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This article offers a comparative perspective on the impact of the rapid develop-
ment of the Baltic cities of Riga and Tallinn (Ger. Reval) from the 1860s to the eve 
of the First World War in 1914.  In many ways typical East-Central European cities, 
Riga and Tallinn had been dominated by a Baltic German elite for centuries until 
the middle of the nineteenth century. In the six-decade period until the collapse 
of the tsarist regime the population of the two cities mushroomed and their ethnic 
composition changed drastically, especially as Latvians and Estonians increasingly 
chose the urban option. Adapting to this growing multiethnic diversity provided a 
challenge for both cities in the last decades of the Russian Empire. Various forms 
of modernization, including industrialization, expanded trade, and new access to 
various options in the free professions, afforded the opportunity for upward social 
mobility. In the contest for hegemony between the Russian and German languages 
Latvian and Estonian found a niche for themselves, also buoyed by their rapidly 
growing numbers. Even some local political change transpired in the last years of 
the Russian Empire.
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Strategically located on the northeastern coast of the Baltic Sea, Riga and Tallinn 
(Ger. Reval, Russ. Revel’), the largest cities in the Russian Baltic Provinces in the 
late tsarist era, constituted two of the northernmost urban complexes in a band of 
East-Central European municipalities that experienced similar rapid moderniza-
tion and population growth in the half-century before World War I. Riga, the capi-
tal of the central Baltic province of Livland (the Kernprovinz or ‘core province’, 
as the Baltic Germans typically called it), quintupled in size between 1867 and 
1913, while the population of Tallinn, the capital of the more northerly province 
of Estland, quadrupled in the years 1871−1913. Growing to over half a million 
inhabitants on the eve of World War I, Riga had become a major regional me-
tropolis and the fi fth largest city in the entire Russian Empire after St. Petersburg, 
Moscow, Warsaw, and Odessa. According to the census of 1913 and including 
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its so-called patrimony (additional territory belonging to the city), the number of 
inhabitants in Riga already reached a fi gure of 517,264 (Krastiņš, 1978, 16−17).  
In contrast, with a population of 116,132 in 1913, Tallinn remained a medium-
sized city, but one that nevertheless went through the same transforming socio-
economic process as Riga, only on a smaller scale (Pullat, 1966, 42). 

Riga’s faster and more extensive expansion was no doubt encouraged by its 
especially favorable location in the middle of the Baltic Provinces and closer to 
Western Europe than Tallinn or St. Petersburg, for that matter. However, both 
Riga and Tallinn stand out as part of an intriguing ‘transitional border’ region 
between east and west in northern Europe (von Hirschhausen, 1999, 475). On 
the one hand, they were culturally and historically Western, as seen, for exam-
ple, in their traditionally Protestant or Catholic religion and centuries of rule by 
Germans and Scandinavians. On the other hand, by the mid-nineteenth century 
they had politically belonged to the East as part of the expanding Russian Empire 
since the Great Northern War of the early eighteenth century. This article will of-
fer a comparison of the impact of the strikingly rapid process of modernization 
in these two Baltic cities in the fi ve decades before the First World War as well 
as how effectively they dealt with the ongoing challenge of an expanding and 
increasingly diverse multiethnic population. The size aspect, i.e., the fact that the 
population of Riga was fi ve times larger than that of Tallinn by 1913, will also be 
taken into account.

