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The Editor

Elle-Mari Talivee, PhD, is a scholar, critic and essayist. She divides her time between her roles as a literary adviser at the Estonian Literature Centre and as a researcher at the Museum of the Under and Tuglas Literature Centre of the Estonian Academy of Sciences in Tallinn.



She has edited two books for Dedalus: Baltic Belles (The Dedalus Book of Estonian Women’s Literature) and Take Six: Six Estonian Women Writers.




The Translator

Slade Carter was born in Australia but has long made his home in London. He studied at the University of Melbourne, Imperial College London, and the University of Tartu.



His first novel, a children’s fantasy adventure, The Helios Book, was published in 2024. He translates from Estonian, and his translations include short stories, book chapters, author profiles, and Ene Sepp’s young adult novel Sorry, say that again?! (Vabandust, aga mis asja?!)



He lives in London with his wife and two children.




Foreword:
The compelling voices of Estonian women writers


Spring arrives in Estonia in March, which is also the month for literary awards. The most important Estonian short story prize, the Tuglas Short Story Award, is presented annually on 2nd March to the two best writers of the previous year. Friedebert Tuglas (1886–1971) was a classic Estonian author, who in addition to writing unparalleled short forms, promulgated a structure for the short story in Estonian literature—each genuine short story must have a compact plot, few characters, one central theme, and a twist at the end: perhaps the short story is a sonnet in prose. Tuglas established the prize in his will. The 2nd March was the birthday of the literary master, and so he gave a kind of birthday present to the short story virtuosos of the future.

In Estonia, snow is often still on the ground in March, but the fragrance of spring is in the air—thaw!—and a short story that is sensitive and structured on the one hand, and on the other, a very experimental literary genre seems just right in the early spring of Northern countries. The short story is a genre that can be as unpredictable as spring weather by the Baltic Sea.

All the women authors selected for this collection possess the Tuglas Short Story Award in their prize cabinet, although the winning story is not necessarily represented in this selection. Diving into the overall statistics of the winners brings us directly to Virginia Woolf’s challenge. Woolf found in her essay ‘A Room of One’s Own’ that “A woman must have money and a room of her own if she is to write fiction.”

As of 2025, the Tuglas prize has been awarded fifty-five times, thirty-four of which have been bestowed on men, even though the Estonian women’s short story has been considered strong throughout the award’s existence. An exception to the early decades of the prize occurred in 1983, when the prize was awarded to Aino Pervik and Asta Põldmäe. The second decade of this century signifies a marked change: more often than not, one of the laureates is a man, the other a woman. However, in 2024 and 2025, the award was only given to women writers.

There are more women writing today, including short story genre enthusiasts—which is reflected in the annual Estonian short story collections—which must mean that women finally have more time and opportunity to write. Perhaps at last they have room(s) in which to write. The Estonian short story is currently crowned by the sensitive and special pen of women, where women’s experience is often voiced. The list of laureates over the years also indicates that the next move after the short story is often a longer work of prose, in which the increasingly powerful, very appealing voice of women writers is also manifest in Estonia. All the authors in this collection have written at least one novel, except the youngest, Aliis Aalmann, who has excelled with her first short stories. All of the selected authors have tried their hand in several genres, such as writing for children, poetry, translating or finding expression in fields other than fiction—for example, art.

The collection opens with Aino Pervik’s short story, ‘The Moment of Ornamentation’. This is a tale of a mother of three children trying to imagine, with longing and worry, what might happen to her dear family members while they are away in a foreign land. She is a textile artist and her husband has travelled to Siberia for an expedition to the Khanty indigenous people, taking along their barely adult student daughter. The artist sets up camp on an islet in order to draw, and her partly irrational concern for her family’s wellbeing culminates in a preternatural ending. However, in Pervik’s short story ‘Anna’, visions unfold in an exhausted, fevered night, a representation of the supernatural qualities often attributed to women, including knowledge of witchcraft, qualities that are feared and hated. Perhaps the author is also questioning the nature of suffocating love.

