowners only gradually acquired an ‘ethnic’ dimension. National ideology
was closely intertwined with demands for social and economic emancipation, and
cannot be reduced to a clear-cut antagonism between Latvians and Germans.

JOURNAL OF BALTIC STUDIES 165



Finally, relations between nationalism and empire have been discussed recently in
different contexts (Miller 2008; Burbank, Von Hagen, and Remnev 2007). The Latvian
case deserves special attention. When dealing with the Young Latvians’ enthusiastic
support for the Russian Empire and Tsarism in general, several historians have inter-
preted it as a ‘purely strategic’ (Apals 1993; Lazda 1985) attitude. The Russian Empire
has supposedly been seen as an instrumental outside force, which would help
Latvians to throw off the Baltic German yoke and establish their own territorial
autonomy. This approach seems rather one-sided, because loyalty to the Empire and
work toward national development were seen not as contradictory but as mutually
reinforcing. Moreover, the Young Latvians saw the imperial ‘Great Reform Era’ of
Alexander II as a necessary precondition of their own national future. Demands for
cultural and economic rights for Latvians went hand in hand with political demands
for imperial centralization rather than separatism. Moreover, unwavering loyalty to the
Empire endowed Latvian nationalism with a certain ‘universalistic’ element, a global
mission, and significance.

The place of satire

Satirical production, mainly in the form of satirical supplements or ‘joke pages’ (joku
lapas, Witzblätter) in the Young Latvians’ newspapers, played a prominent role in the
movement’s political communication. The choice of the satiric medium was by no
means coincidental. As demonstrated by Ann Taylor Allen, the emergence of satirical
publications in nineteenth century Europe was often a sign of tense and turbulent
times, when, on one hand, ‘for the first time [the] ordinary citizen feels intensely
involved in political events,’ but on the other hand, there was ‘a lack of more direct
and effective outlets for dissenting or oppositional impulses’ (Allen 1984, 52). This
applies to most prominent satirical publications, like the British Punch or the Berlin
Prussian Kladderadatsch, the latter probably being the most significant role model for
Latvian satirists. Despite differences in political scope and intellectual sophistication,
Latvian satirical publications of the ‘national age’ belong to the same ‘European
movement that gave voice to a growing critical spirit, rooted in the ideas of the
French revolution and nineteenth-century liberalism’ (Townsend 1992, 21). Their
editors openly declared themselves a part of the European satirical tradition. By
promoting witty public discussion on social problems, by challenging traditional
authorities, early Latvian activists joined a Europe-wide current of liberal nationalism,
adapting its main tenets to their own particular context.

Satirical communication was central for the Latvian ‘national age.’ Indeed, the
supplement of the groundbreaking Young Latvian newspaper Pēterburgas Avīzes (‘The
Petersburg Newspaper,’ 1862–1865), initially called Dzirkstele (‘The Spark’) and later
renamed Zobugals (‘The Punster’), was the main reason for the newspaper’s popularity.
Although precise authorship of individual articles is often hard to establish, the main
contributors were the founding members of the Young Latvian movement: Krišjānis
Valdemārs (1825–1891), Krišjānis Barons (1831–1923), Juris Alunāns (1832–1864), and
Jēkabs Zvaigznīte (1833–1867). At the height of its popularity, Pēterburgas Avīzes
achieved a circulation of 4,000, a significant number, taking into account the limited
Latvian language readership in the Baltics. In contrast to Punch, Kladderadatsch, and its
other western European counterparts, Pēterburgas Avīzes’ primary audience was not the
emerging urban middle class.4
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Conservative Baltic Germans, who complained about the disrespectful newspaper
and its ‘degenerate jokes’ to the Tsarist administration, also saw the satirical supple-
ment as the political spearhead of the newspaper. While most representatives of the
Baltic German elite increasingly saw the Young Latvian movement as the pathological
hubris of the otherwise ‘healthy’ Latvian national spirit, the satirical discourse of
Zobugals (or Kladderadatschnachäfferei, the aping of Kladderadatsch, as they called
it) served as ultimate proof of it (Ulmann 1879, 242).

In May 1863, the imperial Minister of the Interior, Petr Valuev, gave into the demands
of the Baltic aristocracy and suspended the publishing of the newspaper for four months;
the satirical supplement was permanently banned. The closure of Zobugals surely con-
tributed to the gradual loss of Pēterburgas Avīzes’s readership, which itself closed in 1865.
Nevertheless, Dzirkstele and Zobugals set the tone for the further development of Latvian
satire. The characters and genres of these publications experienced many subsequent
reincarnations. Indeed, some, like the reactionary Bizmanis, or comically backward
malēnieši, became integral elements of Latvian popular culture.