Symbolically as well as in a practical sense, the key step in initiating the onset 
of economic modernization in Riga and Tallinn was the decision in the early years 
of Alexander II’s reign to dismantle their medieval fortresses and to begin the 
process of opening up the traditionally isolated inner cities. Expert opinion was 
agreed that the aged fortresses no longer had any military value. In the case of 
Riga the process, lasting some six years, it began in late 1857 and proved to be the 
more radical one, including tearing down nearly all of the city walls, transforming 
the former moat into an attractive city canal, and constructing broad avenues lined 
with extensive parks and gardens to replace the existing narrow streets (Lenz, 
1954, 9−10). The second essential undertaking in stimulating economic devel-
opment was the construction of the fi rst railroad lines connecting the two cities 
to the emerging all-Russian network. Riga’s greater economic signifi cance was 
recognized already in 1861 when it was joined to the important St. Petersburg−
Warsaw line by a link to Daugavpils (Ger. Dünaburg, Russ. Dvinsk) in Vitebsk 
province. Tallinn followed nearly a decade later in 1870 as it became part of a new 
rail line across all of northern Estland that joined the equally strategic St. Peters-
burg−Moscow line (Henriksson, 1983, 66; Pullat, 1969, 16). These links began the 
crucial process of closely connecting the two Baltic cities with the internal Russian 
market, and over the next few decades the rail network continually expanded to 
include the smaller towns in all three Baltic Provinces (Kassebaum, 1918, 41).
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Foreign trade through Riga, which had already been important before the era 
of modernization, now expanded even more, also greatly aided by increasing the 
depth of the water and improving conditions at the city’s harbor on the Daugava 
(Ger. Düna, Russ. Dvina) River, about 10 miles inland from the Gulf of Riga. Be-
tween the mid-1860s and 1913 Riga’s share of the Russian Empire’s foreign trade 
nearly doubled to a substantial 17.2 percent of the total, placing it just behind St. 
Petersburg in importance in the empire as a whole. Tallinn, although lagging far 
behind Riga in total foreign trade, demonstrated substantial progress as an import 
center, especially in the latter part of the period, as imports increased by a factor 
of ten in the years 1900−1913 (Corrsin, 1978, 73, 77; Lux, 2004, 97; Pullat, 1969, 
27). Nevertheless, the most important economic development in these years was 
industrialization, especially in the last two decades before World War I. By 1913, 
the number of factory workers in Riga had reached 76,300 while that in Tallinn 
was 16,300, which in view of the disparity in overall population actually suggests 
a similar level of industrial development. Interestingly, the two cities special-
ized in manufacturing some of the same products, e.g., railroad cars, machin-
ery and metal works, and textiles (Corrsin, 1978, 73, 78; Pullat, 1969, 17−19). 
Riga’s growth and industrial expansion was clearly aided by the size and wealth 
of its Baltic German community, who had the capital to invest in new industrial 
fi rms as well as the technical and administrative knowhow that could be applied 
at all levels of the production process. A key new element in providing Riga’s 
inhabitants with access to advanced scientifi c and technical education was the 
Riga Polytechnic Institute, founded in 1862, the fi rst such institution in the entire 
Russian Empire (Henriksson, 1983, 76, 90). It is noteworthy that the number of 
Germans in Tallinn in this period never rose above 13,000 and declined slightly in 
the 1880s and 1890s while their number in Riga reached a fi gure of nearly 79,000 
in 1913 (Pullat, 1966, 42; Krastiņš, 1978, 22−23). Thus, the potential pool for a 
new industrial-era elite, both in managerial positions and on the factory fl oor, was 
readily at hand in Riga, but much less apparent in the case of Tallinn.

Parallel to and as a result of this transforming economic development in Riga 
and Tallinn came social modernization involving the massive shift from the im-
portance of traditional social orders or categories such as nobility, clergy, or hon-
orary citizens (estates; Ger. Stände, Russ. sosloviia) to a growing consciousness 
of belonging to modern social classes associated with urban life such as various 
levels of an emerging middle class or a rapidly expanding cohort of industrial 
workers. Up to the middle of the nineteenth century urban society in the Baltic 
Provinces remained static and largely unchanged despite the emancipation of the 
Estonian and Latvian serfs already in 1816−19. Freed without land, the Baltic 
peasants struggled economically, and their freedom of movement was heavily re-
stricted until an important new passport law in 1863 fi nally permitted mobility on 
a large scale. It is characteristic that the leading Baltic German journalist Julius 
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Eckardt, among others, referred to the years before mid-century as ‘livländisches 
Stillleben’ (Livlandic still life) (Henriksson, 1983, 1, 185). However, by the 1860s 
immigrants from a variety of ethnic backgrounds began streaming into the Baltic 
urban centers, especially Riga and Tallinn. In view of their accumulated wealth 
and location at the top of traditional Baltic society, it is not surprising that the 
Germans were best able to take advantage of the expanded options in commerce 
and industry. Nevertheless, the economic expansion in the last fi fty years before 
World War I was so extensive that it afforded a wide range of new opportunities 
for able persons of any nationality. For example, it is noteworthy that the Latvian 
population of Riga markedly increased its share of employment in the following 
areas in the years 1881−1913: offi cialdom and free professions (7 to 25 percent), 
trade (19 to 39 percent), and handicrafts (17 to 50 percent) (von Hirschhausen, 
2006, 90).

