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igital culture is associated with the move of Es-
tonia from a transition society to a network so-
ciety where “digital communication is

ubiquitous in all aspects of life” (Lauristin 2012: 40). This
sub-chapter will trace some trends in the development
of digital culture in the last decade (2004–2014), with
the objective of examining the intersection of the habits
and needs of users who have adapted to the digital era,
and the possibilities of the network society. Modern
digital culture also encompasses e-books – an evolution
that has brought about and aggravated a number of is-
sues specific to the development of digital culture. Both
e-books and digital culture are strongly linked with the
forecasts concerning the future of education and cul-
tural creation in Estonia. To understand the develop-
ment of the sector, we will highlight some of the most
general trends in cultural creation and practices of the
digital era. 

The term ‘digital culture’ is used as an umbrella con-
cept for the radical changes in the development of
human culture in the 21st century. What distinguishes
digital culture from earlier forms of culture is that all
objects/data (texts, images, sounds) exist in the form of
numeric codes stored as data on electronic media, which
makes possible the fast processing and storing of mas-
sive amounts of data on microscopic carriers and facil-
itates the programmability of the media (Manovich 2001;

Aarseth 2003: 717–718). 
The global cultural changes caused by the develop-

ment of information technology changes have resulted

in a myriad of implications for culture: we now speak
of such things as levelling, dispersal, hypertextuality,
bandwidth, anarchy and synchronicity (see Lister 2003:
13–37; Caldwell 2000: 7–8; Livingstone 2003: 212). Dis-
persal is the fragmentation of the production and con-
sumption of texts, which in turn is linked to the
decentralisation and individualisation of culture. On the
other hand, dispersal is linked to the hypertextuality
and interactivity of new texts circulating in digital en-
vironments. The digital environment has abolished the
traditional centre-periphery cultural model: the inter-
relations between texts are non-hierarchical and the
core and periphery of culture are indistinguishable from
each other. Texts can be developed as a network in
which different media are linked to each other and each
node can be semantically linked to any other node (see
Laak 2006: 40–41). New cultural units – cultural paths
– have been formed (Ibid: 76).

From a subjective point of view, people’s perceptions
of the world and the practices of text creation and re-
ception have also changed. For example, the written
word is giving way to (multimedia) visual culture; there
is a shift towards image-centred self-expression (e.g. an
audio-visual compilation instead of a poem).

Digital culture is inextricably linked to internation-
alisation and cultural convergence, and brings into focus
the movement of cultural phenomena across the bor-
ders of national cultures, irrespective of the social and
historical contexts of such cultures.

Digital culture as part of 
Estonian cultural space in 
2004-2014: current state 
and forecasts
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4.6.1 Changes in cultural creation

The digital era has brought along new, distinct forms of
culture. So far, digital culture has been mostly analysed
from the perspective of users and consumers. There has
been little discussion about the impact of information
technology on cultural creators and culture creation
processes. Below, we will analyse the relevant trends and
new forms of culture using literature as an example.

In the 1980s and 1990s, hypertext literature and hy-
pertexts started to emerge. This phenomenon has been
interpreted at the theoretical level by using the cyber-
text theory (Aarseth 1997). This type of literature is
known as digital literature or electronic literature (Vi-
ires 2002). 

Digital literature has a number of sub-types, but the
most pure-genre works are those that make use of the
possibilities offered by information technology: hyper-
text poems, collective online novels, programmed liter-
ary texts of more complex structure and multimedia
works in which text is merged with film and sound.
While there are relatively few examples of classic digi-
tal literature in Estonia (see Sarapik, Viires 2011: 13),
some works were created already in 1996, such as Hasso
Krull’s pure-genre hypertext poem “Trepp” (Staircase)
(Krull 1996).

The turn of the millennium saw an important shift
in the development of information technology and the
Internet. The early stage of the World Wide Web's evo-
lution (Web 1.0), which was characterised by static web
pages that were seldom changed, was replaced by new-
generation web solutions. Web 2.0 allows users to inter-
act, exchange information and collaborate with each
other as creators of user-generated content. This means
that the users of Web 2.0 generate a vast amount of the
Web’s content. Examples of Web 2.0 include blogs,
Wikipedia, Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, social network-
ing sites, comments posted online, forums, etc.

The relations of Web 2.0 with culture have been ex-
plored through the notion of participatory culture (see
Jenkins 2006) which corresponds to the democratisa-
tion of culture in cyberspace. The roles of authors and
readers of cultural texts created in the course of a par-
ticipatory process have changed – such texts are char-
acterised by interactivity and fragmentation. Besides the
concept of participatory culture, Web 2.0 can also be as-
sociated with the notion of digimodernism which marks
a new relationship between text and computer (see
Kirby 2009).