This collection presents an outstanding opportunity to publish a mother’s and daughter’s stories side by side. Piret Raud is the youngest of Aino Pervik’s three children (who have all written books) with her husband, the writer Eno Raud. Piret Raud is an artist who first began writing for children but has increasingly turned to the adult reader and published short stories and novels. Her short prose is very metaphorical, with unexpected twists. Both stories in this collection represent a model structure of short story denouement. ‘The Bench’ also  illustrates how Piret Raud’s artistic creation sometimes fuses the living and the inanimate, things and creatures do not have distinct boundaries, but form or blur where we least expect it. Raud’s work has sometimes been classified as magical realism. The short story ‘The Paper Bird’ with its surprising ending, conveys the daily life of an elderly woman who is looking for the means to becalm her still passionate emotional life.

Kätlin Kaldmaa is probably the most restlessly international of the authors in this book: she feels at home not only in Estonia, but also in Iceland and Greece. In her witty and sarcastic way, she blurs the borders between Estonia and the rest of the world. In ‘Shitty Story’, the protagonist is a contemporary career woman who describes a long business trip abroad that is complicated by gastrointestinal issues. The protagonist can deal with almost any problem by combining black humour with feminine practicality. The wonderfully poetic short prose piece ‘When the Boys came’, however, conveys the singular seismic turmoil when children—daughters—grow into adulthood, and the unexpected silence when the children have suddenly left home. Kaldmaa has also portrayed the complex process of growing up as a young person, especially the complicated emotions of a young girl. Together with her daughter Hanneleele Kaldmaa, the writer walked the pilgrimage of Camino de Santiago, resulting in a jointly written travel book, Kaks armastuslugu (Two Love Stories, 2017), which deals with the relationships between mothers and daughters over several generations.

The tale of the protagonist in Mudlum’s short story ‘My Aunt Ellen’ can be summed up as the life story of a famous man’s wife. The author however, has turned that point of view upside down. Aunt Ellen may have had a famous husband, but the real treasure is herself. She has a fairy-tale house and garden, and the ability to share all of this with her young relatives, teaching them to notice the wonderful minutiae of everyday life and to create fairy tales themselves. Even when Aunt Ellen’s life starts to be overshadowed by mental illness, there are moments of light that shine like pearls on her clear days. This short story is characteristic of Mudlum in conveying the relationship between surroundings and objects: the author trained as a fashion designer, she can make beautiful things, but also possesses the gift of describing everything in such a way that the reader has a sense of feeling a fabric or beautiful thing between their fingers. Another example of Mudlum’s short prose, ‘The Women’s Sauna’ exemplifies contemporary traits of the Estonian short story. Complying with a fastidious structure is not especially important, and the short prose text is a slice of someone’s thoughts or memories—the short story depicts a childhood memory of the Estonian city dweller’s sauna experience. In the communal sauna, women congregate in the hellish heat, and with the help of soap and whisks, thoroughly cleanse themselves inside and out, and share the wisdom of women with one another. The sauna has played an important role in Estonian traditional culture: it was used in marriage proposals and wedding customs, for giving birth, healing the sick and even death. Even now, it seems impossible for Estonians to cope for a long time without a sauna. They are keen to share their sauna experiences, even with those who are barely known to them, this rite of passage and ritual of purification or trial. In 2023, Estonian director Anna Hints’ film Smoke Sauna Sisterhood was released, winning the Best Documentary Award at the European Film Awards. In some senses, the film has parallels to Mudlum’s story.

Lilli Luuk’s story ‘The Boys in the Snow’ takes the reader back to Estonia in the late 1980s, during the period of Soviet occupation. The period alludes to the Chornobyl (Chernobyl) disaster in Ukraine in 1986, which included Estonians among the ‘liquidators’ tasked with dealing with the consequences of the incident. In this short story, the father of a family has just returned from there and has decided to have no further contact with his family because of the danger of radiation. The mother is left alone with their two boys, working as a veterinarian, her heart further weighed down by anxiety about her elder son, who is conscripted into the Soviet army. Young men from the Baltic States often returned from the Russian army as cripples or in a tin coffin, as a result of accidents caused by indifference, or the torture of young soldiers, or as a consequence of hazing and abuse (called dedovshchina in Russian) either murdered or committing suicide. In 1979, the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan and waged a ten-year war. Over one and a half thousand young men from tiny Estonia were sent to Afghanistan. Thirty-six of these died, while many of those who returned brought the trauma of war home with them. Lilli Luuk’s short story also reflects the fear and despair of the mothers, sisters, and brides of these soldier boys. This story is presented through a second lens, the eyes of the younger brother: the younger son of the family is left alone with his own worries and can no longer cope with the violence at school. By contrast, the short story ‘Life, like in a Film’ is not necessarily linked to a specific place or time, although it does contain references to similar events. The story centres on a family who, after a tragic accident, have developed addiction problems, where the children grow up in a similar pattern of life from which escape seems impossible. In addition to the narrative, the backbone of the short story is the filmography of that time. The narrator looks at the events of her life with bitter irony, like scenes from famous films, which may be analogous in every country.