In terms of absolute numbers as well as rates of growth the Latvians in Riga 
and the Estonians in Tallinn showed conspicuous advancement in ownership of 
real estate in the two cities by the end of the period under review, as indicated by 
data for 1912. In the case of Riga the Latvians had become the most numerous 
property owners (44.7 percent), far outdistancing the Germans (31.6 percent), the 
Russians (10.4 percent), and the Jews (7.2 percent). Note that even though Riga 
was outside the Pale of Settlement, a considerable Jewish population developed 
there in the course of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In contrast, 
the Jewish population in Tallinn was minimal (0.9 percent in 1913). Even among 
the wealthiest real estate owners, those whose property was worth 5,000 rubles 
or more, the Latvians had come to outnumber the Germans (1,314 vs. 1,286) by 
1912 (Pullat, 1966, 42; Krastiņš, 1978, 182−83). In Tallinn a similar process had 
taken place, as the number of Estonian real estate owners rose some six and a half 
times between 1871 and 1912, from 18.3 percent to 68.7 percent of the total. The 
absolute number of German and Russian property owners declined in Tallinn, 
probably because of a certain level of emigration among both groups and pos-
sible assimilation through intermarriage by the Russians with wealthy Estonians 
or Germans. Although the value of real estate in the two cities was probably not 
comparable in view of Riga’s much larger population, it is striking that the pro-
portion of wealthy property owners, i.e., with real estate worth 5,000 rubles or 
more, was much higher among the Latvians of Riga (52.7 percent) than among 
the Estonians of Tallinn (12.7 percent) (Pullat, 1966, 85−86, 138).

A demographic overview of the entire Russian Empire at the end of the tsarist 
era clearly indicates the distinctive position of the Baltic Provinces. In 1911−13 
they had the lowest rate of natural increase among the fi fty provinces of European 
Russia, and there is defi nite evidence that fertility began to decline earlier than 
elsewhere in the empire. Not surprisingly, given its location and the prevailing 
historical infl uences such as the key role of Western forms of Christianity, the Bal-
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tic region appears to have followed a demographic pattern more similar to West-
ern rather than to Eastern Europe (Rashin, 1956, 227−29; Wetherell and Plakans, 
1997, 246−47, 256−57). Nevertheless, a suffi cient potential pool of immigrants 
certainly existed in Estland, Livland, and Kurland, and despite some mid-century 
reforms, continued limited opportunities for land ownership no doubt encour-
aged increasing movement to the cities, especially by young peasant men. Thus, 
the overwhelmingly dominant source for in-migrants to Riga and Tallinn was 
the Baltic region itself (Kruus, 1920, 21). In Riga the ethnic Latvian population 
mushroomed nearly sevenfold from 1867 to 1913, from 43,980 to 187,135 or 
from 23.6 to 39.6 percent of the total population, while in Tallinn the Estonian 
increase was nearly as dramatic, growing fi ve and a half times from 15,097 to 
83,133 (51.8 to 71.6 percent of the total population) (Krastiņš, 1978, 22−23; 
Pullat, 1966, 42). For further detail on ethnic composition see Tables 1 and 2.

Table 1. Population of Riga by Nationality, 1867−1913 (percentages)

Latvians German Russians Jews Others Total
1867 23.6 42.9 25.1 5.1 3.3 100
1881 32.8 31.0 19.7 12.2 4.3 100
1897 41.6 25.5 16.9 6.5 9.5 100
1913 41.3 13.5 19.5 6.6 19.1 100

Source:  von Hirschhausen, 1999, 482

Table 2. Population of Tallinn by Nationality, 1871−1913 (percentages)

Estonians Germans Russians Jews Others & Unknown Total
1871 51.8 34.4 11.3 - - 100
1881 57.4 27.8 11.1 2.1 1.6 100
1897 68.7 17.5 10.2 1.1 2.5 100
1913 71.6 10.7 11.4 0.9 5.4 100

Source: Pullat, 1966, 42

The most striking aspect of the population growth in Riga and Tallinn from the 
1860s to World War I was the retention and even enhancement of ethnic diversity, 
especially in the case of Riga. Although the Estonians constituted a clear majority 
of the population in Tallinn in 1913 and the Latvians held a strong plurality in 
Riga in the same year, in many ways the dominant demographic theme continued 
to be multiethnicity. In both cases the Baltic German traditional elites, despite a 
gradual erosion of their hegemonic position in urban society, managed to hold on 
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to a considerable portion of their previous socioeconomic, political, and cultural 
power in this period. The ethnic Russian population, as representatives of the 
rapidly growing and increasingly mobile state nation of the Romanov empire, 
displayed its demographic vigor and made its presence felt more and more in 
the Baltic Provinces, especially in the last two decades before 1914. Other eth-
nic groups also appeared on the scene more and more, especially in the case of 
Riga with the infl ux of Jews, Poles, and Lithuanians. As the phenomenon of a 
Vielvölkerstadt cemented itself in Riga and Tallinn, relations among the vari-
ous nationalities, who were increasingly conscious of ethnic differences, became 
more of an important factor in Baltic urban society. In Riga in particular no single 
nationality was able to dominate city life, as seen, for example, in the command 
of languages according to the 1913 census, which indicated that about 40 percent 
of the population could speak Latvian, 20 percent German, 20 percent Russian, 
and the remaining 20 percent something else (especially Polish and Lithuanian) 
(Lenz, 1954, 71, 81).