Web 2.0 has a dual effect on cultural creation: 1) the
boundaries between professional culture and amateur

culture are disintegrating; each user can become an au-
thor and publish their work (irrespective of its quality)
on a blog; 2) professional creators have also started to
use the possibilities of Web 2.0: they write blogs, publish
their works and get feedback from readers in Facebook.
A special case here is web-based young authors’ litera-
ture portal Poogen: in addition to publishing their
works, aspiring authors comment on the creations of
others, and some have risen to popularity and have be-
come acclaimed writers of contemporary Estonian lit-
erature (see Kruus 2013).

In view of the above, a major change in cultural cre-
ation that has happened in the last decade is the infor-
mation technology leap, active exploitation of the
possibilities of Web 2.0 and participation in the world of
networks. Figuratively speaking, cultural creators, in
particular writers, have been captured in the first
decades of the 21st century by a “digimodernist web ex-
plosion” (see Viires 2013). An interesting phenomenon
to note is that there is still a line between the “anything
goes” approach of the internet world – with its lack of
boundaries and hierarchies – and institutional culture.
For example, in literature, publishing a book is still con-
sidered to be a certain kind of initiation, a transition
from the world of the web to the elitist world of ‘real
literature’

4.6.2 Digital heritage

Digital preservation of the nation’s cultural heritage,
making it available to the public, and the development
of e-services have made a major qualitative and quan-
titative leap forward in the decade of 2004 to 2014.
“Memory institutions” – museums, archives and li-
braries – are entrusted with the task of preserving the
Estonian cultural heritage. While traditionally the mis-
sion of memory institutions has been the collection,
preservation and making available of cultural heritage,
the digital era of the 21st century has added the re-
quirement of making our cultural heritage also avail-
able in a digital format, a powerful reflection of which
is the development plan The Fundamentals of Estonian
Cultural Policy, adopted by the Parliament in Novem-
ber 2013 (Kultuuripoliitika 2014).

The chapter Principles of the development and im-
plementation of cultural policy foresees the digitisation
of the most valuable part of our cultural heritage by
2018 and the ensuring of its long-term preservation in
accordance with international standards and quality re-
quirements. The interoperability of the information sys-
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tems of the cultural sphere is ensured by standard de-
scriptions and web services. All works digitised by state
institutions, and all digitisation which is funded by the
state, are freely available to the public, provided the rel-
evant rights exist. The use of digitised  cultural heritage
in e-learning and in the provision of e-services to the
media and creative industry is promoted. (Kultuur 2013:
4).

This policy document also foresees increased digiti-
sation in all spheres of culture. The priority areas of
digitisation are audio-visual (film, sound), heritage arte-
facts and printed works. It should be noted that there is
a discrepancy between the objectives of the develop-
ment plan and the actual possibilities. It is particularly
obvious when we compare the findings of a survey on
the volume of digitised information, conducted among
Estonian memory institutions in December 2012, and
the forecasts for December 2020 (Table 4.6.1).

From the Table 4.6.1 we see that the objectives set
out in the development plan Culture 2020 for the digi-
tisation of the most valuable segment of our cultural
heritage by 2018 is not realistic: the digitised share of
photographs, documents and printed matter is less than
10% at this time.  It is expected that only 50% of her-
itage photos and art will be digitised by 2020. Moreover,
the memory institutions responsible for the digitisation
of our cultural heritage face a number of issues, from
philosophical (what is valuable?) to practical (how do
we choose from millions of valuable items?). Next, we
will analyse the developments in the field of cultural
heritage from the perspective of memory institutions.
We will describe the current state in the field of digiti-
sation, issues that need to be solved, and forecasts.

Notion of cultural heritage

The term ‘digital cultural heritage’ has two meanings: 1)
older material cultural heritage that has been converted
into a digital format; 2) more recent cultural production
that was created in a digital format and for which no
other (analogue) format exists.

To co-ordinate digitisation and digital preservation
of cultural heritage in Estonia and monitor progress in
digitisation, the Council for Digital Preservation of Cul-
tural Heritage, made up of representatives of various
memory institutions, was affiliated to the Ministry of
Culture of Estonia in 2004, and Digiveeb, a portal col-
lecting and distributing information on digitisation,
was established (http://digiveeb.kul.ee/?id=66234). In the
spring of 2014, new members were included in the
Council – representatives of the Ministry of Education
and Research and the Ministry of Economic Affairs – to
develop a sectorial action plan (see Talihärm 2014). The
Council completed the development of the Operational
Programme for the Digitisation of Cultural Heritage
2015–2020 in December 2014. The document divides cul-
tural heritage into the following categories: film, docu-
ments, photographic, art, print and artefact heritages.
The classification is based on the location (memory in-
stitution) and specifics of the heritage which determine
the digitisation actions starting from the choice of ma-
terials through to volume of data, standards, users, and
then to databases.

Types of digital cultural heritage

The specifics and stages of digitisation depend on the
type of heritage (documents, photographs, art, printed
matter, films, audio material, maps, etc.). It should be
noted that the term ‘digitisation’ is an umbrella notion
that encompasses different activities: 1) preparation (se-
lection, restoration, conservation and other activities re-
lated to the physical carrier), 2) digitisation (scanning), 3)
archival processing (preservation), 4) creation of user
files, 5) creating meta-descriptions and adding them to
the digitised object, 6) entry into a database (making
available).

