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While locked up 
in a prison cell

Academic prison cells already existed in the 17th century, 

and misbehaving students were locked up as recently 

as the 19th century.

Tartu students remember the prison cell as a surprisingly 

pleasant place to stay. Its walls are full of art created by its 

inmates. Students used ink, charcoal and candles to make 

the drawings. Even oil paints were used if they managed to 

get hold of them. The most talented prisoner in the University 

of Tartu’s prison cell was medical student Jean Rodetski, 

who was sentenced to prison for a whole month in 1900 

60 of his drawings have remained on the walls.
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From Greece to Tartu 
across Peipsi
The most famous exhibits in the University of Tartu Art Museum are antique 

sculptures. Although these are plaster casts, they are cast directly from 

antique sculptures. Plaster sculptures were bought to Europe in the 19th 

of century and some interesting accidents have happened with them. 

An enormous lion relief intended for the Mycenaean city gates fell through 

ice in Peipsi lake on its way to Tartu. The sculpture was saved but it became 

stained yellow as a remainder of its winter bath. In the 1990s, before 

Lennart Meri’s museum visit, the police dog was supposed to detect 

bombs in the museum, however it bit the leg of Niobe’s daughter instead. 

The President himself never made it to the museum then. The plaster 

sculptures still look better than the Greek sculptures as those are often 

missing the nose. From time to time, they are dusted with a cloth or a brush. 

Vice-Rector for Research Professor Mari Moora’s sculptures need going over 

with a feather duster and a damp cloth from time to time.
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Ascalapha odorata 
or Black Witch
This nocturnal moth from tropical America is associated 

with death and misfortune in Latin American and Caribbean 
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Karl ‘Jesus’ 
Morgenstern
Karl Morgenstern was considered to be a very handsome man 

in his youth. He loved to wear his long black hair parted in the 

middle á la Jesus Christ. There were two oil paintings in the 

reception room of the Morgenstern’s home — one depicting 

Jesus Christ, the other of the professor himself. Students used 

paintings to improve their exam grades. The students would 

stand in front of Morgenstern's portrait and exclaim 

enthusiastically: “What a heavenly Christ! Isn't that by Titian?” 

could count on getting a good grade. The photo of 

Morgenstern may have been taken many years later, but his 

resemblance to Christ (and semiotics professor Mihhail 

Lotman’s resemblance to Morgenstern) remains.
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Stars make us happy

Astronomer Friedrich Struve arrived in Tartu in a peculiar 

way. He was captured by Napoleon's troops in Hamburg 

with the intention of sending him to war. Struve escaped 

through the window and ran home before he was sent 

to his brother who was studying in Tartu. In Tartu, Struve 

defended his science degree in both linguistics and 

mathematics-astronomy and started working at the 

observatory. He was a complete workaholic! He swore 

that he could do without an assistant if only a large 

Fraunhofer refractor would be bought for him for 5000 

pieces of silver. With this, he measured the parallax of the 

Vega and determined the star's distance from the Earth.

That night, Struve was assisted by the editor-in-chief 

of Akadeemia magazine, Toomas Kiho.
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Lennart Meri’s picnic
In 1960, a 10-member expedition of young Estonian scientists 

went to Kamchatka, led by the future president of Estonia, 

Lennart Meri. One of the expedition members was scientist 

Harri Ling, a passionate hunter and the founder of the Estonian 

Hunters' Society. His goal was to get a new snow sheep 

taxidermy mount for the museum. The expedition was already 

coming to an end and they hadn’t captured any snow sheep 

yet. On the penultimate day, however, Harri Ling managed 

to hunt down and capture a sheep. The local villagers were 

very apologetic for the loss of the sheep, as it was their 

semi-domesticated friend. But it was too late. The meat was 

eaten at the expedition end party – cooked by Lennart Meri. 

The taxidermy mount is still in the showcase of the University 

of Tartu Natural History Museum.
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An oasis in an oasis – 
the Botanical Garden 
of the University of Tartu
Tartu is an oasis of Estonian language, culture, art and 

science in the middle of Estonia and the world. Tartu 

Botanical Garden is a green oasis in the middle of Tartu. 

It is the most species-dense garden in Estonia and the 

oldest botanical garden in the Baltics. It was like a 

window into Europe, through which many species of 

plants important to science travelled from East to West 

and many pioneering botanical expeditions started and 

ended here. Expeditions are also part of students' 

learning. Students often stay late in the botanical 

garden to enjoy the birdsong, sometimes even kissing 

and drinking wine there.
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Mad scientist’s 
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Nihil mutator

The Botanical Garden’s director Germann and chief gardener 

Weinmann had so much trouble establishing the botanical 

garden by Emajõgi River that they began to regret having 

started the work at all. Weinmann was so exhausted that his 

health deteriorated and he was stricken with gout. Despite all 

this, the garden was completed and has been open for over 

two hundred consecutive years, which is a Baltic record! 

Some things have not changed during that time. 

A magnifying glass that Zobel, a professor of evolutionary 

ecology, examines tillandsia with is almost the same that 

director Germann used in his research. God forbid Zobel 

contracts gout, too!
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University of Tartu Botanical Garden. Photo: Heikki Leis
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