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Approximately twenty-five million people in the world speak 
Uralic languages, most of them Finno-Ugric. Dispersed geographi-
cally from Western Siberia (Ostyaks and Voguls) to the shores of the 
Baltic Sea (Finns, Estonians, remnants of Livs), and from the tip of 
Scandinavia (Lapps) to the Danubian basin (Hungarians), this 
diverse group of peoples has rarely been covered by a single 
monograph. Uibopuu is to be congratulated for filling this void with 
substantial skill. The volume under review is certain to serve as a 
key reference work for some time, even though its publication in Es-
tonian will likely limit its general use. 

Uibopuu, who was born in 1913 in Vana-Antsla, Estonia, and 
earned his doctorate in Finno-Ugric languages at the University of 
Lund in 1970, served as lecturer and docent there from 1971 to 1981. 
Although he has published a number of scholarly articles and 
monographic works, Uibopuu is perhaps better known as a literary 
figure. His career as a creative writer began as early as 1936, and by 
the time the present treatise appeared, he had produced at least six 
volumes of short stories, seven novels, two children's books, and 
countless reviews and popular essays. His works have been trans-
lated thus far into Finnish, Swedish and Latvian. 

The volume in question has already been reviewed thoroughly by 
language specialists (see, for example, Mana, no. 54, 1986). The ob-
jective here is to offer insight for the general reader, the Finno-Ugric 
area specialist. Indeed, Uibopuu notes that the search for "roots" is 
an important contemporary phenomenon, but one which must in-
tellectually transcend an individual's personal quest. Ancestry must, 
in the end, be perceived and therefore pursued at the collective level. 
He believes that language serves as a useful point of departure to 
this end for the scholar because language is the key element in most 
national identities. It is further evident from the work that Uibopuu 
feels that language alone is insufficient to provide the definitive 
answer to the origins of people. 

The book is organized into three main parts, as follows. Part I 
presents an overview of general language studies and classificatory 
schemes. There is also an overview of the emergence and develop-
ment of Finno-Ugric language studies. 



Part II offers an excellent discussion of the difficulties of the search 
for a common Uralic (Finno-Ugric plus Samoyed) ancestral area, a 
topic which has attracted quite a bit of scholarly attention and 
popular fancy from the early 19th century onward, including at-
tempts to link the Uralic and Altaic language families. Uibopuu not 
only reviews these pursuits critically, but he supplements existing 
linguistically based conjectures with evidence drawn from ethnog-
raphy, and even genetic studies. The significance of this broad-based 
approach lies in the fact that while the Finno-Ugric languages are 
related to each other, these languages are spoken by peoples who 
evidence tremendous diversity as to physiology, material, spiritual 
and social culture, civilizational influences, and general history. The 
various peoples are, in summary, as widely different from each other 
as the distances in their geographical dispersion. 

Uibopuu himself appears, in the light of the multitude of evidence, 
to share the conclusion of the Finnish scholar Erkki Itkonen that 
the search for a geographically narrowly defined ancestral territory 
is an illusive task, even a misdirected one. Rather, the evidence sug-
gests that the Finno-Ugrians have been spread across the northern 
Eurasian landmass from the Baltic to Siberia for thousands of years, 
with the exception of the Hungarians, who migrated to their present 
homeland "only" a millennium ago. In any case, their dispersion 
appears as old as the period marked by the retreat of the last ice 
age. In part, their territorial base was sliced in half by the much later 
eastward and northward spread of the eastern Slavic tribes, some of 
whom subsequently came to be known as Russians. 

The third and longest part of the book devotes a separate section 
to each of the Uralic language groups from Lapp to Samoyed. Each 
of these sections contains historical, demographic, and geographic 
overviews, as well as a discussion of the language and its related 
literature. There is no other recent work from which so much sum-
mary in fo rmat ion might be g leaned on the Finno-Ugric 
nationalities. 

Although the work is clearly descriptive rather than analytic, in a 
brief conclusion Uibopuu does offer several general points. He as-
serts, first of all, that "it is time to end the description of the Finno-
Ugric peoples as if they were ethnographic elements left over from 
the previous century" (p.273). Second, "It is also time to end the 
search for the ancestry, relationships and primordial home of these 
peoples on the basis of romantic and incomplete concepts... It must 
be recognized that linguistic relationships and racial relationships 
need not be mutually inclusive" (p. 273). 



And third, "it is time to end the exaggerated emphasis of the small-
ness of these peoples... Among the 62 language groups in Europe, 
Hungarian is in 12th place [in the number of speakers], Finnish in 
20th, Mordvian in 30th, Estonian in 36th, Votyak in 39th... place. In 
comparison, it should be emphasized that Icelandic, with its 210,000 
speakers (in 1972) is in 48th place among European languages" (p. 
274). 

At the same time, Uibopuu takes note of the fact that irrespective 
of the question of size, the circumstance of the Finno-Ugrians is 
rather serious, and in some cases even somber, foremost due to the 
encroachments and pressures of the Russians over the past few cen-
turies. The point is perhaps best illustrated in the case of the 
Mordvians. Several Finno-Ugric language groups have disappeared 
completely in modern history, and several others are nearing extinc-
tion. Among the existing 19 Uralic peoples, only the Hungarians, 
Finns and Estonians have successfully developed a high culture in 
the native tongue. They are also the only ones to have preserved or 
achieved national sovereignty in modern times. 

In general, Uibopuu to his credit has made use of a very wide 
range of current studies from around the world. His expertise is evi-
dent throughout. The 89 maps and diagrams make the discussion 
more comprehendible. Yet these have been extracted from a num-
ber of interdisciplinary sources in at least six languages, and this 
makes their perusal a bit cumbersome, especially as to place names 
and legends. Nevertheless, it will take some time for anyone to sur-
pass the quality of this volume as a comprehensive guide to the 
Finno-Ugric peoples. 
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