For the Ministry of Culture, a priority in the field of
digitisation has been the digitisation of the film heritage
preserved on analogue carriers in the archives of the Es-
tonian Public Broadcasting Company. The audio-visual
heritage includes films, TV films, radio programmes and
music. The Estonian Film Archives, a structural unit of
the National Archives of Estonia, is also focusing on the
digitisation of heritage films. The Estonian Literary Mu-

2012 2020 Kasv %

Photo heritage 2,29 57,79 55,5

Document heritage 1,63 2,63 1

Print heritage 2,12 7,02 4,9

Heritage artefacts 19,89 31,65 11,76

Art heritage 12,46 61,73 49,27

Heritage maps 12,46 ? ?

Other 19,6 ? ?

Source: The Implementation Plan for Digital Preservation 
of Cultural Heritage 2015–2020 Ministry of Culture 2014. Version 1.3.

TABLE 4.6.1 1 Digitisation of cultural heritage:
state of affairs in 2012 and forecast for 2020
(proportion of digitised material, %)
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seum is responsible for the digitisation of folklore and
cultural history materials. 

Our film heritage contains the most problematic ob-
jects of digitisation – more than 3,500 hours of profes-
sional films and newsreels have been created (16,000
works) in the past 100 years. About 1,800 hours of that
material – the most valuable works – need to be digi-
tised, while only about 20% of all works have been en-
tered in the Estonian Film Database.

Digitised works have been available on the pro-
grammes of national TV channels ETV and ETV2 for a
couple of years now. Another initiative of incalculable
worth in the field of film heritage was the establishment
of the Estonian Film Database (EFDB) in 2010
(http://www.efis.ee). EFDB is continuously developing
content and making the national filmography available
on the Internet. A special feature and added value of the
database is that all Estonian films are described frame by
frame in order to provide information about the Eston-
ian history, culture, politics, economy, science, law, ad-
ministration and life in the past 100 years. The database
also includes searchable keywords, a lexicon of names,
various metatexts and accompanying texts, documents,
scripts and photographs. Users can also watch the films.
EFDB has created the conditions for active reuse of our
national film heritage for the purpose of creating new
audio-visual works (TV programmes, films, multimedia
texts, new media art, etc.)

Similar activities in the field of literary culture and
print heritage have been carried out by the Estonian Lit-
erary Museum since 2004 (http://kreutzwald.kirmus.ee).
Their information environment is called Kreutzwaldi sa-
jand: eesti kultuurilooline veeb (The Kreutzwald Cen-
tury: the Estonian Cultural History Web) and includes
different types of cultural heritage from various archives
(photographs, documents, printed matter plus a lexicon
of names). This information environment is extensively
used by teachers of the Estonian language as a learning
source: in 2014, the portal had an average of 836 visitors
per day (approximately 5 million clicks).

The digitisation of printed matter and making it
available on the Web was started more than ten years
ago in the form of small projects. The first joint project
of Estonian libraries was the Red List of Estonian Printed
Matter I (http:// www.nlib.ee/PunaneRaamat/) that in-
cluded 413 endangered printed materials published be-
tween 1535 and 1850 (Maaslieb 2009: 208–215). The
Archival Library of the Estonian Literary Museum
launched project Grafo in 2004 to digitise old reading
primers, calendars and reference books(http://www2.kir-
mus.ee/  grafo/). At the same time the Literary Museum

began systematic digitisation of the first editions of the
Estonian-language fiction of the late 19th and early 20th
centuries in the Kreutzwald Century information envi-
ronment. (http://kreutzwald.kirmus.ee). The University
of Tartu Library launched a project called EEVA to make
available the first works of fiction published in Estonia
in the 17th to 19th centuries (mainly in German)
(http://www.utlib.ee/ekollekt/eeva).

An outstanding achievement in making print her-
itage available to the public is project DEA – The Digiti-
sation of Estonian Newspapers (http://dea.nlib.ee). The
project was developed cooperatively in 2004 by the Na-
tional Library of Estonia, the Archival Library of the Es-
tonian Literary Museum and the Academic Library of
Tallinn University. DEA makes available on the Internet
the older Estonian-language press of 1821–1944 and the
Estonian-language newspapers published outside Estonia
since 1944. The newspapers are digitised from microfilm
(see Olonen 2014: 82–83). By the end of 2014, 380 titles
and 1.3 million pages of newspapers were made available
as image files. In 2013, DEA registered 300 visits per day
(Kiisa 2014: 201). A new project of the National Library
is making newspapers available in text format.

In the late 2000s, the Estonian cultural and educa-
tional magazines (Looming, Akadeemia, Keel ja Kirjan-
dus, Vikerkaar, Teater. Muusika. Kino, Täheke, Muusika,
Nõukogude Kool, etc.) started to be digitised and made
available in the database DIGAR of the Estonian Na-
tional Library and through the websites of the magazines
(Digira OÜ). The project is supported by the Cultural En-
dowment of Estonia.