After the closure of Pēterburgas Avīzes, satirical production in the Latvian press
was renewed only in 1871, when the main organ of the RLB, Baltijas Vēstnesis (‘The
Baltic Messenger’), decided to launch a satirical supplement. Initially, it was also
called Zobugals; but was later changed into Šis un Tas (‘This and that’) because the
censors refused to accept a title that was reminiscent of the Pēterburgas Avīzes
supplement. From this point, satirical production took place not in the context of
a rather marginal group of Latvian students in the imperial capital but among the
growing Latvian urban middle class in Riga, whose center was the RLB. Prominent
Young Latvian writers such as Auseklis (or Miķelis Krogzemis, 1850–1879), Andrejs
Pumpurs (1841–1902), Lapas Mārtiņš (1846–1909), and others contributed to the
satirical supplement. Internal divisions within the Latvian national movement began
to appear when Šis un Tas started to ridicule the more conservative Latvian news-
paper Mājas Viesis (‘Home Guest’), which also had an apolitical humoristic page, and,
especially when in 1875 in Jelgava, the prominent lawyer Juris Māters (1845–1885)
started to publish his Baltijas Zemkopis (‘The Baltic Agriculturalist’), which in its satire
was openly opposed to both the Baltic German ruling elite and the RLB.

Newspapers were not the only medium for satirical production. Between 1875 and
1878, a group of Latvian activists in St. Petersburg, led by Kažoku Dāvis (Dāvids Pelcs,
1850–1913) and Auseklis, published a series of satirical brochures called Dunduri
(‘Gadflies’), which demonstrates significant developments in the satirical discourse.
The composer and poet Kārlis Baumanis also produced satirical poems and musical
works. Moreover, the first Latvian novels included significant satirical elements. The
most prominent was the Kaudzītes brothers’ novel Mērnieku laiki (‘The Times of Land
Surveyors’); there were also other contributions of this kind such as the satirical novels
of Juris Māters. Finally, satire played a significant part in the beginnings of Latvian
theater in the early 1870s, mainly associated with Ādolfs Alunāns (1848–1912) and his
satirical plays. The genres and approaches to these works are often different and the
objects of satire are diverse. Nevertheless, political images and themes appear con-
stantly in many of them, and may provide clues to the political thinking of the Latvian
‘national age.’
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Unserious nationalism

Satire is usually regarded as ‘unserious,’ and thus not deserving of an analysis in the
context of nationalist ideology. This ideology is supposedly included in more serious
publications, like programmatic articles, party manifestos, legal, and historical treatises,
where one can observe the development of a conceptual apparatus and ideological
representation. Nevertheless, the analysis of satirical production can be productive for
several reasons. The very genre of a humorous publication involves a certain ‘carnival-
esque’ element. Vis-à-vis the serious part of newspapers, the ‘joke pages’ often cele-
brated the ‘gay relativity of prevailing truths and authorities,’ as described by Bakhtin
(1984, 11). Existing social norms are challenged, the corporeal and animal ‘nature’ of
human beings is emphasized, and the world is turned upside down, thus relativizing the
existing order. The collective nature of carnival practices is important: common laughter
is creating a certain type of community, which differs and exists separately from the
rigidly hierarchical order of official politics. From this ‘carnivalesque’ perspective, it is no
accident that the editors of the very first issue of Dzirkstele state that their principal task
is to ‘teach Latvians to laugh’ (‘Kāpēc cēlām “Dzirksteli,”’ 1). Thus, satirical communica-
tion claims to create a new community, which would be able to recognize the relative
and non-necessary nature of the existing social order. As noted by Umberto Eco in his
criticism of Bakhtin, however, this does not mean that comic communication necessarily
facilitates the goals of social emancipation and liberation. On the contrary, the trans-
gression of social norms in a carnival often reinforces them (Eco 1984). This leads us to a
broader theoretical discussion between those who regard satire as a creative, emanci-
patory force with considerable protest potential, or as a fundamentally conservative
instrument to ‘let off steam,’ to release social frustration in a harmless way. Townsend
(1992, 7) contends that such abstract conceptions of satire ‘cannot be applied ade-
quately to [a] specific historical period without understanding the concrete social reality
of that epoch.’

Satirical writing often deals with images of social groups, both with the self-image of
the authors and readers, and with images of social and ethnic ‘others.’ In most cultures,
there are traditions of ethnic jokes, where certain groups aremade the butt ofmore or less
offensive jokes. According to Christie Davies, a specific type of ethnic joke is characteristic
for modernizing societies, where ethnic jokes ‘delineate social, geographical, and moral
boundaries of a nation or ethnic group.’ (Davies 1982, 383) Here the jokes project the traits
that the dominant culture wants to remain on the periphery of their culture. It applies to
jokes about ‘stupid’ and ‘stingy’ minorities, which mark the moral boundaries of ‘reason-
able’ success in a market society. Economic failure is mainly attributed to the stupidity of a
‘backward’ minority (like Poles and Italians in the United States); a very high level of
economic success, on the contrary, is attributed to the ostensibly ‘unfair’ practices of a
particularly successful group (like Jews and Scots). Moreover, usually there is some kind of
a close affinity between the group who tells the joke and its butt whereby a significant
role is played by the language or dialect of the satirized group.