In this situation ethnic identity continued to be mutable, as it had indeed been 
for centuries, but now the prevailing trends were changing. Before the middle of 
the nineteenth century the prestigious position of the Baltic German elites and 
of the German language clearly fostered assimilation in that direction by any 
socially rising Estonians and Latvians in both town and country.  However, the 
prevalence of the institution of serfdom and its aftereffects limited their numbers 
before the 1860s. Despite the preeminence of German since medieval times the 
great social anomaly in the Baltic region was the absence of any German-speak-
ing peasants or lower orders in the cities. Although occasional voices had called 
for a planned or purposeful Germanization of the Estonian and Latvian peasantry, 
the majority opinion among the Baltic German elite held that this was unneces-
sary. As late as the second half of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twen-
tieth century, the Baltic Germans remained convinced that Latvian and Estonian, 
as rustic and undeveloped tongues spoken by small-numbered, mainly peasant 
peoples, simply had no future.  Assimilation to a large Kultursprache was viewed 
as inevitable (Lenz, 1956−57, 192; Berkholz, 1864, 571−73; v. d. Brüggen, 1871, 
605−06; von Berent, 1907, 339−40, 342). In spite of growing recognition of Es-
tonian and Latvian achievements during the last decades of the tsarist era (the 
typical adjectives describing the Baltic natives were tüchtig (‘able’) and fl eissig 
(‘hard-working’), the dominant Baltic German opinion was never able to move 
beyond a  certain level of condescension in its attitudes. 

In the 1860s and 1870s the position of German remained unchallenged in 
Tallinn and Riga and other Baltic cities, and the eager Latvian and Estonian im-
migrants who, for example, moved into positions as artisans or lower level of-
fi cials had plenty of incentives to become Germanized as quickly as possible 
(Lenz, 1956−57, 194−95). Thus, it is characteristic that according to the 1881 
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census 10.3 percent of ethnic Latvians in Riga had adopted German as their usu-
al language, and in Tallinn 7.3 percent of Estonians by nationality were using 
German as their primary means of communication (Corrsin, 1982, 24; Jordan, 
1883−1885, I, 68−69). However, a serious blow to the position of German and a 
major turning point in its status came in the mid-1880s with the implementation 
of a policy of cultural and administrative Russifi cation in the Baltic Provinces, 
as the tsarist regime sought to integrate its peripheral regions more fully. The 
introduction of Russian as the administrative language in the institutions of local 
government, the courts, and the police as well as the language of instruction at all 
levels of education to a large extent removed the motivation for rising Estonians 
and Latvians to assimilate to the German cultural world (Lenz, 1956−57, 196). 
Although the physical Russian presence gradually increased in Riga and Tallinn, 
the prestige that the Russian language could claim in the Baltic region was never 
able to approach that formerly held by German. In this situation the Latvians and 
Estonians assimilated less and less to either German or Russian and even began to 
absorb members of other nationalities through such phenomena as intermarriage 
(Henriksson, 1983, 91; Lenz, 1956−57, 198−99). In addition, numerous Latvians 
and Estonians who had adopted German as their usual language now returned to 
the use of their native language in everyday life. In 1913, for example, the propor-
tion of ethnic Latvians in Riga who were using German as their primary means of 
communication had dropped markedly to 2.3 percent (Wohlfart, 2004, 40).