The Estonian Libraries Network Consortium
(ELNET) was established in 1996 to manage the preser-
vation of the print heritage in Estonian libraries. In 1998,
the international software Innopac was introduced as a
joint database of the 15 largest libraries and on 1 January
1999, the e-catalogue ESTER was made available to read-
ers (see Olonen 2014: 68–75). The ESTER database was
taken to a new level in 2014 when the databases of the li-
braries of Tallinn and Tartu, which had been stored in
different servers, were merged (http://www.ester.ee). As
of 19 January 2015, the e-catalogue ESTER contained
about 9 million item records and 3 million bibliographic
records; the database is continuously updated. The e-cat-
alogue ESTER also includes (besides publications –
books, periodicals, etc.) records of sheet music, audio
discs and recordings, photographs, manuscripts and var-
ious other e-resources. Articles can be searched at the
single record level in the ISE database of the ELNET Con-
sortium (http://ise.elnet.ee); about 200 articles are added
to the database daily (Kiisa 2013: 199).
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The total number of Estonian national publications
(books, periodicals, sheet music, etc.) includes nearly
330,000 titles (55 million pages). About 2.5% of that
amount was digitised by the end of 2014 (4,000 publica-
tions per year). The main digital archive storing digital
print heritage is the National Library of Estonia’s digi-
tal archive DIGAR. According to the Operational Pro-
gramme for the Digitisation of Cultural Heritage, DIGAR
contained a total of 20,000 titles and 113,000 publica-
tions as of the end of 2014. About 85,000 of them are ac-
cessible on the Internet. The use of digitised publications
is growing fast: In 2011 and 2012, DIGAR was accessed
about 45,000 times and in 2013, the number of visits
more than doubled (101,500 visits). 

The Estonian university libraries store and publish
their publications in digital repositories (E-Ait reposi-
tory of the Academic Library of Tallinn University;
DSpace of the University of Tartu Library and the digi-
tal collection of the Tallinn University of Technology).
The progress made in the digitisation of print heritage
shows how and in which directions the role of libraries
is developing in the 21st century. 

The most recent task of libraries is the archival pro-
cessing of websites; the National Library has already
started this work. In 2014, there were approximately
78,000 .ee domains and 20,000 other domains (.eu, .com,
etc.) on the Estonian Web. The Estonian Web Archive,
managed by the National Library, was opened to the
public in November 2013 and has had about 7,000 users
so far. About 1,000 websites are archived periodically,
plus special collections (expatriate, local government,
etc.) and extraordinary websites (closed domains, local
governments, etc.), a total of 31 million URLs and 1.6 TB
of data (http://veebiarhiiv.digar.ee).

The institutions responsible for the digitisation of
heritage artefacts are Estonian museums. The activities
are coordinated by the Estonian National Museum in
Tartu. According to a survey conducted at the end of
2013 by the Ministry of Culture, 508,750 museum items
need to be digitised. To preserve the heritage artefacts
and other heritage pieces, a joint database began to be
developed in the first decade of the 21th century – The
Information System of Estonian Museums (MUIS). By
the end of 2014, MUIS included information about digi-
tal heritage created by 60 Estonian museums and the
Kanut Conservation Centre. The availability of cultural
heritage in a digital format has significantly increased
the number of visits to the websites of memory institu-
tions: compared to 2013, the number of MUIS users dou-
bled in 2014. In the first months of 2014, the average
number of visits per day was 650.

There are plans to describe and digitise at least
125,400 museum items in 2014–2018. According to a sur-
vey conducted by the Ministry of Culture in 2013, the
size of the photo heritage preserved at Estonian memory
institutions was 1.8 million photographs, 960,000 pho-
tographic negatives and 51,000 slides. The art collections
of Estonian memory institutions contain about 175,000
works, 27,195 of which have been digitised.

The document heritage contains mainly unique
archival items, (handwritten) single copies and docu-
ments and original works with a small number of copies,
preserved in archives and libraries. The main institutions
preserving the legacy of documents are the National
Archives, the Estonian Folklore Archive and the Cultural
History Archive of the Estonian Literary Museum and
the Manuscripts and Rare Books Department of the Uni-
versity of Tartu Library; a smaller number of documents
are preserved in various museums. The Estonian memory
institutions preserve items from the 13th century to the
present day, a total of approximately one billion pages.
About 1.6% of the document heritage has been digitised
and the share of digitised items is expected to increase by
not more than 1% over the next five years. We can see
that the gap between the targets set out in the develop-
ment plan and the actual possibilities is huge.

According to the development plan, the digitisation
of the document heritage will be coordinated by the Na-
tional Archives. Users can access digitised records
through the portals SAAGA and AIS. SAAGA started
making available digitised genealogy materials in 2005
(church records, etc.); from 2008, all items digitised by
the National Archives and the Tallinn City Archives have
been accessible to the public. As of December 2014,
SAAGA contained about 149,500 digitised items (18 TB).
The AIS database of the National Archives contains 7.8
million entries.