Satirical communication often consists of not only the reproduction of certain
stereotypes already circulating in society. This common, propagandistic type of satire,
called ‘simple nationalist satire’ by Knight (1989), often only serves as material for
more elaborate satirical communication. In complex nationalist satire, the satirist is
aware of the unfairness and falsity of nationalist stereotypes; moreover, in this type of
satire, the satirist projects onto other nations the qualities of his own. This allows the
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satirist to problematize the crucial relationship between the national and the univer-
sal, and to question the claims of nationhood in general.

Bizmanis: the man with a plait

In the very first issue of Dzirkstele readers were introduced to a figure, which later
became a household name in Latvian satire and evolved significantly. This was
Bizmanis, or ‘the Plaitman’ (see Figure 1). The plait was seen as a symbol of reaction
and mediaeval backwardness. As such, it was used in many German language con-
texts, for examine, in Kladderadatsch. A group of Young Latvians of Pēterburgas Avīzes
took this image and transformed it to criticize local conditions in the Baltic provinces.
Initially, Latvian satirists used the plait as an anthropomorphic synecdoche. In
Dzirkstele, the plait itself is complaining about ‘modern times,’ when nobody is show-
ing respect to this dignified remnant of the past. Initially the Dutch and British, later
the French, and other civilized nations began to ridicule the plait, to ‘pinch [it] with
quill and steel pens.’ The plait symbolizes all ridiculous attempts to fight enlight-
enment, modernity, and rationalism. In the new age, only womenfolk were allowed to
wear plaits:

With menfolk, I slipped inside their heads. What a secure place that was! I ruled over the
thoughts, words, and deeds of a man even better than before when I was attached to the back
of his head. And nobody noticed me! When somebody said that a school has to be established,
my men screamed: nonsense! It is not necessary: in the good old times there were no schools
and that was the golden era. . . When somebody said that books have to be written and given
to the people in order to make their minds enlightened, I was in trouble, in big trouble. If the
light were to come into a head, I would be found inside it and expelled. (“Bizes gaudas,”
1862, 17)

Later, in Zobugals, the anthropomorphic plait is transformed into a man with a plait, a
comic reactionary who reads the Prussian conservative Kreuzzeitung and fights all
attempts at modernization. He is against railways and steamships; he is interested only
in the past and is deeply concerned about liberal tendencies both in Russia and in Europe.

Figure 1. Bizmanis in 1863 and in 1872. Left: Engraving by Augusts Daugulis, Bizmaņa sapņi. 1863. ‘Bizmaņa
sapņi.’ Zobugals, Pēterburgas Avīzes 2, 11 January, 18. Right: Bizmaņi. Auseklis. 1872. ‘Augsta laime bizmaņiem!’
Šis un Tas, Baltijas Vēstnesis 14, 2. Images reprinted with permission of the Misiņš Library, Academic Library of
the University of Latvia.
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As the readers’ letters to the newspaper show, the figure of Bizmanis became
immensely popular as one of the most widely used figures in Latvian satire. The
development of this figure is noteworthy. Initially, Bizmanis did not have any
explicit ethnic identity. Indeed, the satirists explicitly invited ‘Latvians and
Germans, in Kurland and Livland’ to laugh at him (‘Bizes gaudas,’ 17). He was
representative of a social class: the reactionary Baltic upper class, opposing all
attempts at modernization and traditionalist. Indeed, he is deeply interested in
the ethnographic culture of Latvian peasants. The German Baltic interest in
Latvian ethnography is often lampooned in the figure of Bizmanis. According to
him, in the good old days, ‘they found some ancient rubbish, like an old overcoat,
and started to count the buttons, spending paper and ink, quarrelling, whether the
overcoat had 12 or 13 buttons’ (‘Bizes gaudas,’ 1862, 18).

At the same time, the figure of Bizmanis was intended to integrate the Young Latvian
movement into the broader context of European liberal and democratic movements of
the time. Bizmanis complains that his likeminded counterparts, the German Michel (der
deutsche Michel) and the English John Bull, are derided and harassed everywhere. There
are many parallels between these three figures. Like the German Michel of the post-
1848 era, Bizmanis is depicted as extremely sleepy and ignorant of all the developments
in the modern world (Szarota 1998, 156–212). As in the case of both his counterparts,
the satirical depiction of Bizmanis is initially Horatian and relatively harmless. Readers are
invited to laugh at him because in his opposition to social progress he is miserable, not
dangerous, or malicious. In one of the last appearances of Bizmanis in Zobugals, he is left
alone to sleep and to dream about the ‘good old times.’ His opponent, the
Newspaperman, asks: ‘Did we wake you Bizmanis? Carry on sleeping, do whatever you
want, stock up on your simple happiness of dreams – that is where your state and
power lies’ “Bizmaņa sapņi.” 1863, 19). Bizmanis is a comical figure to be left in the past
when social progress would make such reactionaries obsolete.

