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MIA TAMME 1is a wvisual researcher and experimental film-
maker based in Tallinn, Estonia. She blends ethnographic
research, soctial design and autofiction to comnect with
marginal communities. Mia digs into the knowledge of
heritage passed down on the grvounds of Estonia, and scans
how folk objects and tales continue to shape individual
and social identities. '

VAIM SARV is an experimentdl wvocalist, writer,

and curator. Her collaborative practice blends free
improvisation with noise and pagan oral tradition.
Mutating his voice with live electronics and extended
vocal techniques, her animalistic, machine-like sound 1s
interwoven with lyrics and spoken word. His ritualistic
performances and curatorial projects amplify the .
disruptive, celebratory power of communal experiences.
Vaim hosts Land Services, a radio show tracing the
connection between oral traditions and experimental
musics by centering collective sonic practices from the
periphery of the world system. Her research draws upon

the wealth of conceptual weaponry developed by the Black

Radical Tradition, queer theory, and new materialism.

Folk singers Juuli Ott, Marie Paemurd, Liisu Tamp, and Mari Kilu with folklorists
Herbert Tampere and August Pulst. 1936. Image: P. Parikas. ERA, Foto 828.

In the oral tradition of regilaul, a lead singer
improvises lines of site-specific verse which
are taken up by others to produce a trance-like
quality used for a variety of purposes including
rituals, creation stories, and communication with
non-humans. Regilaul has been practiced by
Finno-Baltic peoples for at least two thousand
years. This exchange of letters between Vaim
Sarv and Mia Tamme traces and amplifies the
echo of regilaul's pagan roots in the context of
the Estonian nation-state and its complicated
colonial pasts.

Vaim is an experimental vocalist and curator
whose practice blends pagan oral tradition with
noise music and free improvisation. Mia is an
artist and filmmaker who combines ethnographic
research with autofiction to connect to stories
from the periphery. Vaim was born and raised

in North America by Estonian parents and Mia
was born in Estonia but spent most of her life

in Western Europe. They feel like outsiders in
Estonia, a position they write from with a mixture
of mischief and melancholy. Their text is a
speculative queer effort; a kind of critical play
with the boundary between past and present,
personal and political, fact and fiction.
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Dear Vaim,

I wish I had an answer to your questions. But perhaps these questions
have no answers in words nor in individuals. They hide in soft unwordly
spaces where they can only be visited with the ununified collective
voice, that is, indeed, ontologically total. There is fear. Fear of
returning to practices, oral or otherwise, that give access to our
innermost layers in which beauty and pain stretch on the same spectrum.

Today, the practice of regilaul is kept on Life support, held under a
mechanical ventilator by faded female voices dressed in floral prints,
joining every Wednesday for communal song. What they sing 1s not pagan
oral tradition but historical re-enactment. They have been taught old,
archived songs that have nothing to do with their lives. We have been
taught to preserve our “national heritage”, yet in that preservation we
have forgotten that regilaul must be improvised, that it must respond to
the needs of the more-than-human community in this moment.

Something much Larger and more shadowy lurks beneath the surface of
this strict preservation of heritage. There are some communities, few
and far between, who have maintained contact with their pagan 7roots.

We keep on returning to their peripheral lands, to the islands and the
border-xzones, to lListen to those rare wvoices.' We wish to fall under
the enchanting spell of their orally transmitted knowledge that used

to swell like storms, stretch like seasons, spread Like swamps. But no
matter what we do, those old singing girls are still afraid that we, me
and you, the outsiders, might steal their glue to the world, gentrify
their Living practice just Like the folklorists did.

That gap between us and them has become too wide. 1 don’t care to point
fingers, to fight about who regilaul belongs to or to prove that I1'm
Estonian enough to sing. We are left to our own devices. So I come to
your odd concerts in cellars, wastelands, and artist-run spaces. In
your mouth those songs are alive, and they feed on the friction: the
beauty and Lloneliness of our time. How do you feel, my dear, in those
moments when you open your mouth on stage? Do you long for us to sing
along? Is it the Estonian-ness you relate to or the worldwide practice
of joint orality? How dare you twist up those dusty archival folders
full of wverse!l?

With Love,
Mia

Folk singers Liis Alas and Reet Sutt in
the recording studio in Tallinn. 1937-1938.

Image: P. Parikas. ERA, Foto 779.




Dear Mia,

1 feel frustrated when I open my mouth and it spills out, all lopsided,
accented, wrong. Fearful eyeballs piercing my skin, supercharging buried
pockets of yearning, anger, rootlessness. Body and orifice crisscrossed
by Llines of desire and vulnerability which [ breath and expel, trying my
best to hold it all every time. Often failing, especially when 1’'m alone.

So yes. I long for so many things. Like people to sing with and learn
from who I can feel safe with despite my transgendered faggotry. Or
rather, I Llong to make a regilaul that converts that otherness into stone
and mud, bends me into hurricane wind and forest fire, frees me from the
prison house of this body so that 1 can fly through the countryside,
wreak havoc on the city, crawl through the sewers into the Pedja river to
caress the ceramics my grandmother threw there, the ones into which she
poured all her froxen trauma.’

1 want to sit on the wooden floor of an old apartment and make this song
together. Weave it out of the tangled threads of the present moment.

Make it the colour of what you’'re going through with your mom and give

it the taste of our love. Have it smell like Kim and let it hold us the
way Nadya hugs. 1°d like to cut ourselves open with this song, bleed like
the never-ending stream of Estonian microaggressions. Make it sound Llike
Sanna’s warm laughter or the screeching tram lines. Take it through the
stages of an abusive relationship, then a trusting one. Inject it with
the feeling of anxiety and doomscrolling for hours and finally crying.
Have it breathe like a baby seagull nesting in the rain.

And then 1°d like to sing this regilaul together. In a mixture of
American English, Russian’, and Estonian all slathered in slang and ad-
Libs, code-switched on the fly, rewritten in real-time to hold space

for whoever showed up, for whichever ghosts are haunting today. 1 will
sing out of need and necessity. [ promise you. Use this song to get even
closer to each other, all up inside one another, rubbing up and against
and through the other, into a communal heat, a disappearing body feast, a
dirty ritual.

And when we’re done and this song has used us up, 1°d like to bury it

in the forest. Let it die the way these songs are meant to die and be
forgotten. Let it go back to that place where it came from. Because only
then might it return.

1 long for this, I really do. Can we try?

1 HEstonians have been impacted by multiple collective traumas, the most recent of
which is the Sowviet occupation. In most cases, this trauma remains unprocessed
at an individual, community, and geopolitical level. Vaim’'s grandmother never had the
opportunity to process her time in the gulag, but used her ceramics practice as a way
to silently transmute her suffering.

2 HEstonia, which has a population of 1.3 million, is home to more than 383,000
Russian speakers who face systemic discrimination at the hands of the Estonian state
and public. Vaim would sing this regilaul partly in Russian as a gesture of solidarity
and in defiance of a culturally segregated society.

Kihnu elder Kossu Mari also known as Mari Kose,

1947.

Estonian National Museum. ERM Fk 1097:6