KIVIKE, the general digital repository of the Eston-
ian Literary Museum, was developed in 2011. The repos-
itory contains fails and metadata of the heritage
preserved in the museum. As of December 2014, KIVIKE
contained about 286,400 digitised items (22 TB), and by
March 2015 it held fully 1 million data records.

Preservation and archival processing

The digitisation of cultural heritage is carried out in line
with international quality standards, taking into ac-
count the physical state of each object. If necessary, ob-
jects are conserved (this concerns mainly art). A major
issue is long-term preservation because the preserva-
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tion of digitised objects – huge files – requires powerful
servers and cutting-edge database systems. 

Each type of digitised cultural heritage is stored in
a relevant central archive; the descriptions are made
available as open data (see Vallner 2012). Based on the
specifics of the material, the operational programme on
digital cultural heritage foresees the division of digital
resources into four central repositories that prioritise
the data. The Information System of Estonian Museums,
MUIS, (heritage artefacts, photos and art), DIGAR (print
heritage), SAAGA (document heritage), the Estonian
Public Broadcasting and the Estonian Film Archive
(audio-visual heritage, films). 

The DIGAR database of the National Library is the
first specialised repository of e-books, including print
files; the development of the database was begun in the
early 2000s. In addition to DIGAR, the University of
Tartu Library developed their own file repository
DSpace and the Academic Library of Tallinn University
has a similar repository called E-Ait. In 2012, the Liter-
ary Museum established digital repository KIVIKE
which includes different types of cultural heritage: doc-
uments, audio files, films, photographs as well as art, to
a lesser extent. This means that different types of digi-
tal heritage are not preserved separately. After the im-
plementation of the prioritising strategy of central
repositories all digital cultural heritage – audio, film,
photographic, document and print heritage – will be
stored in four repositories (MUIS, DIGAR SAAGA, ERR).
According to a survey conducted by the Ministry of Cul-
ture at the end of 2012, the total volume of all digital
user copies and archives preserved at memory institu-
tions was 1.2 PB (petabytes). The expected increase after
the launch of the operational programme is 1 PB per
year. International standards require that when huge
amounts of data are archived, back-up copies must be
made and held in various locations in order to minimise
the risk of accidental damage and loss of data. For this
purpose, a new application RIIGIPILV (State Cloud) is
planned to be developed in the near future. This will
open new opportunities, but the already existing data-
bases and repositories of memory institutions also need
to be developed further, taking into account the expen-
sive investments made so far and the huge amount of
data stored in such databases.

Priorities and the future of digitisation 

In the past ten years, Estonian memory institutions have
made significant progress in the digitisation of cultural

heritage. By the end of 2014, they had achieved good co-
operation and coordination of activities. Selecting ob-
jects for digitisation is based on the following principles:
1) potential for use, 2) national value or value in terms of
cultural history, 3) integrity of a collection, 4) existence
of meta-data, 5) lack of copyright and protection of per-
sonal data; lack of other restrictions on use, 6) existence
of a web-based user environment, 7) rarity.

When selecting objects from the huge collections of
the Estonian memory institutions, the priority is given
to those related to Estonia: by 2020, there are plans to
make available as open data the materials concerning the
formation of the Estonian state, from the national awak-
ening in the 19th century to the annexation of the Re-
public of Estonia by the Soviet Union in 1940. The aim is
to provide an opportunity to merge photographic, film,
document and print heritage items to develop e-learning
materials. Digitisation takes into account the specifics of
each type of heritage: while automated mass digitisation
is possible in the case of printed matter, artefacts and
artwork that exist in a single copy can only be digitised
separately. In such cases digitisation takes place at a
memory institution to avoid damaging the objects dur-
ing transport.

The abundance of databases containing the same
type of data is an inevitable outcome of the digitisation
work carried out in Estonia in the last decade. From the
user’s perspective, all necessary information should be
available through a single portal. Based on the Estonian
Research Infrastructures Roadmap, the development of
the trans-institutional portal E-Varamu was started at
the ELNET consortium in 2014. E-Varamu is a seman-
tics-based search engine, which allows accessing related
information in all databases of the Estonian memory in-
stitutions and research and development institutions. It
is a single e-environment, the purpose of which is the
long-term preservation and making available of the digi-
tised resources of Estonian memory institutions – li-
braries, archives and museums – and to increase the
institutions’ digitisation capacity as well as to ensure the
preservation of collections that are important for Esto-
nia (http://e-varamu.tlulib.ee/E-varamu).

E-Varamu enables the Estonian digital cultural her-
itage to be made accessible through Europeana and other
cultural     heritage environments, such as the location-
and  period-  based map application Google Field Trip
(http:// www.fieldtripper.com). At the national level, the
portal Open Data was created (http://opendata.riik.ee).
The purpose of this portal is to make available digitised
cultural heritage and to ensure the publication of infor-
mation through different channels.
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The digital era has also taken science to a new qual-
itative level. Estonia has kept pace with international de-
velopments and a new area of education and research –
digital humanities – is emerging. This requires fast access
to huge amounts of data (e.g. text corpora and databases)
which in turn will create possibilities for the introduc-
tion of new methods. 