Aliis Aalmann has made a powerful debut in Estonian literature: in the years 2021–2024, she received three prestigious poetry and prose prizes. Aliis Aalmann is a teacher in the small town of Võru in southern Estonia, and she also works as an artist. The long and poetic story ‘I still didn’t go to School then’ has twice garnered awards. In addition to the Tuglas Award, it also won the prize of the Estonian 101-year-old literary magazine Looming (‘Creation’). The story conveys the world through the eyes of a little girl. She has recently lost her brother, and in the company of adults, older children, and pets, she is seeking an explanation for her feelings, a way to understand what has happened, and a way to grieve. In Aalmann’s second story in this collection, ‘To the Moon’, a rather simple man tries with all his soul to win the heart of his female neighbour.

This collection of short stories offers a varied expedition into great Estonian short prose on the one hand, and on the other, a journey into Estonian life, customs and history. The world is seen here mostly through the eyes of a woman from North-East Europe. In the spring of 2024, Maarja Kangro, also a prize-winning author, was elected to lead the Estonian Writers’ Union. She noted in her post-election interview how important it is for women to see that their voice is heard.




The Authors


Aino Pervik (born 1932) is one of Estonia’s best-loved children’s authors. She has published over 60 children’s books, which have been translated into many languages and made into animated and live-action films. After graduating from a teaching institute, and from there the Finno-Ugric language department at the University of Tartu, Aino Pervik worked as an editor in publishing and television, and translated Hungarian literature into Estonian. A freelance writer since 1967, she became a member of the Writers’ Union in 1974. For adults, she has written two collections of short stories, four novels and poetry collections, travelogues, critiques, and memoires in the form of the wonderful Miniatuurid mälupõhjast (‘Miniatures from the Depths of Memory,’ 2020), which have also been published in Hungarian.

Friedebert Tuglas Short Story Award, 1983.



Piret Raud (born 1971) is a graduate of the Estonian Academy of Arts with a master’s degree in graphic art. In addition to illustrating children’s books, the freelance artist began to write them herself, and her children’s books have been translated into many of the world’s languages. Since 2006, Piret Raud has been a member of the Estonian Writers’ Union. Raud started writing for adults quite recently—her first novel was published in 2018. To date, she has published four novels—the last was Keedetud hirvede aeg (‘The Age of Boiled Deer,’ 2024)—and two collections of short fiction, and her short story selections have also been translated into Polish and Hungarian.

Friedebert Tuglas Short Story Award, 2022.



Kätlin Kaldmaa (born 1970) studied Estonian and English language and literature and semiotics at the University of Tartu and has worked in journalism, publishing and children’s literature. She has been the head of the Estonian PEN Club and the International Secretary of PEN International. The author, who began her writing career as a poet, is now a freelancer. Since 2008 she has been a member of the Estonian Writers’ Union. As a translator, Kaldmaa has translated fiction from English, Spanish and Finnish. Kaldmaa has regularly transferred the experimental language of poetry to prose. Kaldmaa’s first novel Islandil ei ole liblikaid (‘No Butterflies in Iceland’) was published in 2013, and there are now two short story collections, selections of which have appeared in Hungarian and Finnish.

Friedebert Tuglas Short Story Award, 2012.