In 1872, when Baltijas Vēstnesis, the semi-official weekly of the RLB, started to publish
its supplement Šis un Tas, the figure of Bizmanis reappeared. It was, however, trans-
formed. In Pēterburgas Avīzes, Bizmanis was the pseudonym of an individual, an excep-
tional misfit, who tries to resist social progress in a tragicomic way. In Baltijas Vēstnesis,
Bizmanis turns into a collective noun; it is mostly used in plural (‘bizmaņi’). Moreover, in
pictorial depictions, Bizmanis has no plait anymore and wears contemporary rather than
mediaeval clothing. He no longer belongs to the past but to the present.

From a rather harmless reactionary, Bizmanis turns into an active adversary, who is
fighting all attempts at Latvian emancipation. The author who used this figure most
often is Auseklis. Here he writes about the provincial courts of the past that were
dominated by the Baltic German nobles:

Many thousands perished with their souls and bodies,
Only because the severe courts liked it,
Innocents couldn’t be saved in any way,
That was a time when a bizmanis liked to be a bizmanis! (Auseklis 1872a, 14)

In 1872, Bizmanis appears in Šis un Tas also as a symbol of counter-Enlightenment.
In another verse, Auseklis (1872b) mocks bizmaņi by wishing them ‘sleep well and rot
well, you, the favorites of Mother Slumber, this is the highest happiness to you!’ His
image increasingly turns, however, into a political adversary and an ‘ethnic Other.’ This
transformation becomes especially visible in the four satirical collections of Dunduri,
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where the figure of Bizmanis is shown mainly as an opponent of Latvian emancipation.
Indeed, the term itself becomes synonymous with ‘German’ or ‘Baltic German.’ The
first issue of Dunduri, for example, contains a versed dialogue between ‘a Latvian’ and
‘a Bizmanis,’ where they discuss their mutual relations:

Bizmanis:
Where would you earn your living,
If we wouldn’t have given our land to you?!
You would be dispersed in the ‘warm lands’ [i.e. the Russian interior]
If we would have let you have what you wanted?

Latvian:
Where would you earn your living,
If we didn’t give you our produce?
Where would you get all the delicious things,
If we would have ‘loved’ you as you deserve? (“Bizmanis un latvietis” 1875)

The satire here becomes Juvenalian, angry, and even hostile. Bizmanis appears as a
symbol of evil; he lures Latvians to himself and detaches them from their own people.
He appears as a ‘philologist,’ who opposes reformed orthography and lectures
Latvians that all opposition comes from the devil “Latviešu leksikons filologa Bizes
rokās” 1875, 58). Contrary to a Latvian, whose heart is in his own land, the heart of
Bizmanis lies to the West (i.e. in the German Reich) “Iekš kā ir latvietis ar bizmani
vienādi?” 1875, 41). In one of his compositions, Baumanis (1874) openly wishes death
to all bizmaņi, who will perish with the resurrection of the Latvian Romowa, the old
sacral site of all Balts.

Thus, the figure of Bizmanis gradually becomes a part of the nationalist historical
myth. Bizmanis is a historical enemy of the Latvian people and even to their gods.
Probably the most popular verse, where Bizmanis appears as a historical enemy again
belongs to Auseklis. It is his text in the song ‘Trimpula,’ composed by Kārlis Baumanis
around 1880. Bizmaņi appears here as the historical enemies of Latvians and their
ancient god, Pērkons (Thunder):

Did Pērkons dig the Daugava river
To let the gods and protectors of the fatherland
To drink water from thirst
When fighting fierce bizmaņi? (Auseklis 1874, 22)

The funny, satirical dimension of Bizmanis’ image is considerably weakened, his comical
sleepiness and backwardness becomes secondary. The figure of Bizmanis gradually
merges with other ‘evil’ representations of the Baltic German ruling elite in Latvian
romantic nationalist writing, like ‘the bald, pale man in dark clothes’ of Vidzemnieks
(1873, 6), or the Black Knight of Andrejs Pumpurs’ epic Lāčplēsis (Pumpurs 1988).

Auseklis died in 1878; in 1880, the satirical supplement of Baltijas Vēstnesis was closed
down. With the ascension to the throne of Alexander III and subsequent Russification,
the Latvian ‘national age’ also ended. Bizmanis later appeared sporadically in the Latvian
press as a derogative term for conservative Baltic German nobles. Rainis and Stučka
(1979), 54), when continuing the Dunduri tradition with their collection Mazie dunduri in
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1887, mention Bizmanis in a negative way. In a mock editorial letter to Bizmanis he is
told that he should not be afraid of the new ‘gadflies.’ There are new animals with much
fresher blood to bite, i.e. the new Latvian right-wing circles around the RLB.