Another process brought about by the digital era is
the joining of Estonian research collections with the in-
ternational research database DataCite (DOI), initiated
by the University of Tartu Library in 2014. The database
includes an open database of articles. A number of Es-
tonian academic journals,     such as Folklore, Mäeta-
gused, Methis, Interlitteraria, etc. have   joined the open
access CrossRefference (DOI) database (http://dx.doi.org).

4.6.3 E-books as part of cultural space

E-books are an integral part of the digital culture of the
21th century. As international data indicate, the use of
e-books is steadily increasing: in the Anglo-American
cultural space, the share of e-books on the book market
was between 20 and 30 percent in the first half of 2013
(Vihalemm 2014: 435). In the field of scientific literature,
the use of electronic resources, e-books and open-ac-
cess databases has reached 90%. E-books are gaining in
popularity also in Estonia, although more slowly. The
findings of the survey I. The World. The Media., con-
ducted in 2011 by the Institute of Social Studies of the
University of Tartu, revealed that 5% of the population
used electronic devices to read books and 23% would
have liked to own such device (see Vihalemm 2014: 434).
In the autumn of 2014, 9% of the population were al-
ready using e-readers. 

At present, e-books are not competing with printed
books but in a few years the situation may change, tak-
ing into account the rapid development of the field. We
should stress that the use of e-books reflects the change
in the reading habits of the Estonian population only
partially – longer texts, fiction and cultural magazines
can be read also by using library networks, as well as the
Internet. What is more, the e-book concept is not in-
terpreted uniformly and is much broader than the .epub
format which is currently promoted in Estonia.

In its narrower meaning, e-book is a library term: an
e-book is a digital version of a print book which is avail-
able under licence or openly accessible
http://et.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vaba_juurdep%C3%A4%C
3%A4shttp : / /e t .wik iped ia .org/wik i /Raamat .
In a broader sense, an e-book is any text-based work

that is accessible digitally, irrespective of its electronic
file format (.doc, .rtf, .pdf, .html, .epub). Audio books can
also be considered to be e-books in the broader sense of
the term.

The creation processes of e-books (in the narrower
sense) and print books do not differ: both include high-
level editing in terms of content and language, design,
lay-out and proofreading. E-books are read with the
help of dedicated software by using a personal com-
puter, laptop or e-book reader. The dedicated software
allows the reader to increase or reduce the text size
(zoom in and out), search keywords, translate, highlight
and add comments.

A major problem regarding e-books is piracy. Dedi-
cated software has been developed (Digital Rights Man-
agement or DRM) to control or prevent copying and
printing and to ensure copyright protection, taking into
account the legislation of different countries. One way
to protect an e-book is to use Social DRM – digital wa-
termarking. Better protection is provided by interna-
tionally recognised software solutions (e.g. Adobe
Digital Editions or Adobe DRM) that prevent transfer-
ring an e-book from one device to another and allow a
(purchased) e-book to be accessed only in an authorised
computer or e-reader. Adobe DRM offers the possibil-
ity of making an e-book available for a specified length
of time. After the expiry of the licence the book cannot
be accessed.

The creation, reading and selling of e-books became
topical in Estonia in 2010. The first major e-book dis-
tributors emerged, such as Eesti Digiraamatute Keskus
(EDRK) and Digira OÜ who started to promote e-books
and e-readers. EDRK advertised their services on their
website as an e-book revolution – a book only a click
away.

Estonian libraries also quickly followed suit and
started to distribute e-books. The technical literature
department of the Tartu City Library was a pioneer in
this field: they started to lend e-books (.epub-format)
together with e-readers on 1 April 2011. In the first year,
e-readers and e-books were borrowed 250 times. After
that, interest in e-books has been steadily increasing
(Leima 2012).

The Tallinn Central Library started lending e-books
after launching a dedicated lending environment ELLU
in 2012. While the Tartu City Library offered e-books
together with e-readers, the Tallinn Central Library
made e-books available online through ELLU. Both li-
braries lent books for a specified period of time and
with a limited number of copies. In 2012-2013, the total
number of e-loans in the Tallinn Central Library was
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14,037 or 0.6% of all loans. The number of titles bor-
rowed through the ELLU environment increased in
2012–2013 from 412 to 662; the library also offers classic
literary works free of charge (the project is supported
by the Ministry of Culture). The biggest problems of e-
lending are related to licence fees: after 35 loans, a new
licence has to be bought (see Seppam 2014).

It is obvious that a modern reader takes it for
granted that all books, including the newest, are avail-
able as e-books. From the perspective of Estonian li-
braries and readers the most economical way would be
to gather all e-lending into a single environment.

