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The older Estonian folksongs belong to a genuine Baltic-Finnic tradition, common features of 

the poetic form include the use of alliteration and parallelism as well as the use of specific 

trochaic metre in eight-positional lines. The metrical structure of Estonian folksongs has to have 

coped with the extensive changes in dialectal prosody and has thus acquired clear-cut regional 

peculiarities. The metre of Estonian folksongs could be defined as a transitional form from the 

common Baltic-Finnic syllabic, quantity-based metre (so called Kalevala metre) to the (syllabic)-

accentual metre. 

During the course of times there has been two principal theories of how to describe the metre of 

Estonian folksongs. The nineteenth-century regilaul verse theory, which developed in 

conjunction with an understanding of the grammar of the Estonian language, considered the 

Estonian regilaul verse to be a syllabic-accentual trochaic metre that has been interspersed with 

dactylic verses to vivify the rhythm. No attention was paid to the quantity. In the 20th century, 

following the example of Finnish regilaul verse theory a new approach was adopted according 

to which the Estonian regilaul verse shared a common metre with Finnish folksongs. This 

approach has been biased ideologically, as it has reflected the principle of searching for the 

original form of a historical-geographical research method as well as an idealisation of 

Estonian-Finnic kinship relations characteristic of the time. In the former theory, the issue of 

quantity in the metre is downplayed, while in the latter, it is given too much emphasis. 

The idealisation of kinship relations has influenced the approach to the performance of 

folksongs as well. The performance style of Estonian folksongs can be either stressing the 

metrically strong positions or basing on natural word stresses which do not always coincide 

with metrical ones. When folk songs were starting to be published more widely during the first 

decades of the 20th century, lively debates were held over the question whether these texts 

should be performed according to the word stress or the metrical stress. 

The so called scansion question was debated long and hard. It is clear that for many folklorists, 

linguists and musicologists it was not only a question of metrics that was important, but the 

debate became a part of a much larger, ideological project. I will present the viewpoints of those 

who insisted on metric approach, stressing cultural links with Finnish people. For them, the 
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archaic nature, aesthetic sophistication and singularity of metrics prevailed. The scanning of 

Greek and Latin poetry, commonly used in schools at that time, was the model to be followed 

when reading Estonian folk songs - "songs of savages" were pushed to be equal to antique verse. 