The transformation of this satirical figure during the ‘national age’ shows the
changes of political imagination of the Young Latvians. At the beginning, in
Pēterburgas Avīzes, Bizmanis had no ethnic qualifications. He rather was a cosmopoli-
tan figure; Germans and everyone else were invited to laugh at him. His main trait was
ridiculous opposition to social progress and was seen as a harmless remnant of the
past. In the 1870s, however, the Latvian national movement had reached a certain
level of organization in the form of the RLB and other associations but was struggling
to mobilize its supporters vis-à-vis the dominant Baltic German elites. Hence, Bizmanis
increasingly turns into an ‘ethnic Other.’ His name designates a social group that is
preventing Latvians from fully fledged development. Moreover, this figure is fused into
the national romantic framework as a historical oppressor of Latvians. He is not going
to perish by himself but has to be fiercely fought. Moreover, the Bizmanis of the 1870s
is vicious and smart: he tries to attract the best Latvians to himself and in this way to
make them deplorable and miserable.

Malenians

Although jokes about ‘dumb’ or ‘stingy’ minorities, astonishingly common in most
cultures, have often been explored, role of ethnic humor in the development of
nationalist ideology has been analyzed less frequently. A possible reason lies in the
fact that the butt of ethnic jokes is usually not the main antagonist of the national
movement or the dominant oppressor. It is rather a marginal, peripheral group, which
is seen as at least partially belonging or related to the ‘main’ group telling the jokes,
like the Irish in the UK, the Swabians in Germany, or Jews in most European cultures.
The way that these groups are represented in satire can be telling about the devel-
opment of nationalist ideology.

Early Latvian satire is an interesting case. The Germans, mainly in the disguise of
bizmaņi, were increasingly seen as antagonists, not as a marginal minority. Jokes about
‘stingy’ Jews and ‘thieving’ Gypsies were familiar to the Latvian audience already
before the ‘national age’: one could occasionally find them in the pious publications
of the Lutheran clergy. The Young Latvian movement, however, starts out as openly
critical of anti-Semitism. Pēterburgas Avīzes warned against it and explained anti-
Semitic ideology as a smokescreen for the self-interested actions of gentiles against
Jews and their property “Politikas pārskats.” 1863). Anti-Semitic elements appear in the
Latvian press only in the late 1870s. Their main protagonist was Juris Māters, whose
satirical novel ‘Patriotism and love’ introduced the first openly anti-Semitic figure in
the Latvian literature: a Jew named Jankele, a ‘money-greedy person without any
human feelings’ (Māters 1936, 115). Even then, however, neither Jews, nor Gypsies
played a prominent role in the satirical publications of the ‘national age.’

Latvian satirists instead constructed their ‘own’ minority by means of cultural
transfer and adaptation. In 1860, Juris Zvaigznīte, a schoolteacher and a Young
Latvian, published a Latvian localization of Gotthard Oskar Marbach’s humorous book-
let Burghers of Schilda (Zvaigznīte [Stern] 1860), and later a similar adaptation of the
Brothers Grimm’s Seven Schwabs (Zvaigznīte [Stern] 1867). In both cases, Zvaigznīte
localized the title as ‘malēnieši,’ i.e. the inhabitants of Maliena, the north-eastern

172 I. ĪJABS



region of contemporary Latvia (literally ‘the land at the margin’ or periphery), where
people spoke a distinct dialect of Latvian. This made Maliena and its inhabitants a
suitable target for ethnic jokes about supposedly dumb and backward provincials.
Zvaigznīte’s publications were intended to provide Latvian readers with some inno-
cent entertainment without any satirical intent. Nevertheless, Zvaigznīte’s localized
stories became immensely popular and a few, like the story about Malenians bringing
lights in bags into their windowless parish house, became part of Latvian folklore
(Markus and Reipulis 2010).

In 1862, the Malenians started to appear in Dzirkstele and Zobugals, where
Zvaigznīte himself was one of the main contributors. Malenians acquired a satirical
dimension: they represented the traditionalist Latvian peasantry being confronted
with modernization and enlightenment. Like Swabians in Kladderadatsch and
Dorfbarbier, Malenians of Dzirkstele and Zobugals talked in the local dialect in order
to increase the comic effect. The very first issue of Dzirkstele published a mock letter
from Brencis, a Malenian, at the London International exhibition. His peasant simple-
mindedness and awkwardness are contrasted with the international flair of the
event, when, for example, in the ethnographic part of the exhibition, Brencis finds
his father’s Easter trousers “Malēniešu grāmata (Alūksnas dialektā, Vidzemē).” 1862,
19). Malenians are not simply a dumb, marginal minority. Their traditionalism is
contrasted with the rapidly modernizing world, whereby their backwardness and
their attempts to keep up with the more advanced urban population are repre-
sented as equally funny.

In this way, the Malenians become an image of self-reflection of the Latvians. Most
prominently, it was represented in the numerous dialogues between Brencis and
Zvingulis (or Žvingulis, see Figure 2), loosely modeled on Schulze und Müller of
Kladderadatsch. Brencis is described as a Malenian, a peasant in his sixties (“Brencis
un Zvingulis.” 1862, 59). His main traits are traditionalism, a rather skeptical interest
about all things new (like science, technology, etc.), but also a lot of common sense.
Zvingulis, on the other hand, is younger. He ‘speaks a little German and is very proud
of it,’ wears urban clothes, and demonstrates a superficial and thoughtless adherence
to modernization. These two figures, the Malenian Brencis and urban Zvingulis,
provide a framework for discussing many issues of Baltic life.