A major factor inhibiting the development of the
field is Estonia’s value-added tax (VAT) on e-books.
While print books are taxed with a 9% VAT, e-books
constitute, according to the applicable legislation, an
electronic service and are subject to a 20% VAT. This
means that e-books are not much cheaper than print
books, despite the fact that the production costs of e-
books are significantly lower. High VAT leaves the pro-
ducers no choice but to charge higher prices for e-books.
The average retail price of an e-book is EUR 7.53 or 68%
of the average price of a print book. For buyers such
prices are unacceptable. High VAT limits the spread of
e-books and affects the reading habits of the Estonian
population in the context of digital culture.

The Ministry of Culture started to support-free-of-
charge distribution of Estonian classical literature,
which carries the national cultural memory, in the
.epub-format in 2012. Under the programme “Estonian
Literature”, a project competition was announced for
the distribution of Estonian classical literature and lit-
erary works that are important from the perspective of
national culture. The project was continued in 2013 and
2014. A priority of the project is “school literature”, i.e.
books that are required reading. Over the last two years
(2013 and 2014), a major part of non-copyrighted Es-
tonian-language fiction (starting from 19th century
works) was published as e-books with the support of
the Ministry of Culture. By the end of 2014, a total of 250
literary works were available for downloading in ePUB
format. The project continues in 2015. 

The ePUBs produced under the project of the Min-
istry of Culture can be downloaded free of charge from
the digital archive DIGAR of the National Library. In
the first year of the project (2013), Digira OÜ produced
163 ePUBs, and in 2014, 87 ePUBs from 35 authors were
produced in a cooperative project between the National
Library, the Literary Museum and Digira OÜ. In 2013,
the first copyrighted classical literary works (by authors
who died less than 70 years ago: Betti Alver, Heiti Talvik,

Karl Ristikivi, Marie Under, Artur Adson and Friedebert
Tuglas) were made available.

The titles downloaded most frequently from DIGAR
in 2014 were: A. H. Tammsaare’s “Kuningal on külm“
(2180 downloads), August Kitzberg’s “Libahunti“ (1753
downloads), F. R. Kreutzwald’s “Eesti rahva en-
nemuistsed jutud“ (1574 downloads), Eduard Vilde’s
“Mäeküla piimamees“ (1033 downloads), A. H. Tamm-
saare’s novel “Elu ja armastus“ (965 downloads), Eduard
Vilde’s”Vigased pruudid“ (960 downloads) and “Prohvet
Maltsvet“ (705 downloads), F. R. Kreutzwald’s “Tark
mees taskus“ (700 downloads), Matthias Johann Eisen’s
“Eesti muistsed jumalad ja vägimehed“ (675 downloads)
and F. R. Kreutzwald’s “Julge rehepapp“ (600 down-
loads). Classical literary works were downloaded free of
charge from DIGAR a total of 65,000 times in 2014. This
figure is further increased by e-books purchased for
EUR 0.00 from bookstore chains Apollo and Rahva Raa-
mat, Eesti Digiraamatute Keskus (EDRK), Digira and
other e-book distributors.

The EDRK sales environment contained 1,608 titles
in 2014; they expect to sell 60,000 items by the end of
this year. The number of books sold through EDRK in-
creased by 12% in four years (2011–2014).

The national e-book programme needs to be re-
viewed and focus placed on the required-reading books
for schools instead of the current project-based ap-
proach oriented to the free market. The exhaustion of
non-copyrighted literary works in 2015 is also a problem.
The national e-book programme should consider find-
ing funds to pay royalties in the future: the majority of
required-reading books are protected by copyright.

Memory institutions also need help with preparing
licence agreements and creating a database of copyright
holders or their heirs. At the moment, memory institu-
tions are left on their own and have to cope with any
problems arising in relation with e-books by themselves,
while the public has high expectations of reading valu-
able Estonian literary works, including those published
in the Soviet era, in the e-book format.

The number of e-books in Estonia is increased by
the digital book creation service EOD, which offers print
copies of e-books for a fee. The development of the
service was initiated by the National Library under an
international cooperation project. If a book is not pro-
tected by copyright, a digital copy is made available in
e-catalogue ESTER. The University of Tartu Library has
also joined the EOD service.

Making e-books and printed matter electronically
available has a direct impact on cultural consumption
and increases opportunities for cultural participation.



PEATÜKK 4 |  EESTI KULTUURIRUUMI ARENG | EESTI INIMARENGU ARUANNE 2014/2015234

Converting the traditional forms of printed material
into a digital environment is crucial from the perspec-
tive of the preservation of national cultural memory. A
challenge of the 21st century – the emergence of elec-
tronic literature and the production and distribution of
e-books – means that the functions of libraries in mod-
ern society need to be reviewed. Libraries are changing
from places where printed materials are preserved into
versatile information environments that give readers
access to virtual bookshelves.