Mudlum (born 1966) is a writer and literary critic. She lives in Tallinn and on the small Estonian island of Muhu. She studied Estonian literature, theatre studies and philosophy at the Estonian Institute of Humanities and graduated from the Estonian Academy of Arts. Mudlum became a writer through her association with the literary group ZA/UM, and initially wrote stories for the group’s blog. Mudlum has published collections of short stories and essays, four novels, and children’s books. She has been a member of the Estonian Writers’ Union since 2017. Two of her novels have been awarded the Estonian Cultural Endowment’s Award for Prose, and her novel Poola poisid (‘Polish Boys,’ 2019) also won the European Union Prize for Literature.

Friedebert Tuglas Short Story Award, 2017.



Lilli Luuk (born 1976) won the Tuglas Short Story Award for her literary debut/short story ‘The Hole.’ She has now won two of these awards, and her short stories have been recognised by the literary magazine Looming with its annual award. The author is an art historian by education (University of Tartu), who has worked as a teacher and lecturer. As an artist, she has performed at art exhibitions. Since 2021, Lilli Luuk has been a freelance writer. She has published a collection of short stories and two novels. Her last novel Ööema (‘Night Mother,’ 2024), has been awarded several literary awards in 2025, including the State Annual Cultural Award. A member of the Estonian Writers’ Union since 2023, when Lilli Luuk was also chosen as the Estonian Writer of the Year.

Friedebert Tuglas Short Story Award, 2018 and 2021.



Aliis Aalmann (born 1995) has not yet published a novel, but her first collection of poems, Verihaljas (‘Blood Green’ 2021), has received a debut prize in its year of publication, and her second collection of poems received acclaim. She has also performed her poems at poetry slams. Aliis Aalmann has a master’s degree from the University of Tartu and teaches Estonian, literature and history in Võru, a small town in South Estonia, where she is also active in the field of art. Her poetry is meditative and multilayered. The same contours are conveyed in the dramatic plots of her short stories, where her experiments in the genre have also won notable recognition.

Friedebert Tuglas Short Story Award, 2024.




The Moment of Ornamentation


Aino Pervik

Water splashing under the oars, Milvi could not row very quietly. It was a miracle she could manage at all. Herman shouted something to her from the shore. No doubt he gave good advice, but the burbling water and the creak of the oarlocks combined with bird shrieks to mask his words. Milvi had no appetite to hear what Herman had to say to her. She was already straining with all her might and focus to keep the boat moving more or less in a straight line. The main thing was that Herman let her carry on. Now, no matter what Herman shouted, he wouldn’t come after her in the motorboat.

The open water was filled with the sounds of the sea. The water was clear to the bottom, with dark algal rocks and light gravel visible below. It was strange to feel that heightened clarity carrying her aloft. Gradually, the bottom slipped deeper away, becoming greener and darker. An unevenly curving, jagged line trailed behind the boat. Milvi slowly calmed down, joy swelled inside her. One could still have noticed and recognised her from the shore, but they don’t come to the sea so early in the morning. And Herman won’t tell. They will know that Milvi went elsewhere, and will not think about her until it’s time to be someplace else.

There was a rolled-up tent and rucksack in the stern of the boat. The pack held things for overnighting and watercolour supplies. Milvi wanted to try the watercolours again. She could already sense some of the light opening up in every direction, on which silence hangs with the sounds of the sea. She knew what she was going to do. She has several days to act, without offending anyone with her aloof disposition, without disturbing anyone with distractions. Only with discretion. There was no need to pack several days’ worth of hearty breakfasts, lavish lunches or perfect dinners accompanied by aperitifs, cocktails and shots, for several days you are not required to follow a conversation that keeps moving along the shortest dotted line in a clear triangular schema of income, acquisition, and consumption. She is not eating anything today. She won’t eat, nor does she give any idea about why she does not eat. Today she will break the law of nature and create the world.

Milvi was ready to show her world to a willing observer, one who is ready to follow the signs that she has placed, without ripping them out and angrily relocating them. The relocations will still come out wrong, because it is hard to perceive Milvi’s world when one is anxious and angry, and anger grows when misplaced signs do not get to where the angry set their sights. Yet the blame falls on Milvi.