Zvingulis: Brencis, you are always relying on old traditions, hence, you do not even
notice, when something strange happens. Don’t you wonder why a
cobbler’s wife, who doesn’t speak a word of German, is accepted at
German Holy Communion and confession?

Brencis: Yes, it is hard to understand this. You can achieve much with money – but
not at God’s Holy Communion!

Zvingulis: Listen, Brencis, you know they want to introduce a single language and a
single faith in the whole world. Therefore, it is necessary to start co-opting
people one by one.

Brencis: Now I get it! (“Zvinguls.” 1863, 79–80)

At this stage, the dialogues between Brencis and Zvingulis are dealing with the
dilemma of how to become modern while at the same time retaining one’s cultural
identity. The caricatured image of Malenians provides the Latvian reader with a critical
distance from his peasant identity, showing at the same time the ambiguous perspec-
tives of modernity. The provincialism of this largely fictitious group provides a suitable
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framework for Latvians to articulate their own identity problems. These parallels are
made explicit in many satirical dialogues, for example, when Brencis and his brother-
in-law Repis are discussing the question of whether Malenians need another news-
paper “Jaunas ziņas iz malēniešiem.” 1862, 178). What is meant here, of course, is
Pēterburgas Avīzes and the discussion surrounding it.

In later years, the satirical image of Malenians gained popularity. It served a double
purpose: on one hand, it provided Latvian society with a funny image of a ‘dumb,
backward minority.’ On the other hand, it allowed for a seemingly unserious discus-
sion of Latvian society’s serious problems. In the 1870s, the image of Malenians
became increasingly politicized. The foundation of the RLB in 1868, which aimed at
representing all Latvian people, created internal tensions among different groups of
Latvian activists. In the 1870s, these tensions were expressed in prolonged strife
between the main organ of RLB, Baltijas Vēstnesis on one hand and opposition news-
papers Mājas Viesis, and from 1875, Baltijas Zemkopis, on the other hand. These
challenged the RLB’s claim to represent all Latvians and laughed at their ostensible
willingness to act as a Latvian ‘upper class.’ The figure of Malenians was widely used
here. Mājas Viesis, for example, frequently published letters from fictitious Malenian
peasants who were reporting their encounters with the representatives of Latvian
‘high society’ Viens malēnietis 1874, 172). The latter usually turn out to be self-
important and degenerate drunkards, who used patriotic rhetoric only for the sake
of their own private profit. Maliena turns into an imaginary Latvian ‘heartland,’ a
position from which to criticize the conditions in Riga, first and foremost, the RLB

Figure 2. Brencis and Zvingulis, Engraving by Augusts Daugulis, 1862. Dzirkstele, Pēterburgas Avīzes 6, 20
August, 58. Images reprinted with permission of the Misiņš Library, Academic Library of the University of
Latvia.
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and its newspapers. Thus, Malenians become a political image, used in the internal
struggles of Latvia’s emerging civil society.

A further step is taken in 1879, when Baltijas Vēstnesis uses theMalenians to satirize the
polemic about the reform of local institutions in Livland. Initially Latvian activists put their
hopes on the willingness of the Baltic German Ritterschaften to broaden suffrage for
provincial parliaments (Landtäge), which would also include the urban middle class and
peasant representatives. In the years 1878–1880, there were several widely published
attempts by liberal-minded Baltic German nobles to reform the provincial constitution (all
eventually failed) (Wittram 1931; Ijabs 2016). In 1879, the satirical supplement of Baltijas
Vēstnesis published a series of articles about the ‘Malenian parliament.’ Satirizing the
debates around the reform, the image of Malenians is used as a unifying term for all
inhabitants of the Baltic provinces including the Baltic Germans.

Articles about the Malenian parliament are an example of ‘carnivalesque,’ ‘upside-
down’ satire. Young Latvian satirists made fun of many serious issues in Baltic local
politics. The very first issue included the ‘The Constitution of Maliena,’ which was
supposed to regulate further proceedings of the parliament. One of its clauses states
that ‘in order for Young Malenians not to be elected’ a special electoral system has to
be introduced. All electors must come into a Malenian guesthouse and swear at each
other, those who stay and do not run away are elected. Among the questions to be
discussed by the Malenian parliament was ‘How to make all Latvians into Gypsies as
soon as possible?’ and ‘Do Malenians need higher schools and if so, should they be
two fathoms high or higher?’ “Malienas parlaments.” 1879).

Subsequent issues of Šis un Tas included the ‘minutes’ of the Malenian parliament.
In one of its sessions, the parliament discusses the role of the Latvian language in
education:

First Malenian: Children must be taught Latvian while they are small because
when they grow up they are ashamed to speak it.