To what extent did socioeconomic modernization lead to political change in 
Riga and Tallinn in this period? The tsarist regime steadfastly held on to autocrat-
ic power at the all-Russian level until forced by the Revolution of 1905 to allow 
a limited level of participation through the institution of the State Duma. In 1870, 
however, during the era of Great Reforms in the reign of Alexander II, munici-
pal government in the mainly Russian provinces of the empire and Siberia was 
at least modestly modernized on the Prussian model, and this reform was also 
implemented in the Baltic region in 1877. Before this change urban government 
in Riga and Tallinn had followed a highly traditional medieval pattern in which 
political power remained in the hands of a tiny elite of merchants, lawyers, and 
artisans who simply coopted the membership from among its peers (Henriksson, 
1986, 178). The new municipal government, centered in a city council that varied 
according to the size of the total population, was mainly elected by property and 
enterprise owners divided into three curiae according to the level of taxes paid. 
In the fi rst elections in 1878 in Riga the new electorate increased nearly four 
times, but still only constituted 3.4 percent of the total population (5,212) of the 
city. Most importantly, because of its wealth and economic power the traditional 
Baltic German elite totally dominated in all three curiae (Ozoliņa, 1976, 45−46). 
Nevertheless, the possibility of participating in the urban government elections 
for the fi rst time helped to mobilize Latvian activists, and given the changing 
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ethnic composition of Riga, they clearly felt the time had come for a real sharing 
of power in running the city (Wohlfart, 2006, 332; Lenz, 1954, 31). However, in 
1892 under Alexander III the tsarist regime chose to move in the opposite direc-
tion by enacting a so-called counter-reform in municipal government and raising 
the property value qualifi cation needed to vote, thereby reducing the electorate to 
less than 1 percent of Riga’s total population. In this situation voter participation 
fell to as low as 25 percent in 1897 (Hamm, 1980, 446). In the case of Tallinn 
the initial impact of the reduced size of the urban electorate was similar with the 
Baltic Germans retaining full control until the end of the nineteenth century (Pul-
lat, 1969, 68−69).

Despite the highly negative impact of Russifi cation from a non-Russian view-
point in most areas the Baltic Germans recognized that the increasingly conserva-
tive nature of the municipal government reforms meant that the tsarist regime did 
not intend to sweep them out of power in the Baltic cities. Indeed, relations with 
St. Petersburg thawed in the last two decades before 1914, as the central govern-
ment came to appreciate the stability Baltic German political leadership offered 
in turbulent times (von Pistohlkors, 1994, 402; Henriksson, 1983, 93). Neverthe-
less, the Baltic Germans were powerless to stop the continuing socioeconomic 
and cultural advancement of the native Baltic peoples. Largely because of their 
Lutheran background and the emphasis placed on reading the Bible, the Estoni-
ans and Latvians were the most literate nationalities in the Russian Empire by the 
end of the nineteenth century with 94.1 percent of the Estonians and 85.0 percent 
of the Latvians over the age of ten able to read (Kappeler, 2001, 407). From their 
Baltic German mentors they also learned about social mobilization and self-help 
in the form of non-governmental organizations. For the Latvians, for example, 
the Riga Latvian Association, founded in 1868, played a crucial role in organ-
izing and consolidating the activities of the city’s Latvian community (Wohlfart, 
2004, 52−53). 

By the last years of the nineteenth century the Latvians and Estonians had begun 
to take over the urban governments in the smaller cities of the Baltic Provinces, 
and the prospect of victory in the larger cities arose. Already in 1904, an Estoni-
an−Russian alliance was able to win election in Tallinn and followed that up with 
victories in 1909 and 1913, all clearly made possible by an expanding Estonian 
bourgeoisie. In Riga, on the other hand, despite a growing and highly mobilized 
electorate the Latvians were unable to wrest power from a German−Russian alli-
ance before the end of the tsarist regime. At least some Latvians continued to vote 
for German-led governance in Riga, especially under the enlightened leadership 
of George Armitstead, mayor in the years 1901−1912, who oversaw key advances 
in education, public hygiene, and welfare for the poor (Pullat, 1969, 69; Hamm, 
1980, 448−50; Carlberg, 1913, 166). Thus, to a certain extent the Baltic Germans 
in Riga succeeded in legitimizing their rule by offering good government.
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In conclusion, it may be noted that the rapid pace of social and economic mod-
ernization in Riga and Tallinn in the half-century before World War I proved to 
be highly comparable, but Riga’s much larger size offered a broader range of 
opportunities for gaining wealth and upward social mobility. The contrast in size 
and power of attraction of the two cities also meant that Riga was ethnically more 
complex, thus rendering the large Latvian community’s attempts to gain political 
power more diffi cult than those of the smaller Estonian one in Tallinn. The role 
played by the Baltic Germans, as the declining, but still powerful traditional elite, 
was similar in both cities, as was the attitude of the imperial government which 
increasingly intervened, seeking more and more control over the borderlands like 
the Baltic Provinces. In Riga and Tallinn in the late tsarist era the rising Estonians 
and Latvians found a crucial opportunity for economic advancement, upward so-
cial mobility, and a school for politics whose lessons could be applied under dif-
ferent circumstances. Despite the devastating upheaval and massive loss of life, 
World War I would provide an unexpected turning point by means of which Riga 
and Tallinn suddenly emerged as the capital cities of two new independent states.
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