Conclusions

Digital culture as part of the Estonian cultural space is
closely related to other major areas of culture. The digi-
tisation of cultural heritage has enriched our cultural
space, facilitated the distribution of knowledge and di-
rectly affected the development of education, culture,
research and business in Estonia. However, the issues re-
lated to copyright and data protection in the digital en-
vironment have become more prominent.

The impact of the digital era on culture is expressed
at a number of levels and in various forms. The function
and role of memory institutions has changed: besides
collecting and preserving the national heritage, memory
institutions collect, disseminate and make available in-
formation about the national heritage as well. The dig-
ital revolution of the 21st century has forced national
memory institutions to adapt to new requirements that
have emerged in a principally new cultural situation
that is oriented to active cultural participation. 

Digital cultural heritage has huge and socially im-
portant potential in the field of education, as explained
in the previous chapter (4.5). While the call for “substi-
tuting the learning materials that pupils have to carry
back and forth to and from school with government-fi-
nanced e-textbooks and e-workbooks”, and the need for
an e-schoolbag may have seemed to be bold ideas in 2011
and 2012 (Felt 2012), by 2014, the creation of e-learning
materials has become a necessity and a national prior-
ity.

All types of digitised cultural heritage can be used
for developing new generation learning materials and
digital learning environments. The resources of the dig-
ital cultural heritage enable the flexible development of
learning materials for different levels of education and
facilitate the integration of subjects. The digitised cul-
tural heritage – films and works of art, literary works
and manuscripts, historic records and audio carriers –
can be used to develop new forms of learning targeted
to active young users. The choices made by memory in-

stitutions as to which works should be digitised must
be based on the needs of e-learning (besides the preser-
vation of endangered museum artefacts).

The fact that the role of memory institutions has
changed is also demonstrated by the fact that over the
last decade such institutions have transformed from
passive collectors of information to active dissemina-
tors of digital cultural heritage. The creation of digital
cultural resources and the development of new e-ser-
vices by memory institutions should be supported and
directed by the government, taking into account the de-
velopment of other important areas. Cultural heritage
that is available digitally and on the internet is used by
a larger number of people – a prerequisite for the via-
bility and sustainability of culture.

Taking into account that Estonian memory institu-
tions are increasingly involved in cooperation, we have
a good opportunity to introduce our cultural heritage
and disseminate it internationally as well as make it ac-
cessible through international information environ-
ments and databases.

The biggest obstacle to making digital cultural her-
itage available is that our legislation on proprietary
rights and copyrights is outdated. The legislation needs
to be reviewed and amended. Solving those issues is
complicated by the fact that more often than not there
is no information on authors (heirs, contacts, etc.). Re-
garding films, it is often difficult to establish their phys-
ical location.

At this moment all memory institutions have a
common problem – where to find the money required to
pay the staff members who are dealing with digitisa-
tion. The support received from the Structural Funds
cannot be used to cover labour costs related to digitisa-
tion. Although the technical capacity has significantly
improved over the last ten years (scanners, servers),
finding the labour force required for digitisation re-
mains a major problem. So far, labour costs have been
covered from other sources. However, in the long term
this is not a sustainable solution. The field is developing
rapidly and the gap between the needs of users, the ex-
pectations of society and the capacity of memory insti-
tutions is growing.

Until 2014, digital cultural heritage was created
mainly within ad hoc projects. The current trend shows
a shift from single projects towards mass digitisation.
This means that we need national level decisions and
strategies that are in line with other similar instruments
(Information Society Strategy). The development plan
Culture 2020 prepared by the Ministry of Culture is not
sufficient. The Operational Programme for the Digitisa-
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tion of Cultural Heritage 2015–2020 is a step forward in
addressing a number of issues and gets closer to the key
issue - cooperation between the Ministry of Culture, the
Ministry of Education and Research and the Ministry
of Economic Affairs and Communication.

This moment in time is characterised by the fact
that the impact of information technology on human
activity and culture is intensifying and changes are ac-
celerating. New technological platforms have made new
technology accessible to a huge number of users. The
current change means that, besides the development of
new technologies, the number of their users is increas-
ing rapidly. The digital environment has become a norm
in both social and cultural terms. These are the changes
that allow us to include the “digital turn” in the list of
the cultural turns of the 20th century (see Tamm 2011).
Estonian researchers of digital culture were among the
first ones who introduced the notion digital turn into
international cultural analysis  (see Pruulmann-Venger-
feldt et al. 2013).

The changes caused by information technology are
related not only to the technological field. They can
strongly affect people’s perception of the world. While
the earliest hypertext theories dealt with establishing
connections based on associative thinking, the current
domination of the networks of multi-linear connections
may result in a situation where changes start to affect
the way how people think. The skill of creating linear
connections would be replaced by a fragmentary and
discursive way of thinking that is based on free associ-
ations. This may create the risk that people lose the
ability to perceive the connections between the causes
and effects of various processes.  In turn, this may result
in major changes in human culture, changes which are
yet to be examined. (Re)producing traditional forms of
culture in digital format, the digitisation of cultural her-
itage and its dissemination through electronic channels
would help to compensate for such changes. ●
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