Second Malenian: Children must be taught the Latvian language because then they
can become clerks at the Galiene [a fictitious place] Court of
Justice.

Third Malenian: I am against it. The Latvian language must not be taught at all. If
a person doesn’t speak Latvian, he cannot be called bauris [dero-
gative term for a Latvian peasant from the German word Bauer].
This is what I think.
. . .

Fourth Malenian: The education of children is closely linked to the question, how
Latvians can be turned into Gypsies as soon as possible. I propose
the Gypsy language be introduced in all schools.

First Malenian: It wouldn’t help. Latvians can be turned into Gypsies only if they
are expelled from their homes. Then they will be living in bushes
and turn into Gypsies by themselves.

Second Malenian: Latvians cannot be expelled from their homes because there are
not enough bushes. You have to plant bushes first.

Third Malenian: I haven’t heard that a Gypsy could be called a bauris. I agree that
the Gypsy language has to be introduced in schools. Better a
Gypsy than a bauris. This is what I think.
The parliament decides to introduce the Gypsy language in
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schools and to grow bushes in all meadows. (“Malienas parla-
ments.” 1880)

The Malenian parliament also discusses international politics, for example, China,
with conservative Malenians fiercely defending the rights of well-born (and plait-
wearing) ‘Mandarins’ there. In this way, ‘Maliena’ and ‘Malenians’ became a framework
for harsh political debate. The satirical backwardness and ‘provincialism’ of Malenians
provides a metaphorical framework to deal with the place of the Baltic provinces in
Tsarist Russia and Europe generally.

Animal fables

A valuable source of information about how Young Latvians saw social relations in the
Baltic provinces are animal fables, which were very popular in satirical publications.
Young Latvian satirists liked the fables of Ivan Krylov and published their translations
(Krilovs 1876; Krilovs 1878). There were also many attempts to describe Baltic social
relations in fable form. In most cases, these dealt with the liberation of a group of
animals from oppression, facilitated by a benevolent and strong outside force. What is
meant, of course, is the liberation of Latvians from Baltic German oppression with the
help of the Tsarist government. Nevertheless, there are significant variations in the
fables concerning both the choice of animals symbolizing different social actors and
the storylines.

The most popular image of the Baltic German elite is the wolf. In Young Latvian
satire, it appears very early, when Juris Alunāns published the story ‘What wolves tell
each other’ in Zobugals. Here, the main effect is achieved by contrasting the violent,
bloodthirsty nature of the Baltic German and their benevolent, caring and, compas-
sionate rhetoric: ‘Wolves, confirm my words: how often did we gather at a corpse of
some innocent person. . . to shed scalding tears! How we trembled in fear, when we
saw a small child lost in the woods, knowing all the dangerous things that could
happen to him!’ (Alunāns 1862, 220). The satirized object is the benevolent and
humane self-image of the Baltic German elite, which goes hand in hand with defend-
ing privileges for themselves and with the exploitation of Latvian peasantry.

In the satire of the 1870s, animal fables acquired more sophisticated storylines and
the animal figures start to change too. For example, in 1872, Šis un Tas published a
fable in the verse ‘The lapdog, the tomcat, and crickets,’ which deals with relations
among different Baltic groups more explicitly. Crickets are living ‘behind the stove’
(aizkrāsne, also a symbol of closure and backwardness). A small, evil lapdog guards
them and does not let them out. One day however, the homeowner puts a bunch of
wooden splinters on the stove. Using them as a bridge, the crickets could leave their
place behind the stove. Moreover, they get to know that other insects, such as beetles
and grasshoppers, are already outside, freely dancing in the grass. The lapdog, how-
ever, invites his friend the tomcat to guard the crickets. They jointly try to persuade
the crickets not to leave their place:

We want to work for you,
To take care of you like fathers,
You only have to obey us.
It is inappropriate for you to jump and spring,
As well as to shout so loudly,
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It will never do you any good. “Mazs sunīts, runcis un circeņi (Piedaugaviešu pasaka).” 1872)

The benevolent homeowner (i.e. the Russian government) liberates the crickets
(Latvians) and allows them to join all free insects (other nations) in the sun. The small,
evil lapdog (the Baltic German elite) with his tomcat friend (the Lutheran clergy),
however, persuades them to remain in their subordinate position. The lapdog acts
mainly by guile, not by force. Hence, the crickets themselves, their naiveté, and
passivity are responsible for giving in to the persuaders.

The Tsarist government initially does not play an active role in Young Latvian animal
fables. Like the ‘benevolent homeowner,’ it rather provides a progressive, liberal context
for mutual controversies between the oppressed (Latvians) and oppressors (the Baltic
Germans). The situation changes gradually, however, when the strong and just imperial
government starts to play an active role in the fictional settings. A fable of 1873, which
tells the story of a fox, tries to clarify these relations for the Latvian audience (Kāds
Vidzemnieks 1873). The lion is the king; foxes and wolves are his assistants. Due to a lack
of other candidates, a poor and selfish fox was made the guardian of the peace. The fox,
however, took care of the interests of the wolves, while the domestic animals were
enslaved and subjected to severe repressions. When the poor domestic animals com-
plained to the lion, the fox denounced them for planning a riot. Finally, the truth came
out; the lion beat the fox’s teeth out and made all animals, domestic and wild, equal. It
was difficult for wolves and other wild animals to accept the new order and ‘they went
to the animals of other countries complaining that the lion has offended their faith’ (a
reference to Baltic German complaints about the Tsarist government oppressing the
Lutheran church). Finally, the fox died peacefully, and ‘let us say, too: let him rest in
peace.’