Milvi wove her own rugs, printed fabrics and towels, took pictures for strangers who approached her. The approaching person is invited, because without them everything remains stuffy and closed, the one who reaches out is as necessary as air. Yet a professional artist must also accept the fact that their work is viewed as compulsive. Coercion is not created by the artist, but by the artist’s bread. The one who pays is no longer the spectator, but the owner, and so art becomes compulsive for the payer. The compulsive spectator, in defiance of compulsion, tries to throw the stunted truth into the lungs of the creator, to allow the creator to breathe for that singular moment. In this way, he or she hopes to become an enforcer too. Public success can protect against the compulsive observer because success can calm the spectator. However, there are also those who cannot tolerate artistic success.

Milvi was quite successful.

Her shoulders and back were already sore from rowing. To Milvi, it seemed as if the seabed was level with the ground and was not deepening. With the tide mark visible on the surface of the water, with each heavy stroke of the oar it felt as though the boat was gliding higher and higher into the open sky.

Dense reddish reeds with spotted verdant rushes grew on the edge of the landward side of the islet of Rihka. This stretch was accessed from the seaward side by a long rocky cape that could not be seen at high tide. Rihka was Milvi and Väino’s long-established childhood island. Every summer, when aunt Salme, uncle Gunnar and Vambola visited them, they went there on two boats to feast among the junipers and rocks. The meal consisted of fried herring, boiled eggs, spring onions and bread. The drink was taken from nature, bringing special joy to the children: a tiny well was dug in the gravel, from which clear cold water could be drawn after only half an hour. During the war, there were no outings, later there was no boat. Aunt Salme and uncle Gunnar were no more. Neither were Mum and Dad. These days, trips were no longer made to Rihka, whose beach was visible from the shore, now there are journeys to more distant places. These days, excursions were by motorboat, a bottle of vodka in the bottom of the vessel.

Milvi slid her craft over the rocks by the shore. The water was shallow, the boat was hard to shift. Still, she had to be dragged over the high waterline, for anyone who knows the sea, understands that when it rises, it will take hold of a little boat and endlessly rock it back and forth. Milvi got soaked from the exertion but managed to get the boat’s upper rudder back behind the rushes. It may be that Milvi was unnecessarily cautious and wasted her efforts, but she had her heart set on the task, and she did not have to explain it to anyone.

Milvi then carried her things to the campsite among the stones and trees, took a small hiking shovel from her rucksack and immediately started digging a well. She could still remember the well site of her childhood. It was difficult to burrow into the gravel, but Milvi was not in a hurry. Eventually, the hole grew deep enough. Not quite with the same steep sides or face like those created by her father and Uncle Gunnar, but nonetheless the water began to seep into Milvi’s well.

Setting up the tent was the easiest of the jobs, Milvi had the skills for that. The tent was too spacious for her alone; previously Milvi and Sulev, together with their twin boys and little Kadri would fit snugly inside. Not any more. The twins were now all grown up, each with their own lives. Kadri had realised a long-held dream, she was a student of history. At this moment she was with Sulev on an expedition to Siberia. Every summer, Milvi was visiting her brother’s family. Her childhood home was hospitable, but now her brother was spending the summer there with his wife Maret, their children and Maret’s mother. The sauna, the kitchen, the barbecue, and the outdoor grill managed their needs completely, to fulfil their ideas of summer to the end.

Milvi unrolled the sleeping bag in the tent, took a towel and went to the sea. She tried to swim away from the lingering thoughts hanging over her, tried to focus only on observing the water, air and light. It didn’t quite work out. The attitudes and meanings of recent days were all still sharp, they had to be dissolved piece by piece, word by word, into her own understandings and thoughts before peace could be attained.

The tension between Maret’s brother and his wife was a sticky mass that drew others in. You could not be present without feeling breathless, being pulled in all possible directions. The teeth grinding of Maret’s mother was particularly intolerable, so what if they didn’t have a go at Milvi, but instead took a bite out of Liia. Unfortunately, Milvi was never immune to the hostility of strangers. She didn’t fit in with the haters. Of course, she was overly sensitive, but what could she do since she was born with fragile nerves, and even later she had not tried to calm her sensitivities at all, so what if she got hurt. At home, Milvi is endlessly amenable. It did not bother her that some called her flexible stance a kind of oppression. Milvi felt that this approach was robust and was disturbed by the strong desire of others to undermine her position and impose their own. Milvi had room in her soul to move about. Sulev couldn’t care less about trivial things either.
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