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W hat we call a body of water 
is never merely a matter of 
cartographic convention. 
The naming of the Baltic 

Sea, for instance, reveals a quietly fraught 
geography of memory and orientation. 
In Swedish, it is Östersjön!— the Eastern 
Sea — positioning the speaker in a western 
imaginary. Finnish follows suit with 
Itämeri. But in Estonian, the same body 
of water is called Läänemeri, the Western 
Sea, a striking inversion that unsettles any 
claim to a "xed perspective. Such linguis-
tic dissonances are not trivial: they re#ect 
how space is lived, narrated, and remem-
bered through divergent histories. They 
signal that even the sea is not neutral.

This tension — between what is shared 
and what is situated — became the start-
ing point for the international conference 
Narrating the Child, held at Södertörn Uni-
versity on May 19—&1, &0&(. Bringing to-
gether twenty-three scholars from eleven 
countries and ten "elds of research,!the 

conference took the Baltic Sea not only 
as a geographic site but also as a cultural 
"gure: a liminal zone where stories of 
childhood, memory, and identity inter-
sect. Organized as the inaugural event of 
the research network The Graphic World 
of Children, the conference approached 
childhood not as a niche or sentimental 
object of study, but as a rhetorical and 
representational category with wide-
ranging implications.

WHAT DOES IT MEAN, then, to study the 
child — or the idea of the child — in rela-
tion to the Baltic Sea? One starting point 
is to resist the automatic relegation of 
children’s literature to a pedagogical or 
literary periphery. Instead, contributors 
examined how narratives for and about 
children engage central cultural and po-
litical questions: displacement, language 
loss, ecological grief, migration, and the 
transmission of memory. Presentations 
explored media as diverse as picture 
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books (Elina Druker, Stockholm), com-
ics (Maaheen Ahmed, Ghent), paintings 
(Heidrun Führer, Lund), illustration 
(Anita Wincencjusz-Patyna, Wroc)aw), 
cover design (Marcus Axelsson, Østfold & 
Charlotte Lindgren, Uppsala; Mette Moe, 
Oslo & Ruth Seierstad Stokke, Oslo) and 
publishing practice (Birgitte Beck Pristed, 
Aarhus; Krzysztof Rybak, Warsaw; Ave 
Mattheus, Tallinn & Mari Niitra, Tartu, 
Director of Juhan Liiv Museum). Many 
focused on the Baltic not as backdrop, but 
as a shaping presence, an ecological and 
symbolic space that holds stories of #ight 
and return, silence and imagination.

The sea, it became clear, often "gures 
both as a material boundary and a meta-
phorical crossing: between past and pres-
ent, East and West, childhood and adult-
hood. In papers on postwar displacement 
narratives, researchers traced microhis-
torical accounts (Sara Pankenier Weld, 
Santa Barbara) about journeys of child 
refugees across the Baltic — in memory, in 
"ction ( Jaanika Palm, Estonian Children’s 
Literature Center and Tartu University). 
Others read the sea’s presence in Nor-
dic classics such as Tove Jansson’s The 
Summer Book (Mia Österlund, Åbo & Pia 
Ahlbäck, Petra Bäni Rigler, Muttenz), and 
Astrid Lindgren (Astrid Hennig-Mohr, 
Frankfurt ) or in East German maritime 
literature for young readers, including the 
work of Benno Pludra (Bettina Kümmer-

ling-Meibauer, Tübingen & Jörg Meibauer, 
Mainz; Leonie Heinecke, Granada; Lisa 
Källström, Stockholm). The Estonian and 
Polish tradition of illustrated books was 
another point of focus, revealing how aes-
thetic strategies shape the cultural imagi-
naries of maritime childhoods.

ONE THEME recurred: the child in lit-
erature is rarely just a child. Rather, the 
"gure often serves to articulate broader 
social desires and anxieties, o*ering a 
lens through which national, ecological, 
and historical tensions can be narrated — 
sometimes refracted, sometimes intensi-
"ed. This rhetorical approach, grounded 
in an understanding of communication as 
situated and meaning-making, gave the 
conference its conceptual coherence. The 

child was not reduced to a demographic 
"gure or recipient, but understood as 
a powerful signi"er across genres and 
media.

A selection of the contributions will ap-
pear in the forthcoming anthology Shift-
ing Tides: Narrating the Child and the Bal-
tic Sea!(working title), which seeks to fur-
ther explore how ideas of childhood and 
sea are entangled in narratives of cultural 
memory, belonging, and loss. In doing 
so, the volume aims to push back against 
the habitual marginalization of childhood 
as a soft or private domain, and to insist 
instead on its analytical relevance within 
the study of the Baltic region.

THE CONFERENCE, generously supported 
by CBEES, marked the second scholarly 
gathering of The Graphic World of Chil-
dren network. If the Baltic Sea is often 
imagined as a border, this initiative pro-
poses it instead as a shared — if contested 
— cultural space, where stories of child-
hood, loss, resilience, and imagination 
continue to cross and recross the lines we 
draw on maps.≈
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“THE CHILD WAS 
NOT REDUCED TO 
A DEMOGRAPHIC 

OR RECIPIENT, 
BUT UNDERSTOOD 

AS A POWERFUL 
SIGNIFIER ACROSS 

GENRES AND 
MEDIA.”
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