This fable illustrates the expectations that were quite common among Young
Latvians. Namely, the reactionary Baltic German elite is doomed to die peacefully
and by itself, due to the liberal conditions created by the Tsarist reforms. This
optimism, however, seems to fade away, when in 1877, in Dunduri, a similar fable is
published. The lion is a just and supreme ruler, who protects the innocent domestic
animals from wolves and other wild beasts. The author expresses skepticism, however,
about the effectiveness of such interventions:

If wolves are doing wrong,
Anyone can go to the Lion,
But, as the saying goes,
God’s house is located on high,
And to get to the Lion’s feet
One needs a lot of skill. (Zvēru-laiki 1877, 15)

Reliance on the supreme authority of the Tsarist government is an invariable
element in most animal fables of the 1870s. The way relations between the Tsarist
government and subordinate groups are represented, differs depending on the poli-
tical context. In 1878, for example, the newspaper Baltijas Zemkopis tells a fable about
an eagle, ‘a big, strong, and just bird,’ who proclaims the equality of all birds (Baltijas
Zemkopis, January 28, 1878). Those who used to be masters, however, oppose the
group of birds who used to be servants. By screaming, swearing, and laughing, the
latter group succeeds in confusing the former servant birds and divides them. Finally,
they are able to regain unity in unwavering loyalty to the eagle’s words proclaiming
the equality of all birds: ‘We expect to achieve this in a spirit of unity!’
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Conclusion

In December 1878, Dr. August Bielenstein (1826–1907), a Baltic German pastor and
prominent scholar of the Latvian language and ethnography, held a speech at the
annual meeting of the scholarly Latvian Literary Society. His topic was satire in Latvian
folk poetry and the contemporary Young Latvian press. Bielenstein praised the ‘natural’
healthiness and benevolence of the former and complained about the degenerate and
disrespectful approach of the latter. On Zobugals, the satirical supplement of Baltijas
Zemkopis, he had this to say:

. . .it is a significant symptom of our times – not that such a leaflet is written but that it is
published and read by many subscribers without the newspaper being forced to change its
tone and to preserve some of its good material from being discredited by such a supplement.
(Bielenstein 1879, 121).

What Bielenstein finds noteworthy is the general acceptance of political satire by the
broad Latvian readership. In this sense the Young Latvian satirists did indeed succeed
in ‘teaching Latvians to laugh.’ At the same time, they marked the main topics of the
ideology of the Latvian ‘national age.’ The initial excitement about the advent of social
modernization in the framework of the Russian ‘Great reforms’ implied the harmo-
nious common work of all Baltic ethnic and social groups. In the 1870s, this enthu-
siasm turned into a more entrenched and hostile attitude toward the Baltic German
ruling elite, now viewed mainly through the prism of ethnicity, historical antagonism,
and nationalist mythology. The satirical discourse also helped national activists to
reflect on their own relative backwardness and provincialism. The initial willingness of
Latvian satirists to have their own backward minority to laugh at later transforms itself
into a way to talk about problems caused by social modernization to Latvians
themselves, even to all inhabitants of the Baltic provinces. Finally, the imperial context
plays an increasingly visible and at the same time ambiguous role. The imperial ‘Lion’
is seen as a sine qua non for the emancipation and liberation of Latvians from their
historical oppressors. The hopes for the direct involvement of the imperial govern-
ment are, however, often substituted by an increasingly felt need for Latvians to
organize themselves in order to fulfill the great emancipatory promise of the bene-
volent Tsar. Here again, the satirical discourse serves not only to ridicule certain social
groups and their behavior but principally, to reflect upon the perspectives of the
emerging nation.

Notes

1. For example, Juris Alunāns’ letter to the leaseholder Rušmanis, which outlines the political
platform of the Young Latvians and was preserved in the archives of the Tsarist authorities
(Alunāns 1937).

2. For example, Atis Kronvalds’ conceptual treatise ‘The Love of Fatherland’ was already written in
1871, but published only in 1885 (Kronvalds 1936).

3. Although Hroch himself does not analyze the Latvians, his approach has already been used for
this purpose (Raun and Plakans 1990; Wohlfart 2006; Zelče 2009).

4. According to the subscription statistics, in 1864 the largest groups of subscribers were (mostly
rural) schoolteachers (17.68%), landowning peasants (11.08%), leaseholders (9.76%), and Lutheran
clergymen (8.97%) (Zelče 2009, 431).
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